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For more laugh-out-loud, swoon-worthy hijinks, don’t miss Jo’s other rom-coms, Love to Hate You, Burning Moon, Almost A Bride, Finding You and After the Rain.




To GP, JJP, WP and DM! (Hopefully, you know who you are!)




Author’s Note


I’ve seen a few cool things in my life, but one really sticks out for me and I knew I had to write about it one day. Some years back we went on holiday to Réunion Island, one of the most interesting places in the world. But more than that, we got to see its volcano erupt. It was sheer chance and perfect timing that we arrived just as it started. We then got to take a helicopter ride over it and watch the lava spewing out. It was one of the most amazing and strangest things I’ve ever seen, an image that I can’t ever forget. I hope I’ve adequately described it in this book and encapsulated the magic of it all. I hope the island sweeps you up and away as much as I was swept by it and if you can, I recommend a visit.


I feel very sad to be finishing this series and saying goodbye to Lilly, Annie, Jane, Stormy and now Val. These friends have been with me for years, and in some strange way I feel like I’ve gotten to know and love them. I’ve become friends with them. I’m also sad to leave all the islands and the sea and sun and sand that has been so fun writing about. I’ll miss Stormy’s mixed idioms and Lilly’s dramatic inner monologues. I’ll miss them all and I wish I could write each and every one of them a sequel. Who knows, maybe one day they’ll all come together for a reunion, but for now, it’s a big goodbye to this group of friends and all their wild adventures finding love. I hope you’ve loved them as much as I have and I hope you’ll join me on my next adventure with new characters and new books. If you want to read one last bonus novella about them though, be sure to go to www.jowatsonwrites.co.uk to get a free copy sent to you.


Jo x




CHAPTER ONE
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Crappiest, crap day of my entire effing life!


I’d been perching on the closed toilet seat for so long that parts of my body had gone dead. It had started in my feet, worked its way up into my ankles and was slowly numbing my calves. Maybe if I stayed here for long enough, everything would go numb? (Wishful thinking.)


My new—and ludicrously overpriced—pink cardigan was officially ruined from the mixture of mascara-stained tears and snot bubbles I’d been pouring into it for the last hour. But it was all I could use to stifle the undignified sounds of my uncontrollable sobs. This was a public restroom, after all!


I had a headache from hell; possibly from tear-induced dehydration, possibly from the half-empty bottle of wine I’d been sipping on for the last hour. But I knew I had to leave at some point. I couldn’t hide in a toilet cubicle forever, as much as I wanted to. People would start to wonder where I was. He would start to wonder.


This had been one of those monumentally bad ideas from the start. No, what was I saying? This wasn’t just a “bad idea,” this was the worst idea ever conceived of. On a scale of one to “worst idea ever,” this would be right up there with DIY open heart surgery (something I was seriously considering, since the pain of it breaking was almost too much to bear).


Going to my best friend’s engagement party.


Sounds perfectly benign.


Making a speech at my best friend’s engagement party.


Totally normal.


Toasting my best friend and his beautiful new fiancée.


Absolutely acceptable.


That is until you replace the words “best friend” with “the man I’ve been hopelessly, devotedly and excruciatingly in love with for the past three years.”


I glanced at my watch; ten minutes before I needed to make the speech. Ten minutes until I was due to take up position in front of friends and families and deliver the old “thrilled and couldn’t be happier for them” platitudes.


I gulped down another more-than-mouthful of anesthetizing wine as my phone beeped. I rolled my eyes when I saw whose name was lighting up the screen. It was my friend Lilly. She’d been on my case for the last week, insisting that this was my last chance to tell him how I felt, even if he didn’t feel the same way. I needed to get it off my chest, she said. It would be cathartic, she said. I would finally get closure, she said. I wished to God she would shut the hell up. But then she’d said that other thing too, the one that kept that ember of hope burning: What if he does feel the same way too?


But I’d been here so many times before too. Hopes up, only for them to later be dashed, and downright shattered in the flaming pits of friend-zoned hell. I glanced at my phone again; another one of those dreaded phrases was splashed across it.




You have to tell him how you feel before it’s too late. What if you’re meant to be together and he just doesn’t know it yet?





Meant to be? Yeah, that’s what I’d thought too. All that hanging out together. Pizza and beer evenings. Staying up all night chatting on the phone. We’d even gone to a friend’s wedding together, for heaven’s sake. Surely that was date-y? My friends had all agreed . . . it was date-y!


I’d certainly interpreted those as very clear signs. We were meant to be together! It was only a matter of time before he confessed his true feelings to me. But as time passed . . . and passed . . . and passed, nothing happened. And then she came along. And everything changed.


I needed to snap out of this. I needed to get a grip. I needed to go outside and pretend that everything was totally fine. More than fine. I needed to pretend that I couldn’t be more thrilled for my BFF. I’d written a speech drenched in a smorgasbord of hideous, romantic clichés that I’d plucked directly from the internet. As it turns out, cheesy one-liners are just a Google search away. But now, I wasn’t sure how I was going to manage to say them out loud.


Why had I agreed to this in the first place? But this was only the appetizer; the real main course was yet to come . . .


And let me tell you, it is a turducken of tragedy. One horrific idea rolled into another equally dreadful one and then stuffed into the mother of shitty ideas. Grilled, basted, tenderized and deboned!


Agreeing to help him pick out his wedding suit.


Agreeing to emcee his wedding.


Agreeing to help him choose his romantic honeymoon destination—where they’d have lots of romantic honeymoon sex.


Clearly, I was a sadomasochist hell-bent on torturing myself. But I had to do this. I had no other option.


So I stood up . . .


Pins and needles in feet. Kneecaps crunching. Dead legs. Stomach lurching. General revolting creeping feeling.


I took my first step, but as I did . . . Whoosh! It hit me all at once. The alcohol raced through my body, spiking the blood in my veins and making me buzz. I took another step and the buzz gave way to a much more unpleasant feeling.


Suddenly, I felt woozy. Very woozy. And this wasn’t the kind of establishment for wooziness. The engagement party was being held at her parents’ restaurant on their award-winning wine farm in the beautiful Cape Wine lands; no expenses spared. Very fancy. It was the kind of super-upper-crusty party that people with surnames beginning with Vander and ending in Child went to. Many of the guests had been flown up from Jo’burg to be here, including me.


I stared at myself in the bathroom mirror, holding onto the sink for added support. I looked hideous. What was my mother’s favorite saying again? “I look like the wreck of the Hesperus.” I’d never known what a Hesperus was, but for some reason, the word seemed to describe perfectly how I looked and felt right now.


“Hesss Perrr Russs.” I hissed it out loudly as I leaned towards the mirror and then almost laugh-cried out loud.


I splashed some water on my face to counteract the wooze—it worked a little—and then I grabbed some paper towels and attempted to wipe my tears away. I blew my nose quickly when I realized it was making a disgusting “squeeeeeee, squeeeeeee, squeeeeeee” sound on every out breath.


I reapplied my foundation, popped on a bit of mascara and smooshed on some lip-plumping lip-gloss. I’d bought the lip-gloss for him. I’d stupidly thought that if my lips were more Jolie, and less me, that he might take notice. I’d been wrong. And now I was 250 rand poorer.


The lobby outside was abuzz with a crowd of overdressed people. She and her crowd were of the super-skinny, pearl-wearing, overdressed ilk. Which meant that I always felt somewhat inferior in their presence, and a great deal larger than I knew I really was. She and her crowd were the kind of people that gave normal women body dysmorphia and made us all feel like large, beached marine animals.


At least eighty people were bustling about in the massive lobby, excessive for an engagement party, if you ask me.


I smiled at everyone as I walked past, trying to do my best impersonation of a happy, non-tipsy person. Soon we were all ushered into the restaurant and instructed to take our seats. I was sitting across from my so-called BFF, Matt. He smiled at me and I melted into my chair. I always melted when he smiled. I always got butterflies when he called and I got downright dizzy when we spent time together. I glanced to his left, and there she was . . .


Samantha. Doctor Samantha, I might add. Pediatric oncologist Samantha, to be specific! She saved sick children’s lives for a living, for heaven’s bloody sake! How the hell could a mere mortal such as myself compete with that?


Samantha caught me looking at her and I quickly shot her a smiley thumbs-up. I’ve always wondered if she knows how I really feel about him. Aren’t women supposed to have a sixth sense about these kinds of things? Unless she did have her suspicions but felt that unthreatened by me. I wasn’t sure which was worse, and I suddenly imagined her and Matt’s late-night conversations about me . . .


“You know she’s in love with you, right?” she says, lying in bed, silk sheets tussled, body glistening with beads of sweat from post-coital workout.


“I know,” he says, equally sweaty and naked from mind-blowing sexcapades. “Don’t worry, though,” he turns and kisses her softly, “she’s no competition for you.”


“I know, baby. I know,” she says, and I want to imaginary-punch her.


I tried to shake the image from my head and looked down at the handwritten speech in my hands. But my fingers were shaking uncontrollably and the wooziness was hitting me in steady waves that seemed to be building in momentum.


A large pair of invisible hands suddenly reached out and wrapped themselves around my throat. Squeezing. Throttling. I swallowed, but it got stuck. The tightening feeling was growing by the second as Samantha’s father was nearing the end of his speech.


“And now we’ll hear from Matt’s best friend, Val,” he said.


I froze. A deathly pause followed as people turned and looked for me.


“Val!” He said it a bit louder this time. “Val?”


What the hell was I going to do?


Three Years Ago




14 Feb.


Dear Diary,


Something amazing just happened. Genuinely amazing. No, it was not the insights I gained while writing my latest article about why “Dairy is the New Gluten.” It was the amazing thing that happened in the lift, precisely 7 minutes ago. As you can see, I’m writing this soon afterwards, while the amazing thing is still fresh in my mind, because I don’t want to forget any of it.


I’d just come back from my “romantic” Valentine’s date with Stormy-Rain, in which she’d spoken all evening about how Valentine’s Day was yet another example of the evil consumerist-capitalist agenda. (I still have no idea what she means, and the irony is that she actually does have a boyfriend!) Needless to say, I wasn’t exactly in the most “hearts and chocolates” kind of mood when I got home at precisely 2:30 a.m. . . . that is, until I got into the lift and saw him!


Gorgeous. Pitch-black hair. Maldivian-blue eyes that make you want to peel your clothes off and go swimming in, naked. Dark, sexy stubble dotted across seriously sculptured jaw—not in a Ridge Forrester way, though. Tall, broad shoulders, seriously sexy ass and smelling like heaven. In a word, H. O. T.


So, naturally, I tried to exude that cool nonchalance that is always preferable in these kinds of situations. I made momentary eye contact, gave wildly noncommittal nod of acknowledgment, placed hand on hip, and looked in opposite direction. And, it worked! Because HE started a conversation with ME. I reiterate, this is important, he opened his mouth first . . .


He asked, “Are you coming back from a Valentine’s date?”


I replied, “No.” (Still exuding cool, aloof nonchalance, although terribly uncool inside.)


And then he said, and I quote, “I find that hard to believe. Someone that looks like you, dateless on Valentine’s Day?” And then he locked eyes with me and smiled.


Bam! I melted. Swooned. Felt explosions around us and butterflies inside. Mainly because he was just soooo good-looking. If he’d had a big, shiny bald patch and those gross white sticky patches in the corners of his mouth . . . it would have just been creepy!


For the purpose of this entry, it’s probably also worth noting that by this stage, 2:30 a.m., I was pretty well lubricated. I had hit the cocktails, hard. I could tell he was tipsy too—he had that slightly dreamy, dopey look of someone who was buzzing.


And then, fueled with uncharacteristic courage, mainly due to vodka, I asked, in my most flirty voice, “And you? Where’s your Valentine’s date?”


He replied, “I don’t have one.”


He took a step forward. Another step. Another. Until he was right next to me. And that’s when the truly amazing thing happened.


We looked at each other and then I swear I heard him say—with his mind—that he wanted to kiss me. So, I said it back, using the powers of telepathy that I didn’t even know I had. “Kiss me! Kiss me! Kiss me!”


And he did. It was hungry and desperate and loud and messy and full of arms and legs and backs being flung against walls. A m a z i n g. Best kiss of my entire life. Sparks, fireworks, lightning bolts and atomic fucking bombs went off. And then the lift doors opened and it stopped.


I thought that was going to be the end of it. I thought this was going to become like those crazy movie moments where you land up kissing a stranger under some equally strange circumstances and then part ways—but it wasn’t.


He asked, “Do you live here?”


I replied that I did, “number seventeen” (just so he knew exactly where).


And then, lo and behold (I’m taking this as a sign, btw), he said, apartment 18—he’d just moved in! He walked me to the door and then kissed me again. Soft, slow, sexy and delicious. Then he stopped, ran his thumb over my lips and said, “Good night, neighbor. See you soon.” I repeat, “See you soon.”


Now, do you see why I needed to write this down immediately! Hottest guy I’ve ever seen before kissed me passionately in lift (and at door) and it was electric. Earth moved. Mountains shook. Skies opened to choirs of little white-haired angels. I can still taste him. My lips are tingling, and I want more. Perhaps I’ll stage a walk-past by his apartment tomorrow . . .


More tomorrow . . .







CHAPTER TWO
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All the guests were staring at me, but I was frozen.


Matt gestured at me and gave an encouraging little nod. Samantha’s father cleared his throat loudly. A general murmur spread through the room.


I can do this. I can fucking do this!


“Maybe she’s got a bit of stage fright. Let’s give her a round of applause,” Samantha’s dad called out.


The room erupted into enthusiastic applause. It only made the whole thing worse.


I got up slowly and made my way to the raised platform where a mic was pinned to my dress. I took my place behind the podium and put the paper down on it, smoothing it with my sweaty palms. Hundreds of expectant eyes stared at me. I could feel them boring holes into my face, even though I hadn’t dared to look up yet. If I just stuck to my pre-planned speech, it would be fine . . .


“Hi, everyone. For those who don’t know me, I’m Val.” At that, a few claps and whistles filled the room.


“Well, what can I say about Matt and Sam really?” I continued. “They’re perfect for each other.” I forced a massive smile before launching into the next part. “In fact, I’ve known how perfect these two were from the moment I met Sam and saw how happy she made Matt and how very, very, very in love he was with her . . .”


I could feel the thoughts in my brain distancing themselves from me. They floated further and further from my grasp and disappeared into the woozy, mucky sludge that had filled my cranium. Suddenly, everything was very jumbled.


“They are just soooooooo in love. Like, a lot . . . I mean, you should see them sometimes, it’s like ‘Hey, guys, get a room.’ ” I heard a strange chuckle escape my mouth. A few other people chuckled, but most looked downright shocked.


Things went pretty pear-shaped after that. Why do they say pear-shaped, btw? A pear has such a lovely shape. So smooth and curvy. And nothing about this was even vaguely smooth, or curvy.


“Sometimes, they just hang onto each other so much, that I want to just pry them apart with my little claws . . . hahahah!” I laughed maniacally. A tiny moment of sanity prevailed, and I realized what I’d just said. I took a deep breath—Get it together, Val—and exhaled . . .


“Sqeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.” The nasal squeak reverberated around the whole room and people recoiled.


“Sorry, sorry! My nose, it’s um . . . never mind. What I meant to say is that they are very in love . . . Wait, I’ve already said that . . . sorry, hang on. What I’m trying to say is . . . is . . . uuuhhhh . . .”


Shit. Shit. Shit.


I looked down at the paper. The letters I’d written were swimming on the page. The words were blurring, and a feeling was rising. I looked up from the paper and into Samantha’s angry face. She had her arm draped around a very concerned-looking Matt. I didn’t blame him. I was concerned.


My eyes swept the crowd. A few people were snickering. Some were whispering to each other and that feeling inside me was growing steadily. Getting bigger, and bigger, and . . . suddenly, the feeling was too damn big to be contained anymore. It felt like a massive balloon was being inflated inside me and at any moment it was just going to burst uncontrollabl—


“SORRY!” I shouted. “Sorry! I can’t do this. I’m so sorry, I just . . . I can’t . . . I can’t.”


I launched myself off the platform. My feet hit the wooden floor with a surprisingly loud thud. And then I ran from the room as fast as my jelly legs would carry me. I wanted to be cocooned in my safe little cubicle again, but a bloody butler holding the biggest silver platter I’d ever seen before was blocking my path to the restroom. I turned around and ran back up the passage, ducked into one of the many lounges and slammed the door behind me.


What the hell had I just done?


I needed to lean against something quickly before I collapsed. My whole body was shaking. Dizzy. Nauseous. Hot. Cold. Sweaty. Woozy and then—


“Val. Are you okay?” It was Matt! “What’s wrong? You don’t look well.” I tried to look away but he reached out and took my face between his hands, tilting it up for him to see.


And that was the moment!


That was it. It was all just too much. Too much to keep bottled up inside for a second longer. I’d been locking it away, trapping it and squashing it down for so many years. And now, it was on the verge of escaping and there was nothing in the world that could stop it.


“NO! No, I am NOT okay . . . okay?” I burst into loud sobs.


“For God’s sake, tell me what’s wrong. You’re worrying me.” Matt looked genuinely concerned. Friend concerned. My heart snapped and then so did I.


“Don’t you see?” I wailed through loud and very messy sobs. “Have you still not got it, Matt?” My sobs grew louder still.


“See what? Got what?” He seemed genuinely confused. Was he really that blind?


Have you ever watched a TV program where they show a time-lapse video of a plant bursting out of a tiny seed? It grows bigger, and bigger, until you wonder how the hell something so big could have come out of something so small. It seems to defy all the laws of nature. That’s what it was like when I finally opened my mouth. The words and feelings that had been locked away for so long were enormous and endless. They burst into the space between us and filled the entire room.


“I’M IN LOVE WITH YOU! OKAY? IN LOVE WITH YOU. I’ve been in love with you from the second I saw you, and you kissed me and I haven’t stopped loving you every second of every day since then. And now you’re getting married to Samantha who is perfect and beautiful and I hate her for it! I hate her because you love her and not me. And we’re so perfect for each other. We spend all our free time together, but you still don’t see it. Why can’t you love me? Love me—”


I stopped when I heard it. It sounded like my voice was echoing through the rooms. Bouncing back and forth. Clearly, I was hearing things. I let out a loud, frustrated wail and it came straight back to me.


“What the . . .?” I looked up to see where the sound was coming from. Something was very, very wrong here.


“Hello?” I asked tentatively, and my voice answered right back with the same Hello.


I opened the door and stepped out into the passage again, trying to ascertain where the hell the sound was coming from.


“Ssshhhhh,” I whispered and heard it immediately. It was as if the voice of God was repeating every single word that I was saying . . .


Holy crap!


In one earth-shattering moment, I realized what was going on. I looked down at my dress, and there it was . . . the mic. Still pinned to me.


My breath started coming out in short, sharp, ragged spurts, and I followed the sound of it up the passage and into a room.


The room.


Everyone swung around and glared at me in absolute horror. Their faces were smeared with shock and utter disbelief. I felt the hot flames start at my feet, sweeping up my legs, my torso and finally my face. Suddenly, I was as sober as hell. I tried to open my mouth to speak, “I . . . I . . . I . . . Squeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.”




16 Feb.


Dear Diary,


I’m confused. And mildly alarmed. I staged several walk-bys past apartment 18 in the last two days, but no sign of him. Am starting to wonder if he’s one of these moochers that doesn’t have a job? Like from the Dr. Phil show, “My 35-year-old moocher son is living on my couch and now he’s also hearing voices” kind of thing.


I drew the line at knocking on the door, didn’t want him to think I was crazy . . . says the girl who staged multiple walk-bys. I can’t help it, though. Have not been able to stop thinking about that kiss. Something happened during it. I can’t quite explain it. But I’ve never felt anything like it before, and I’m desperate to see him again.


Anyhoo . . . I need to finish an article about the A-Spot. Yes, that is an actual thing. And did you know, only 11% of all woman have found it? (I’m in that 11%, btw.) Got to run, need to help the other 89% navigate their way in the new sexual, alphabet soup.


More later . . .







CHAPTER THREE
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My foot hit the perfectly manicured lawn, and my heel immediately dug into the fresh, wet soil. I felt my body falling forward and there was nothing I could do to stop myself from falling on my . . .


Face. Dammit!


The feeling of cold soil smearing across the side of my cheek was actually a welcome relief to the feeling of nauseating embarrassment that had been surging through me in waves since I’d run from the room. Run away from all of those eyes. Judging eyes, appalled eyes and, worst of all, amused ones. The shock and horror I could (almost) handle—I could certainly understand it—however, it was the amused looks that made me feel the worst.


But clearly, my speedy getaway wasn’t exactly going as planned. I crawled onto my hands and knees, trying to pull my shoe free, but it was in too deep. I slipped my foot out of the shoe and took my other one off too, cursing the fact that I’d departed from my usual flats in the first place. I stood up and looked back at the building to make sure that no one had witnessed my fall, only, they had. My stomach plummeted when I saw some familiar eyes staring at me from behind the glass.


I turned as quickly as possible and continued my now shoeless escape. I ran across the lawn to where my rental car was parked.


I needed to get out of there.


I found my tiny red Kia sandwiched between a huge, shiny Lexus with a number plate that read “DIVORCED” and a Porsche 911 with a number plate that read “THE BOSS.” Had I been myself, I would have rolled my eyes and made a note to write an article about what personalized number plates really said about you. But I wasn’t myself. My little Kia and I needed out of there . . . and if I were to choose a license plate right now, it would have to have been FML.


I put my shoes on the bonnet of the car and frantically dug through my handbag for the set of unfamiliar car keys, but couldn’t find them.


Shit! Please, please, please don’t let me have left them back inside. I begged and pleaded with whatever benevolent force was out there—someone, anyone—although I seriously doubted benevolent forces were listening to me tonight. Oh no! ’Twas the night of dark, malevolent forces. ’Twas the night that hell cracked open the Earth and sucked me into its fiery, flaming pits. ’Twas messed up AF!


Without thinking it through, I tipped the contents of my handbag onto the bonnet of the car, and as predicted—had I been in the right state of mind for such logical deductions—everything, including my shoes, slid languidly down the curved bonnet and bounced to the floor below like dropped marbles.


“Fuck it!” I cursed again and dropped to my hands and knees, trying to reclaim the contents of my bag. But the stuff had spread so far and wide that it would have taken me ages to get it all. So I prioritized; wallet, make-up bag, tampons and shoes . . . Wait, where the hell was my other shoe?


I scanned the floor. Good news, I could now see the car keys. Bad news, I had to flatten myself like a pancake and slither under the car to retrieve them, scraping my body on the rough gravel as I went. I looked around one last time for my other shoe, but when I realized that it was truly nowhere to be seen, I climbed into the car as fast as I could and turned the engine on. I would love to say that the beast roared to life with a sense of urgency, but it didn’t. It kind of flickered on like a little one-watt light bulb.


I tossed my shoe over my shoulder and heard it thud against the backseat, and that’s when I felt the first punch in my stomach and tightening in my throat. No! I willed it away as hard as I could and started reversing, but as soon as I did . . .


“Shit!”


DIVORCED had parked so close to me that I was barely able to inch my way back. I ground the car into first, I hadn’t driven a manual in years. I swung the steering wheel as hard and far as I could—no power steering either—and started inching forward.


“Double shit!”


THE BOSS was also too close. I stared back at the restaurant. I had three options: One, go back inside and find out whose cars these were and ask them to move, not going to happen; two, I could abandon the car here, catch an Uber and come back for it in the morning; or three, I could somehow yoga-move my way out of this.


And so I did. I began the tiring near-ten-point turn that I was forced to make in order to extricate myself from the clutches of these cars. I was finally almost out, and maybe it was because I was so desperate to go and so excited that I almost was free, that I collided with it.


The sound of my little car scraping against DIVORCED’s rear bumper was ear-splitting and made my teeth tingle, as if I’d just bitten into an unripe banana.


“No! NO! No!” I looked around to see if anyone had seen me—they had!


I begun swinging the steering wheel again as DIVORCED came running out of the restaurant and started darting across the lawn. Shit, she was fast! Being DIVORCED clearly gave her lots of time for things like CrossFit. I saw another figure emerge from the restaurant and start running—it was Matt! I had to get out of here. Suddenly, a third figure emerged, I surmised it was THE BOSS, since I’d just hit his car too. They all dashed towards me and were nearly upon me when I finally managed to maneuver myself free. I pressed my foot down on the pedal so hard that the wheels spun and gravel flicked, and then I flew out of the parking space.


I raced away as fast as the pathetic one-liter engine could take me. Down the long gravel driveway and back onto the main road. There was a loud buzzing sound in my ears, a terrible metallic taste in my mouth, my fingers were tingling and my mind and heart were racing. Not only had I embarrassed myself in front of what felt like the entire world, but now I had also just committed a hit and run. I was a criminal!


That feeling struck again. The punch in my stomach and tightening in my throat.


I swung my steering wheel again, veering off the road. I slammed on the brakes, put on the hazard lights and burst into tears.




20 Feb.


Dear Diary,


So, as it turns out, the A-Spot is much easier to find than my neighbor and I’m seriously starting to consider the fact that I may have hallucinated the entire thing. My friends all seem skeptical too and are suggesting some kind of vodka-induced hallucination. This, of course, raises serious questions about my general mental wellbeing as a whole—or my previously held beliefs in my ability to hold my drink. I’m leaning more towards the fact that it DID actually happen, just because I have no history of hallucinations and I’m half-Russian; my grandmother gave me vodka shots to cure a cold once.


Anyway, A-Spot article is really “revolutionary” says new editor. A real “eye-opener, or leg-opener” if you will. New Woman online magazine has just employed a new editor named Davida, pronounced Dah Vee Daaaarrrrr (roll the R). She seems nice, but you know what it’s like, these types can turn so quickly—like milk left on the counter overnight.


She wants another article from me asap, still trying to decide what it should be:


1. How To Get Abs In Ten Days. (Not likely, but readers like abs, especially at the beginning of the year when we’re still all encased in that layer of Christmas blubber.)


2. Ten Things Men Wish Their Women Knew About Going Down On Them. (Have no idea what those are yet, make note to research. But suspect one is, “don’t use teeth.”)


3. Ten Ways To Tell He Likes You. (Why do these things always come in tens, let’s try sevens next time. Quicker. Less thinking.)


More later . . .


20 Feb. (later that day)


As it turns out I am not mad and hallucinating and I can hold my drink. Matt (that’s his name btw) is very real. In fact, Matt has been away on business this entire time. Because Matt is an actual adult with a real job—unlike myself. Matt, as it turns out, is a Quantitative Analyst. Of course I have no idea what that means, but nodded my head and made a note to Google it later.


(Googled: A quantitative analyst is a person who specializes in the application of mathematical and statistical methods—such as numerical or quantitative techniques—to financial and risk management problems.)


Okay. Now I really don’t know what it means. But Matt is also rather confusing. Very.


He claims to only vaguely remember meeting me in the lift and no mention of the kiss. At all. He’s not even acting awkwardly around me. I’m not sure if I should be offended. No. Of course, I’m offended that he doesn’t remember that kiss. But things are still looking promising, because he did invite me to his house-warming party. Mind you, there’s still a possibility that Matt might turn out to be very boring. Very, quantitative-number-crunching boring. He could also be a total asshole. Men that look like he does often are. I’ve always noted that the hotter the man, the less developed his personality can be.


Anyhoo . . . I’ve decided to do the article on Ten Ways To Tell If He Likes You since it will be very beneficial to know these things moving forward. So far this is the list:


1. He initiates conversation.


2. He listens and remembers what you say.


3. He leans forward when you talk.


4. He makes direct eye contact and smiles.


5. He compliments your appearance.


6. He teases you playfully. (This one reminds me of school days, when a boy would throw a ball at your head or snap your bra strap to convey his feelings. Maybe men really don’t change that much.)


I shall look out for these signs at the house-warming.


More soon . . .







CHAPTER FOUR


[image: image]


Here’s the big, fat universal truth about unrequited love . . .


It hurts. Period.


It holds you in its fiendish grip and it squeezes the life out of you. It makes you feel physically ill and turns you into someone with a single-minded obsession that rages inside your head day and night. Make him love me. Make him see me, make him love me . . . It’s exhausting and draining and constantly chaotic. And, eventually, it becomes completely all-consuming. It becomes the thing that defines you. Loving him, and not being loved back, becomes everything.


Profound, hey? Great insight, don’t ya think? I know, because I wrote an article about it once. As a freelance writer for various women’s magazines I write all kinds of articles about these very things:


How To Tell If A Man Just Isn’t That Into You.


How To Get Out Of The Friend Zone.


And of course . . .


How To Get Over Unrequited Love.


But you think I would take my own advice. What’s that saying about the shoemaker’s children having the worst shoes? Well, I was like that. Except now I only had one shoe. Not that any of the articles I write have any real basis in scientific fact or proven theory, though. The most research I do is typing something into the Google bar.


I was still sitting in my car on the side of the road. I was squeezing the steering wheel so hard that my fingers were about to fall off. I clenched my jaw; it felt like I might crack a tooth. I closed my eyes tightly and tried to will away the avalanche of tears that had been streaming down my face for the last five minutes. I was like the little Dutch boy with his finger in the dike, desperately trying to hold it all back. But I was failing, and now, it was just spewing forth with the pent-up vengeance that was three, long, painful years in the making.


Because Matt was it.


If I couldn’t have him, then there was no one else for me. Of course my friends were all very fond of pointing out how utterly irrational that thought was. But it was what I’d thought every single day, at least ten times a day, for the last three years. I’d thought it so damn much that now I genuinely believed it. If not Matt, then who?


I glanced in my rear-view mirror, there were hardly any cars on the road at this time and no sign of THE BOSS, DIVORCED or Matt. I pulled back onto the road and started driving in the direction of my hotel. Matt and most of the engagement party were staying there and the prospect of bumping into them was more than a little horrifying. So as soon as I reached the hotel, I ran to my room and threw myself in.


But once inside, I wasn’t sure what to do with myself. I was experiencing a kind of prickly anxiety that was making me want to pace the room and scratch my arms. And so I did. I walked and scratched the psychosomatic itch that was emanating from the inside, that no amount of scratching could fix.


This was not how I’d seen this situation playing out. And, believe me, I’d seen it play out many times before. There had been many nights when I’d lain in bed playing the scenario out over and over in my head. Firstly, in my scenario there had been no audience. And secondly, Matt was meant to look at me adoringly, love emanating from his eyes, open his mouth and . . .


“Oh my God! Yes. Yes. I love you too, Val. I’ve always loved you. I’ve loved you since that day we kissed in the lift (in my version he remembers the kiss). I love you! I choose you!”


Or some such variation of the above. Anything other than what he’d said tonight.


“I’m so sorry, Val, I had no idea. I’ve never thought about you like that. You’re my best friend. You’re family.”


A stab of pain, mixed with embarrassment, kicked me in the gut again. Although, I’m not sure you can even call this embarrassment. This feeling transcended any normal understanding of embarrassment. This was nothing like the feeling I’d gotten when I’d had my legs up in stirrups at the gynaes, and a strange man had walked in thinking his wife was in that room. Or the feeling I’d gotten when my nephew had found the vibrator in my drawer, turned it on and run around the house with it thinking it was a toy while my parents were visiting.


No, this was nothing like that. This was something else entirely.




25 Feb.


Dear Diary,


He is not an asshole. He is not boring. He is, in fact, one of the funniest, coolest, nicest guys I’ve ever met. Just come back from Matt’s house-warming party. It was very interesting. Matt’s friends were all very “finance-y.” They all thought it was fascinating that I was a freelance features writer. They asked so many questions, as if I was some kind of exotic species that they had only just discovered living under a mossy fern in the Amazon.


But I did get to spend a lot of time with Matt. And I don’t think I’m imagining it, but we really bonded. We have the same sense of humor, the same dislike of French foods: frogs’ legs, foie gras, escargots. We both like beer, pizza with pineapple on and watching rugby (maybe me for different reasons to him, though. Truthfully, I only became a fan of the sport after seeing those calendar pictures of the rugby players wearing nothing but strategically positioned balls).


I also watched out for all the signs tonight too, and this is what I think:


1. He initiates conversation—Check! As soon as I walked in the door.


2. He listens and remembers what you say—Yes! At the beginning of the night I told him how I liked my martini, and at the end of the night, he still remembered.


3. He leans forward when you talk—Yes. But to be fair, the music was loud. So not 100% sure about this one.


4. He makes direct eye contact and smiles—Yes.


5. He compliments your appearance—Not sure. He complimented my fitbit—said he liked the color of it and asked if it was any good.


On a bad note, he still hasn’t said a thing about the kiss and I am starting to genuinely believe that he doesn’t remember it.


More later . . .







CHAPTER FIVE


[image: image]


The knock on the hotel room door happened at precisely 3:33 a.m. I know this, because I was still awake, staring at the clock, willing morning to come so I could get the hell out of there.


“Val, I know you’re in there. We need to talk.” It was Matt.


Maybe if I ignored him he’d go away?


“Val, pleeeease,” he implored me in that oh-so-familiar tone. The tone that was so bloody hard to resist. Like when he’d asked if I minded throwing his laundry in with mine and doing it for him because he was so busy at work. Or when he’d asked if he could borrow my car, because his was in for a service, and I’d said yes and cancelled a coffee with my friends.


But not this time. “No,” I finally managed feebly, sounding unsure of myself. Which I was. “NO!” I said it again, a little louder and firmer this time, but still not quite convincingly.


“Please,” he whined into the door, and I couldn’t help it, but I moved closer. I waddled all the way up to the door—it was hard to bend my bloody, scraped knees—and rested my head against it. I could see the shadows of his feet under the door and I could hear his breathing. He was so close . . . yet he was so, so very far away.


“I can hear you,” he whispered against the door in that other familiar tone. It was that playful voice, with the lilting quality to it that always made it sound a little flirty. This was the tone that had perpetually fueled my hopes these three years, like petrol to a fire. It was the tone that had me riding a relentless emotional rollercoaster that I was now so dizzy and exhausted from.


“I can’t,” I whispered back. I heard him sigh. Something about his sigh pissed me off. Why would he be sighing? Shouldn’t all the sighing and huffing and puffing be reserved for me?


“I need to talk to you,” he continued. And because, clearly, I wasn’t quite through embarrassing myself for one evening, I opened my mouth.


“Need? Ha! Well, I’ve needed a lot of things too and I haven’t gotten any of them. Now have I? We all need things, Matt. Everyone fucking needs things, don’t they?” As soon as I’d finished the sentence, I regretted saying it. There was no need to add any more drama to this already overly-dramatic situation.


Another sigh from him. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say to you. I don’t know how to make this better.”


“You can’t make it better.” My voice quivered and tears began to sting my eyes. “Where’s Sam?” I suddenly asked.


He paused for the longest time before speaking. “I waited until she was asleep.”


God, he sounded guilty as hell. Like the husband who comes home late after work because he’s been in an “emergency meeting” (Miss Scarlet, in the boardroom with a whip).


“Aaah . . . I see.” The guilt in his voice made me feel cheap and dirty. Like I was his slutty Miss Scarlet on the side. This wasn’t the first time I’d felt this way either. There’d been many a night when Sam had been working late and we’d hung out together and phrases like “please don’t tell her we went out, she thinks I’m at home working” were thrown around.


“Please leave,” I said. There was a long pause and I waited with anticipation for his answer. Truthfully, there was still this part of me that was hoping he might barge through the door at any moment, take me in his arms and tell me what a mistake he’d made with Sam. We’d fall into each other’s arms and kiss and then make love all night long.


God, I hated that part of myself and I wondered if it was possible to kill it off somehow?


“I understand if you don’t want to talk to me, but at least open the door so I can give you your shoe. You left it on the driveway.”


Shit! And under normal circumstance I might have just told him to keep it, but the things had cost a bloody fortune. “Leave it outside,” I said.


“Okay,” he replied feebly.


I pressed my ear to the door, waiting for the sounds of his footsteps, and when I was confident that he was no longer there, I opened the door and looked down. My one fancy shoe was on the floor and the irony of this moment did not escape me.


This was my Cinderella slipper, delivered by Prince Charming himself. Only, this prince wasn’t mine. His heart belonged to someone else. The problem was that he was in possession of my heart, and I had no idea how to go about getting it back.




4 March


Dear Diary,


Matt has asked me around to his place today to watch the rugby and drink beer! And it’s just going to be the two of us. We’ve seen each other almost every day this week, either in the lift, walking past each other in the corridor, or having a conversation in the parking lot. I think he likes me, I mean, why else would he be inviting me to his place tonight? Alone. I have to get ready.


More laters . . .


4 March (later)


Dear Diary,


Okay, quick update, nothing happened. But he did hug me goodbye and I’m sure the hug lingered for a few seconds longer than it should have. Maybe my friends are right, maybe he’s just shy around me because he does remember the kiss but doesn’t know how to broach the subject?


More laters (hopefully!)







CHAPTER SIX
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I arrived at the airport at 6 a.m., four hours before my actual flight. Matt and Sam and the rest of the engagement party were also booked on that flight and I was hoping to avoid them all by getting onto an earlier one. Because I hadn’t slept a wink that night, I felt almost drunk on the exhaustion.


The rental car inspection had not gone well. The angry-looking man with the clipboard and clicky-pen had been very displeased when he’d seen the state of the car. I was made to fill out a hundred forms and in my haste and strange, tired state, I didn’t read any of them. For all I knew I could have signed my soul away or joined a pyramid scheme and my box of miracle slimming tablets was already en route to my house. But I didn’t care. I had much bigger things to worry about today than the silly bumper that had fallen off and was now in the trunk. Yellowstone could have erupted today, I could have learned that ground baby panda bear paws were being used in the manufacture of my favorite face cream, or that the Amazon had been completely flattened for a Trump theme park—and probably still wouldn’t have cared.


When I finally got inside the airport I discovered that the earlier flight was fully booked. But I was put on standby, just in case a seat became free. If I couldn’t get on that flight, I would need to find a safe place to hide, and then book myself onto a later flight—thus avoiding the engagement party. So I found myself a chair in the far corner of the airport. But I couldn’t get comfortable. And it wasn’t because the seats were hard and cold and my knees were stinging. I could feel that overwhelming monster of an emotion building. I dug in my handbag, pulled out a piece of gum and shoved it in my mouth; it was all I could do to stop myself from screaming. And that’s when I saw it. I reached in and pulled it out. My diary. It flopped open on a page. I swallowed hard. This was where it had all began . . .




20 June


Dear Diary,


I’m in love. I’m totally in love with Matt. I have no idea how this happened so quickly. We’ve been spending almost every day together, either my house or his. And when we’re not spending time together, we’re messaging each other constantly. He messages me something boring that happened in his office like, “Board meeting with entire finance department” and I message him back with how I might turn that into an article, like “Seven ways to have an orgy on a boardroom table without being caught by your boss.” Okay, it sounds so lame when I write it like that, but it’s not. It’s so much fun. And it happens all the time.
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