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With thanks as usual to all the team at Hodder and my agents Antony Harwood and James Macdonald Lockhart. Thanks are due also to my family, especially my sister Kate. And finally to Mark, my dearest dear, without whom I’d have to make my own tea. Milk, no sugar.


Chapter One

Back when I was a child, a summer holiday meant three things. It meant loading up the caravan with enough tinned food to see a family of four through a nuclear winter. It meant starting out at six in the morning to spend eight hours in bumper-to-bumper traffic on the motorway to the South Coast. And when we finally got where we were going, it meant rain. Traffic jams, tinned food and torrential downpours. No wonder my sister, Clare, decided to lie when she got back to school the September she turned nine and ‘What I Did on My Holidays’ was the subject on the board.

Forget a soggy fortnight in Cornwall; my sister claimed we’d spent three weeks in Florida as special guests of the Disney Corporation. She said she’d had an early birthday celebration with Mickey and Minnie. They gave her a special present, she claimed. Alas, she left it on the plane. Everyone in her class was impressed. When the truth came out – another mum on the school run expressed surprise that we had taken such an exotic trip so soon after Dad was made redundant – my sister was sent straight to bed and had to forego her birthday party. ‘But holidays are meant to be about fantasy,’ said the precocious nine-year-old when Mum asked her why she’d lied. It stuck with me, that thought. Holidays are meant to be about fantasy. And finally, aged 29 and 357 days, I was going on a holiday worth fantasising about.

So how did I end up spending the second day of it nose to nose with a dead mouse? Ugh, you must be thinking. I should have sued the holiday firm for thousands! But the dead mouse was the least of my worries. I hadn’t even made it to the luxury hotel I’d chosen oh so carefully all those months before. No, I was inhaling deceased-rodent dust and spider droppings beneath my own bed, in my own little flat in south London, wondering how on earth everything had gone so horribly wrong.

Shall I tell you why everything had gone so horribly wrong?

Callum Dawes, that’s why.

My name is Sophie Sturgeon and no one deserved a holiday more than I did. I’d had a stinking few months in the office. Make that a stinking few years. I wasn’t a big fan of my job as a PR officer. Sounds wonderful, eh? A career in public relations is pretty glamorous. A career in public relations for a company that makes lifts and escalators? Not so much.

My employer was a company called Stockwell Lifts. They were based, as the name suggests, in Stockwell, south-west London. It was by turns a tough and boring job. Largely boring. There are only so many stories you can persuade the national press to feature on lifts and escalators, and most of them aren’t good. My job was to ensure that the public read about our biggest development projects and safety innovations, and not about the people who spent their bank holiday weekend stuck between floors eleven and twelve. I ran a company blog called Going Up and tweeted as @liftlady. I had eleven followers. All of them worked at head office apart from my mum.

It was very dull, but it paid the bills and it paid for me to have a really good time on those few precious weeks off each year. Right then, after yet another wet and miserable June, there was nothing I needed more than a fortnight at a fabulous hotel with an infinity pool and a sea view. I was especially looking forward to this break for several reasons. Firstly, we had been having one of the worst summers I could remember. Everything had been rained off, from Wimbledon to Glastonbury to the swimming gala at my local outdoor pool. It was that bad. Secondly, I could not wait to have fourteen days away from my desk-mate, Hannah – the only other member of the Stockwell Lifts PR team – who had been driving me nuts for months with her wedding-planning woes. Her big day was still a whole year away, yet to judge by the constant state of low-level stress she had induced in herself, and the rest of us, you would have thought that no one in the world had ever got married before. Finally, I was looking forward to spending my thirtieth birthday with my wonderful boyfriend, Callum.

Callum Dawes. The moment our eyes locked across a box of serving-sized UHT-milk cartons in the staff kitchen, I knew that my crush on Daniel Craig was so over. As Callum nodded towards the cartons I was carrying and asked me, ‘Can I have one?’ his smile lit the room (which had been in a state of perpetual darkness since the fluorescent tube blew some three months earlier). Unfortunately, on that very first meeting, I was sporting a time-of-the-month pimple the size of a ping-pong ball and I was wearing my second-worst suit. It was an unflattering grey number in some cheap synthetic fabric and probably six or seven years old, but I was loath to throw it away, because what was the point of spending my limited wages on work clothes when I worked at a company where ‘paunch’ was part of the job spec for all the male employees? Or at least it had been up until that moment.

Callum Dawes changed everything when he started work at head office. Here at last was a colleague worth brushing my hair for. I certainly wished I had dabbed on some concealer before I left the flat that morning. Callum seemed to focus right on my spot while he introduced himself as the new operations manager for the north of England. I leaned on the staff microwave and propped my chin on my fist, cunningly hiding my pimple in what I hoped looked like a pose of casual interest in Callum’s story. But I didn’t feel in the least bit casual. This man was gorgeous. He was much younger than the guy he had replaced – two decades younger, in fact – and much better looking. He was definitely paunch-free. Later that day, someone said he looked a bit like the actor Christian Bale and the nickname stuck. Well, ‘Batman’ did for a while.

Callum’s arrival at the company was like a rainbow at the end of a long, grey summer’s day. With his slim-fitting suits (a rumour went round that they were Hugo Boss) and his colourful ties, he was an exotic fish in a tank full of guppies. He caused such excitement. All the girls in my office straightened up when Callum walked down the glass-walled corridor en route to the canteen. Even Hannah couldn’t help flicking her carefully highlighted hair in his direction.

Yes, Callum turned even Hannah’s faithful head. He was that good-looking. It’s true that he didn’t have much in the way of competition at Stockwell Lifts’ headquarters, but I was pretty sure he could have seen off most of the competition at a male-model agency too. Which was why I was surprised that my in-box was soon fit to burst with jokes that he had forwarded and that he always seemed to appear in the staff kitchen when I was making the tea. It’s why I was astonished when we ended up snogging on a fire-exit staircase at the next staff Christmas party. And it’s why I was absolutely flabbergasted when that drunken snog turned into an actual date and that actual date became the beginning of a proper relationship.

It was such a thrill. At first, we tried to keep things quiet, because we weren’t sure how our colleagues would react or even if our budding relationship might have breached some code of conduct that could lead to our dismissal, but I can’t tell you how happy I was to go to work during those months when Callum and I were fresh and new and we would try to snatch the odd moment in the stationery cupboard. Such a cliché, I know, but it was the only room in the entire 1970s building that didn’t have at least one glass wall.

Callum and I managed to keep our increasing involvement with one another our little secret for almost four months, but eventually we were outed by Alison, the company chairman’s PA. She saw us crossing Oxford Street hand in hand one Saturday afternoon. She was almost killed by a bus as she ran across the road to confront us. Callum quickly dropped my hand and pretended to be looking in a shop window, but his evasive action came much too late. Alison was gleeful as she imagined what trouble she could cause. We had been seen looking ‘coupley’. We had to fess up.

Telling Alison anything was like making an announcement on Twitter. Even before we got to work the following Monday morning (staggering our arrival by a couple of minutes, as was our habit) the news was out. Our relationship wasn’t a sackable offence, thank goodness – we were both single and both grown-ups – but after the story became public, we had to make a special effort to appear professional and that meant no PDAs (public displays of affection) in office time. Not even so much as a friendly glance over the staff kettle. There would definitely be no more sneaking off to the stationery cupboard. That was a shame, but I was glad to be able to tell everyone that Callum was my boyfriend at last. Even if it did raise a little in-house envy.

‘If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes,’ said Alison to Hannah, when she thought I was out of earshot, ‘I never would have believed it. Him and her? I would have said he was out of her league, wouldn’t you?’

Hannah agreed. ‘Right out of her league.’ The cow.

If I was honest, however, I couldn’t quite believe it myself. Callum was handsome and clever and funny and definitely going up in the world of lifts. (Alison sneaked a copy of his appraisal my way one afternoon.) He probably was out of my league, but it didn’t seem to matter to him, and eighteen months after Callum and I shared our first kiss at that Christmas party, we were still very much a couple. This long-planned fortnight in Majorca was to be our third holiday together. Since we started going out, we had spent a weekend in Malaga and a week in Crete. I couldn’t wait to go to Majorca for my thirtieth birthday celebrations. I just knew it was going to be special.


Chapter Two

I had chosen Majorca on Hannah’s recommendation.

Hannah and I had a love-hate sort of relationship . . . What am I talking about? It was much more ‘hate-hate’ than that. Since we held the same job title in a department that was overstaffed by 100 per cent (and there were always rumbles of redundancy), there was, of course, a certain amount of professional competition, but there was also a horrible degree of personal competition, which naturally focused on our success in relationships. For a brief period after my relationship with Callum came out into the open, I was on top – Callum, the hottest man at Stockwell Lifts, if not the hottest in lift engineering full stop, was considered a serious catch – but then Hannah and her ‘sainted Mike’, the management consultant, got engaged. ‘Fiancé’ trumps ‘hot boyfriend’ every time.

Since that moment, Hannah had taken it upon herself to offer me unsolicited relationship advice at every turn. She was constantly checking the temperature of my relationship with seemingly innocuous questions. Had I met Callum’s parents yet? What did my parents think of him? Were we planning to introduce our families to each other? Hannah’s reaction to my answers left me in little doubt that she thought we were making slow progress. I tried to ignore her, but eighteen months in, I couldn’t help wondering what it was about Hannah that had persuaded Mike to take their relationship to the next stage, while Callum and I still spent important family dates, like Christmas and Easter, apart. I’d met his mother only once and that was accidental: I arrived as she was leaving Callum’s flat after a weekend of Christmas shopping. I hadn’t met his father at all, or his sister, and she lives inside the M25. I was always offering to cook Sunday lunch for them all, but Callum said it was too much bother. Hannah said she met all of Mike’s family in their first three months of going out. That was a sign of his intention, she explained.

It was during one of her relationship pep talks that Hannah counselled me to choose Majorca for our next holiday. She said she had never had such a wonderful time as she’d had on that island.

‘You’ve got to go to the north side,’ Hannah told me. ‘Much classier than the south. You want to try Puerto Bona. There’s a great hotel right near the beach.’

It was in Majorca that Hannah’s sainted Mike had popped the question. She said he had been so overcome by the beauty of the view from their hotel room that he decided he should propose there and then to capitalise on the perfect setting, despite not yet having asked Hannah’s father’s permission or bought an engagement ring.

I had been thinking about a fortnight in Tenerife – my mum’s best friend had an apartment on the island and we could have stayed there for free – but Hannah soon had me sold on her special resort and I booked two flights to Palma. If a view could move a man to marriage, I wanted Callum to see it. After eighteen months spent shuttling up and down the Northern Line between my flat in Clapham and his flat in Kentish Town, I was keen at least for us to move in together. Callum, on the other hand, didn’t seem to be in any kind of hurry to move things forward, despite the fact that it would make good financial sense – we were neither of us loaded, my lease was coming up, and he already spent four nights a week at my place because it was nearer to work.

‘You want to start charging him rent,’ Hannah suggested.

As our holiday in Majorca drew closer, however, it had been a long time since Callum had spent the night at my flat. He’d been up in Newcastle for the best part of a month, overseeing the installation of six super-long Stockwell Lifts ‘Trojan’ escalators at a new shopping centre on the outskirts of the city. It was a really big deal for the company, which had been losing out more and more frequently on major projects such as this to cheaper foreign manufacturers. This Newcastle project was the deal that kept Stockwell Lifts from going under during the Credit Crunch. We all owed our jobs to that shopping centre, especially those of us who worked in the overstaffed PR department.

Callum often had to go away for a few nights – he was the north of England manager, after all, and he had clients to visit in all the major cities up there – but the time he had spent on the Newcastle project was the longest we had been apart since we first got together. It was awful for me, and for him too, I assumed. He was working so hard he wasn’t even able to come home for the weekends. I missed him terribly during our time apart and was counting the days until our holiday. Though I texted and called several times a day, it wasn’t the same as being able to share lunch at his desk or poke my head round his office door whenever I wanted. I had grown used to being around Callum 24/7. I really couldn’t wait to see him again.

With the holiday just a couple of days away, I was like a child at the end of term. I was in such high spirits that I happily listened to Hannah witter on about her wedding plans all day long and never once had the urge to stab her with a Biro. Meanwhile, she was more than happy to go over the events of her own holiday in Majorca in real time, reliving Mike’s fabulous proposal with a 40-minute monologue that exceeded the duration of the actual event by, oh, 200 per cent, I should imagine. I caught Alison – my office frenemy (everybody’s office frenemy, in fact) – smirking when Hannah broke into an unaccompanied and somewhat shaky rendition of James Blunt’s ‘You’re Beautiful’, which a live band had been playing in a nearby bar when the sainted Mike was overcome by the view and decided to make his move.

‘You are going to love Majorca,’ Hannah assured me. ‘It really is one of the best places on earth. I can’t think of anywhere I would rather be. I’ve told Mike I want us to retire there. Spanish food, all that sunshine, lovely beaches, friendly people . . . the romance . . . Oh, you have to go to this place too . . .’ She scribbled down the name of another club. ‘I can’t believe I forgot to tell you about the Palacio Blanco. We had mojitos there. Best on the island. I am so jealous of you two going to Majorca on Wednesday. You are going to love it, and I just know that Callum is going to love it too.’

I hoped so. Callum and I definitely needed some quality time. On a couple of occasions when I’d called him that week, he’d seemed a little disinterested in hearing the latest developments in the detailed itinerary I had been putting together with Hannah’s eager assistance. I put that down to his feeling tired after a month of non-stop work. He had every right to be exhausted as the Newcastle project drew to a close. I’d been working hard back at head office too. We had earned every day of our trip.

I hoped Callum and I would have at least as good a time as we’d had in Crete the previous year. How magical that holiday had been. The resort was perfect. The weather was perfect. We soon fell into a daily rhythm of long mornings cuddling in bed, afternoons lazing by the pool and evenings spent dancing in the cocktail bar. When we came back from that holiday, so happy and relaxed in each other’s company, I felt that we had grown much, much closer. ‘It was like we were Siamese twins,’ was how I’d heard Callum describing it to one of the lift engineers when I happened upon them in the staff kitchen. Actually, ‘bloody Siamese twins’ was what he said, but I knew that men sometimes like to play down their feelings in public. Anyway, it had been a mistake to let so much time elapse since then without even so much as a mini-break. I hoped that as soon as Callum got on that plane, he would start to perk up and feel excited again. Unbeknown to him, I was planning for our holiday to start long before we got to the airport.


Chapter Three

I had everything organised to the last detail. Since we were flying from Gatwick, it made more sense for Callum to come and stay in my south London flat rather than spend the night at his own place in Kentish Town. He would catch the train down from Newcastle as soon as he could get away that afternoon, swing by his place to drop off his work gear, pack his suitcase for the holiday and get the Tube to mine for a delicious supper and an early night. We would have to be up at the crack of dawn the following morning to get a minicab to the Gatwick Express at Victoria. Charter flights always seem to leave really early. I had booked the cab two weeks in advance to make sure we didn’t get stranded.

Having done my holiday shopping and packing during the lonely weekends while Callum was stuck up there in Newcastle, I had plenty of time to prepare a really special meal for our last night in Inglaterra. (See how well my Spanish was coming along?) I was going to cook something with a Spanish theme, of course. That last day at work, I spent my lunch hour in Sainsbury’s, buying everything I needed. To begin with, stuffed olives, chorizo and Manchego cheese, plus four bottles of Spanish beer to wash it down. For a main course, I was going to make chicken rice from a recipe I’d found on a Spanish tourism website. For pudding, a traditional Spanish lemon tart. OK, so I bought a ready-made tart . . .

Back at the office, I spent the afternoon tormenting Hannah with the thought that the following day I would be in her favourite place on earth, while she would be in my least favourite place in the universe, and dealing with my calls to boot.

‘Don’t forget to send us a postcard,’ she said as I prepared to leave at five on the dot without so much as a goodbye tweet from @liftlady.

‘You’ll be lucky if I have time to send a text,’ I said.

I had no intention whatsoever of spending my fortnight away corresponding by postcard, text or otherwise with the people I had been so looking forward to getting away from. As I walked out through the revolving doors, I was a free woman. At least for the next fourteen days. Fourteen days! I didn’t even care that when I came home, I would no longer be in my twenties. Two weeks with no work more than made up for that. Two weeks with nothing to do but concentrate on my dearest, darling Callum. It was going to be heaven.

As soon as I got home, I changed into something much more ‘holiday-like’. I checked that my passport was in the right place: in the outside pocket of my special black travel holdall, which I’d carefully chosen to fit in an overhead locker. There was no reason why it wouldn’t be. It had been there for most of the week.

Next, I went into the kitchen and put on some suitable music while I prepared our Spanish feast. The Gipsy Kings seemed appropriate. I would only later find out that they were French and not Spanish after all. Anyway, for now their frenetic guitars and catchy rhythms fit the bill. My mood was as high as a helium balloon. I wiggled to the beat as I took the packaging off the cheese and the chorizo and arranged both on a plate as though for a TV cookery show. I danced across the room to put the beer bottles in the fridge. I jigged from foot to foot as I sent Callum another text – my fifth since leaving the office – to find out how he was doing. Was he at King’s Cross yet?

‘I can’t wait for our holiday to begin!’ I texted as the CD started from the beginning a second time.

Callum didn’t text me back as quickly as I hoped, but I put that down to his perhaps already being on his way. I snuck a piece of cheese while I waited to hear from him. Hmm. The Manchego wasn’t quite as exciting as I’d expected. Not much flavour at all considering that one tiny lump had cost as much as a paperback novel. I wouldn’t be bothering with that again. Unless Callum really liked it, of course. If Callum liked it, I would definitely buy some more. I had a special shelf in my kitchen for the things that he liked: Doritos, Peperami, beef jerky . . .

Then I went online and looked at various views of our hotel. I had spent a lot of time on that hotel website while Callum was working away, just looking at the pictures and imagining us together by the pool. Adjacent sunbeds. Holding hands. It was going to be so good for us to get some time together alone again. I don’t think I had ever looked forward to a holiday more than I was looking forward to our fortnight in Puerto Bona. I could almost feel the sun on my face and the sea breeze in my hair.

Meanwhile, Mum texted to wish us both a happy holiday and me a happy birthday. While wasting time on the Internet, I had already noticed that Mum had changed her Facebook status to ‘Can’t believe my little girl is going to be thirty next week. Have a very happy holiday, Sophie.’ Mum loved her status updates. While many of her contemporaries claimed to find the Internet overwhelming, my mum had moved straight into the fast lane of the information superhighway. She had a Facebook page before I did, and when I told her that I had opened a Twitter account for work, she signed up that very afternoon so she could follow me. Mum tweeted as @hotflushheather and had eighteen followers to my eleven. She updated at least ten times a day and every time Dad made a joke he asked her, ‘Are you going to twit that?’ Apart from me, Mum followed several yoga gurus and her local weatherman. Apparently, he was rather funny and a good deal more accurate than the BBC.

Anyway, being the type of person who plans ahead, Mum had already sent me my thirtieth birthday present, a silver photo frame, which I’d filled with a picture of Callum and me on Valentine’s Day. It was my favourite photo of us together, though the day itself hadn’t gone quite as I hoped. When Callum told me he’d booked the restaurant where we had our first date for 14 February, I thought he might be planning something special. Unfortunately, he wasn’t, but the chap on the next table (which was less than two inches away – the restaurant was packing ’em in) did choose that night to propose. As we were leaving, I wished the happy couple the very best and offered to take a photo. They reciprocated and it turned out to be the nicest photo of Callum and me ever taken. So I put it in the frame and tried not to think about the argument we’d had later that night. I think it was about where we’d be spending Easter. More importantly, it was about whether we would be spending Easter together, which was what I had very much hoped for. We didn’t. Callum said that Easter was an especially sacred time for his family.

I texted Mum back, making sure I added ‘I love you’, as we always do when any family member is about to fly. A little morbid, I know, but wouldn’t you just hate for such things to have gone unsaid? After that, I texted my sister to let her know that I loved her too. Most of the time, it was true.


Chapter Four

Clare was my big sister. She was just over two years older than me and for a long time we had fought like cat and dog. During my teens there were times when I had actively hated her (mostly when she refused to lend me her real black leather jacket or her favourite high-heeled shoes), but now that we were both proper grown-ups and making our way in London, we had become much closer again. The time she pulled the legs off my box-fresh equestrian Barbie was long since forgotten, as was the day I broke her silver charm bracelet. (At least, that incident was only mentioned once every couple of months now.) We had put our childish squabbles behind us and I would say that over the past couple of years Clare had become one of my very best friends.

Clare was living quite close to me. I had a one-bedroom flat in Clapham Old Town. She shared a sweet little terraced house with her fiancé, Evan, an auditor for an insurance company, just two stops down the Northern Line in Balham, though she liked to call it Clapham South. We were always in and out of each other’s houses. I had looked after Clare’s goldfish, Cheryl Cole, while she and Evan went camping over Easter. (Cheryl Cole’s bowl-mate, Ashley, died after making a suicide leap onto the carpet while Clare and Evan were at work. It happened on the day the real Coles announced their divorce, which seemed prophetic.) Now Clare was going to return the favour by watering my house plants while I was away. At least, she would water them if she remembered. I just had to make sure she remembered. I knew Clare wouldn’t let me down deliberately, but she could be a bit dreamy.

‘Love you. Please don’t forget my plants!’ I begged her in my text.

‘Of course I won’t forget,’ she texted back. ‘I’ll water them every day, I promise. I love you too.’

Water them every day? I doubted it. But if she managed once a week, the plants would probably survive.

So everything was set. My case had been packed and ready for the best part of a fortnight. My passport was still where I had put it. The airline tickets and accommodation and car-hire vouchers were with my passport. I had bought a special pink folder to keep everything together. It matched the pink leather passport cover, embossed with my initials in gold, that Clare had given me for my birthday the year before.

Both my suitcase and my hand luggage were packed with incredible precision. Prior to packing my case, I had made tiny drawings of every item of summer clothing that I owned. I cut these out, like a paper doll’s wardrobe, and mixed and matched until I had worked out the least possible number of clothes I needed to pack to make the greatest number of outfits. There was no room for excess baggage with the budget airline charging more for an extra suitcase than we had paid for the flights in the first place.

My hand luggage contained an emergency change of clothes, should my checked luggage go awry. It also contained my incredibly flattering new bikini. That was going in my hand luggage because when a girl finds a bikini that she really, really likes, she should take no risks with losing it. A good bikini is as rare as Mr Right.

My carry-on also contained essential toiletries, which I had decanted into airport-security-approved hundred-millilitre bottles and tucked into a clear ziplock bag. I was very proud of my packing indeed. It might have featured in a photo shoot for one of those ‘How to Travel Light’ articles you get in all the women’s magazines every summer.

I knew that Callum would be just as careful with his luggage. Callum was a man who appreciated good clothes – hence he bought his suits at Hugo Boss when all the other guys at the office went for drip-dry M&S. He certainly had the body to make the most of them, especially since he started doing boxercise at the gym on a Saturday morning. Anyway, he was the only man I had ever met who bothered to put layers of tissue paper between his trousers to stop them creasing in the hold. He also had a skincare regime that would have made any girl proud.

‘Don’t forget your sunblock,’ I texted him as the Gipsy Kings struck up for a third time. He didn’t really need reminding, I knew – Callum was not the kind of guy who would spend his first few days by the pool looking like a lobster – but I wanted to jog him into letting me know where he was. It was strange that he hadn’t texted or called. He generally responded to every sixth text I sent, at least.

However, by eight o’clock I had still heard nothing from Callum and my holiday mood began to waver just a little. Where had he got to? I had been under the impression that his train from Newcastle would get into London at around half past five. It shouldn’t have taken more than fifteen minutes for him to get from the train station to his flat in Kentish Town, and it wouldn’t take him longer than half an hour to throw some things into a bag. All that meant he could easily have been at my place by eight. But even if he had been delayed, surely he should have let me know?

Had his iPhone run out of battery? He would never have let that happen. Callum would sooner be without his shoes than his iPhone. Ordinarily, he was a slave to its pings and vibrations. We’d once had a spectacular row after he responded to a text while I was giving him a private viewing of some newly bought underwear. There’s nothing quite so humiliating as standing in the middle of the living room in nothing but a new bra and thong, while your boyfriend lets his best mate know what time the rugby kicks off . . . So it was not like him to have not responded to any of my texts that day and soon the worst-case scenarios began to drift through my mind. I was certain he’d have let me know if he had missed his train or if he’d been delayed, but what if there had been a terrible accident?

I went back online to check, but there was nothing about a train crash on any of the news websites. Mum, however, had tweeted, ‘Hope Sophie and Callum are having an early night ahead of their holiday.’ Hannah, who was one of Mum’s followers because she thought it was ‘cute’ that I had a tweet-happy mother, had added, ‘I hope they make the most of their time in Majorca because I’m left behind and doing all the work!’

Alison also followed Mum. She had tweeted, ‘Hear, hear.’

I found it very disconcerting that my mother and colleagues were Twitter-mates, especially when Mum tweeted about her hot flushes. She thought she was striking a blow for menopausal women everywhere and that one day her insights – such as ‘Standing in front of the fridge with my blouse open’ or ‘Have found a natural alternative to KY’ – would be collected into a best-selling book. For me, knowing that my colleagues had been treated to the thought of my mother chilling her cleavage was just another reason to dread going into work.

I logged off Twitter and sent Callum another text.

‘I thought you would be here by now,’ I wrote. ‘Is everything OK?’

And then I waited and I waited some more until it was almost nine o’clock. Dinner was certainly ruined. The rice, now overcooked, was as hard and dry as it had been when I poured it out of the packet. My carefully planned schedule had assumed we would be in bed by half past nine. Where the hell was he? I called him and went straight to voicemail.

‘Callum,’ I said, ‘I’m really worried now. You were supposed to be here ages ago. Your dinner is in the oven, but it’s completely dried up. The cheese is looking sweaty. The beer is warm. And we’re supposed to be in bed in half an hour. You do know what time we’ve got to get up in the morning, don’t you? Please give me a call.’

As soon as I put down the phone, I wondered if my message had sounded too brusque. My mind continued to race with visions of train crashes and car accidents. Was he stuck underground in a broken-down Tube carriage? There were so many reasons why he might not have called. Alas, there was one worst-case scenario that I hadn’t thought of. Worse than train strikes and Tube stoppages, worse than Callum being late to my flat because he couldn’t find his passport, worse than just about anything. I mean, why would I have thought of it, given that Callum and I were due to go on a lovely romantic holiday the very next morning? Our future could not have looked brighter.

‘I’m not coming over to your place tonight,’ Callum texted at last.

Well, at least he was alive.

‘Why not?’ I texted back. The fuzzy feeling of relief I had felt at seeing his name in my in-box at last was quickly replaced by annoyance. His dinner had been ready for the past two hours and now he was telling me he wasn’t coming over? What was he thinking? I guessed that he wanted to spend a night in his own flat. After all, he hadn’t spent the night there for a month because of the Newcastle job. But still . . . he was being very selfish having waited so long to let me know. He must have known I would cook for him. I always cooked for him.

‘You do know how early we’re going to have to set off for the airport?’ I added. ‘Shall I come to you?’ I suggested before he could text me again.

‘No. Don’t come over. I mean, I don’t want to go to Majorca,’ was his reply.

Well, I wasn’t going to text my response to that one. I called Callum right away.

‘Hello.’

He picked up, thank goodness.

‘What do you mean, you don’t want to go to Majorca?’ I asked without preamble.

‘I mean, I don’t want to go to Majorca,’ he said simply.

I was about to ask him if he was anxious about the flight, though he’d never been anxious about flying before, or whether he thought he had too much to do here in London – I knew he must have household admin backing up from his month away – but then he added, ‘With you.’


Chapter Five

‘With you.’

Those two little words were like a body blow. Before I’d had time to digest them, my stomach was already reacting to the news. He wasn’t saying that, was he? I sat down on a kitchen chair and waited for clarification. Maybe Callum didn’t actually mean what my heart was already mourning.

‘I’m really sorry,’ he said. ‘I really am.’

Oh dear. The downcast tone of his voice confirmed the worst.

Never let it be said that my darling Callum didn’t have fabulous timing. On the dance floor, he never missed a beat. When it came to telling a joke, he always knew the exact right amount of time to pause before delivering the killer punchline. But having decided he was going to dump me, he was going to do so the night before our long-awaited two-week holiday in Majorca. My thirtieth-birthday holiday! What kind of timing is that?

Over the course of the next ten minutes, the terrible truth came out.

During the month that we had been apart, Callum had been doing a lot of thinking. He knew that I wanted to settle down eventually, so he thought he had better tell me sooner rather than later that it wasn’t going to be with him. We were neither of us getting any younger, he added, reminding me with a jab of my upcoming thirtieth birthday, which would fall smack bang in the middle of our holiday. What a great birthday that would be now. It wasn’t that he didn’t care for me deeply, he said, or think I wouldn’t make someone a wonderful wife. It was just that he didn’t think he could give me everything I needed right now – he wasn’t ready for that kind of commitment with anybody, he added – and that realisation made him sad. It was best that we didn’t take things further. He didn’t want to mess me around. That’s why he wasn’t going to be coming on our trip.

I couldn’t believe it. Callum and I had been planning our annual holiday for months. OK, so it’s perhaps more accurate to say that I had been planning that holiday for months, but I had no reason to believe that Callum was any less enthusiastic about the prospect of going away than I was. He knew it was especially important to me to do something different over my big birthday. I wanted to mark the occasion in style. And yet, with less than ten hours to go, when he was supposed to be at my flat in south London, eating a specially prepared Spanish-themed supper before we got an early night ready for our crack-of-dawn taxi ride to the airport train link, Callum was at his flat in north London, telling me, over the phone, that our eighteen-month relationship was over.

Couldn’t he have dumped me after the holiday? That was my first muddled reaction. I asked him. Apparently not. Bless his sensitive little heart, Callum told me next he’d wrestled with the idea of going on the holiday and wielding the axe upon our return, but decided that ultimately I would be more upset if he came on the trip and dumped me as soon as we got back. Likewise, any effort he made to celebrate my birthday with me would only look deceitful in retrospect. Besides, knowing what was coming up would ruin the fortnight for him. How could he enjoy himself when he was already feeling so guilty?

‘It wouldn’t be honest,’ he said. ‘Not when I’ve already made up my mind to break up with you.’

How thoughtful.

I tried to stay calm. Callum and I had forked out the best part of £1,200 each for our flights and accommodation. Was he really going to junk that? If I could just get him to Majorca, I was sure all this nonsense could be sorted out . . .

‘You’re just tired,’ I told him, struggling to keep my voice calm as I brushed off everything he’d said. ‘You’ve been working so hard up there in Newcastle. Let me come over to your place and bring you some dinner. As soon as we’re back in the same room you’ll remember what it is you like about me,’ I added with as much humour as I could muster. Believe me, it wasn’t easy as the panic began to rise. ‘Please, Callum. You haven’t had a day off for a month.’

‘I have had a day off,’ said Callum. ‘I’ve had every weekend off, in fact.’

‘You said you didn’t . . .’

‘I just didn’t want to come back to you.’

‘What? Did you come back to London?’ I asked.

‘A few times. I hid out in my flat,’ he confirmed. ‘I kept the curtains drawn in case you came round.’

Oh, no. All this honesty was too much. I had been pacing the kitchen as Callum and I talked. Now it was time to sit down again. ‘You actually hid from me?’ I squeaked.

‘I did. I had to. I just couldn’t face you. I’m sorry, Soph, but if I’m honest, I’ve been feeling this way for a lot longer than the past month. Us going out and working together too. There were times I felt like I couldn’t breathe. I thought being away from you for a while would make things better. Absence makes the heart grow fonder and all that. But it didn’t happen. The longer I went without seeing you, the more I realised that I wasn’t really missing you. Not at all. And now I’ve got a fortnight off, I don’t want to spend it pretending things are still OK. I want to spend it on my own.’

‘You came to London and you didn’t see me?’ I was still stuck on that point.

‘I wanted some thinking time,’ said Callum. ‘It’s not a nice thing for you to hear, I know, but I wanted to get things straight in my head before I talked to you.’

‘And now you’ve got things straight in your head and we’re over?’

‘That’s pretty much it,’ he agreed. ‘Yes.’ He sounded relieved by my summary.

‘Is there someone else?’ There had to be someone else. What else could have happened to change his mind in such a short period of time?

‘There’s no one else,’ he promised me.

‘Then come to Majorca. We need to see each other right away. We can’t talk about this properly on the phone.’

‘I know,’ said Callum. ‘It’s not ideal. I really hate to do this to you other than face to face. I feel really bad about it, especially with it being your birthday holiday and all.’

‘Then why didn’t you come to my flat?’

‘Because I didn’t want you to persuade me to go to Majorca. Not when I’d made up my mind not to go.’

But at least he didn’t expect me to miss out on that well-planned trip because of him.

‘We’ll see each other when you get back. You should still go,’ he continued. ‘I know how much you’ve been looking forward to it.’

‘I was looking forward to going with you,’ I reminded him. ‘I wanted to be with you when I turned thirty. How can I go on holiday and have a good time now that I’ve been dumped?’

‘Perhaps it will help you get over me,’ Callum suggested. ‘Two weeks in the sun. It will change your whole perspective, I bet. I won’t expect you to pay back my half of the accommodation, of course,’ he added generously. ‘Unless, maybe, you can get someone to go with you. If they could pay my half . . . that would be really helpful . . . I’ve had an expensive month.’

Though obviously not because he’d spent a fortune on a birthday gift for me. ‘Who?’ I snarled. ‘Tell me who can I get to go with me to Majorca with less than eight hours until the taxi arrives to take us to the Gatwick Express?’

‘Um . . . you could tweet it,’ he said helpfully. ‘Someone might know someone with a fortnight off starting tomorrow.’
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