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  Prologue




  Manchester Airport, July 2006




  There is a universal rule of travel that applies to any holiday destination on the planet: the sunnier the resort you’ve visited, the more ferociously it will piss down

  when you land back in the UK.




  And Zante was sunny. So sunny that, as my friends and I step onto British tarmac, shivering in the drizzle, it feels as though the only thing in the world that isn’t grey is my nose, which

  is an alarming shade of red. Oh, and possibly my toes, which, courtesy of the flip-flops that seemed like a good idea when I set off, are now as blue and frozen as radioactive ice pops.




  Still, I can’t complain about the weather, which was the one element of the holiday that was excellent. That qualifies it as a rarity.




  ‘How are your bowels today, Imogen?’ enquires Meredith cheerfully as we step onto the travelator.




  The family of four in front spin round to get a good look at me.




  ‘Better,’ I whisper. ‘Though that’s not saying much.’ Twenty-four hours ago, I was gripped by the sort of cramps normally associated with unanaesthetised intestinal

  surgery, prompted – according to resort gossip – by a recurrent swimming-pool superbug for which our two and a half star hotel was rewarded a modest role on Watchdog last

  year.




  Meredith hadn’t mentioned that detail when she persuaded Nicola and me to book this two-night trip to celebrate her hen night. That is, her third hen night. She and her boyfriend,

  Nathan, have one of those on-off relationships – one that’s so on-off that if you try to keep up it makes your head spin. At the moment it’s on, but that guarantees nothing: by

  the end of the week, she could well have cancelled the 350-seat wedding marquee in Hampshire, fired the string quartet and sent her mother nose-diving to her third nervous breakdown.




  ‘I don’t know about you two, but I had a whale of a time,’ Meredith declares, apparently confident that we’ll answer in the affirmative. ‘I know it

  wasn’t luxurious, but you got used to those crawly things after a while, don’t you think?’




  I still have no idea what those ‘crawly things’ were – David Attenborough would have struggled to identify them – but I do know that I didn’t get used to them. Or

  the shower, with a choice of two heat settings (arctic and lava); or the hair I found in my food every meal (collectively, they’d have produced an entire toupee); or the walls that shook when

  the couple next door were throwing up, singing or shagging, the latter of which, judging by the speed and noise, involved a variety of moves that could have won them a part in

  Riverdance.




  I didn’t get used to any of it, and neither, judging by her heavy eyelids, did Nicola. ‘It was great, Meredith,’ she replies heroically. ‘I’m just glad you had a

  good time. That’s the most important thing.’




  Neither Nicola or I are flashy types by nature; we didn’t grow up surrounded by luxury of any description. In fact, we both grew up in the distinctly unpretentious surroundings of suburban

  south Liverpool, where we met at secondary school. But even we have standards.




  Which is why Meredith, my neighbour in London until recently, is an enigma. Her family appears to own half of the south coast, her father was a major in the British Army and all her other

  friends have names that belong in a P. G. Wodehouse novel. So my only explanation for her infinite tolerance of the hellhole we’ve just visited is that she sees it as a novelty.




  ‘You know, if you’d wanted to go somewhere a bit posher, I would’ve treated you both,’ she says merrily, as we arrive at the luggage carousel. ‘I really

  wouldn’t have minded.’




  ‘It’s very kind of you to offer, but we would’ve minded,’ insists Nic. ‘We’ll just have to save up for next time.’




  I look up and, with a sinking heart, realise the bag approaching us ominously on the carousel is mine. Unlike the chic weekend bag I checked in, this heap of canvas looks like an angry

  hippopotamus has used it as a prop for practising tae kwon do moves: a strap is missing; there is a yawning hole in one side; and my washbag is spilling out, revealing half a pack of Microgynon,

  enough make-up to put Clinique out of business and a burst tube of athlete’s-foot cream that’s now smeared on several surfaces.




  I haul it off the carousel as two women I recognise from our flight glide past. They look to be in their mid-thirties and are unfeasibly glamorous – all lustrous hair, French-manicured

  nails and foreheads that, from a certain angle, look as though they’ve been soaked in formaldehyde. I feel a stab of something unbecoming of me; I fear it may be envy. Not, I hasten to add,

  because of their appearance, gorgeous as they undeniably are. But because of where I know they were sitting on the flight: in business class.




  Nicola follows my gaze. ‘I’m sure business class is overrated.’




  ‘A ridiculous extravagance,’ I concur. ‘I’m sure No Frills is just as good.’




  Meredith shakes her head. ‘You’re wrong, you know.’




  We head for the gargantuan queue at the customer-services desk to report my luggage as damaged. After ten minutes of the line remaining resolutely static, I find the tattered copy of

  Hello! I bought for the flight and glance through its now-familiar pages.




  Flicking through pictures of minor European royals and Jane Seymour posing by the pool in a palace in Kuala Lumpur might not have been a good idea after spending two nights in an establishment

  with more wildlife than a Tanzanian nature reserve.




  ‘I wouldn’t mind a bit of luxury next time, I must admit,’ I confess, though I’m not sure when the next time will be. It’s not that I don’t enjoy going

  away with my friends – their company was the single highlight of an otherwise very challenging trip – but I’m currently in year one of a new job, not exactly rolling in money and,

  cheap and not-so-cheerful as it was, Zante has eaten into the funds for the main holiday I intend to take with my boyfriend, Roberto.




  My heart flutters to my throat at the thought that he’s on the other side of the Arrivals-lounge door, waiting for me to slide into his arms.




  My friends can’t really get their heads around Roberto and me, and the extent to which, after two years together, I still adore him.




  I don’t wish to sound schmaltzy, not least because I wouldn’t want to give you the impression that we’re perfect – we’ve had some positively operatic rows in the

  past (inevitable, really, when a feisty Italian falls for a girl determined to give as good as she gets) – but, two years on, I’ve come to realise something about why we were made for

  each other.




  He isn’t just the man I love: he’s the man who made me realise that I’m not all that bad myself. Despite the half-stone I’ve failed to lose over the course of the ten

  years. Despite my hair permanently refusing to do as it’s told. Despite the fact that I couldn’t keep a secret to save my life, grind my teeth in my sleep, find it difficult to say

  ‘I’m sorry’ and have a tattoo of a spider on my bum, from when I was life-guarding for Camp America, that now looks like a malignant melanoma.




  Despite these faults and a million others, he brings out the best in me and, even at my worst, I know he’ll still love me.




  ‘Maybe we should start saving up for something more special one day,’ suggests Nicola. ‘We could put a bit away each month. Then after . . . I don’t know, three years or

  so, we could have a proper holiday. A luxury one.’




  ‘Nicola, you’re a genius. Let’s do it!’ Meredith beams. ‘Top flights. Gorgeous hotel. Champagne all the way. It’d be amazing.’




  Obviously, she’s right. Although after the last two days, somewhere with a flushing toilet would be a bonus.










  Chapter 1




  Wandsworth, London, July 2012




  My make-up bag doesn’t look like that of a woman who’ll be checking into one of the world’s most glamorous hotels the day after tomorrow. Even I know that,

  with my stunted enthusiasm for these things. There are lots of lipsticks – the only cosmetics I ever seem to buy (intermittently in a bid to ‘make an effort’) – plus a

  Rimmel concealer, dehydrated mascara and something called a ‘chubby stick’ donated by Meredith. That’s pretty much it.




  It strikes me how bad I’ve become at the things girls are meant to be good at.




  I never used to be. Once upon a time, I was into this sort of thing. But for someone who takes their job as seriously as I do, flaunting your assets is not a good idea. Part of me thinks that if

  any boss has an issue with glamour and femininity in the workplace, then it should be the patriarchy’s look out, but the reality is it rarely works like that. If I turned up at the office all

  pouty lips and filigree undies, my reputation would never recover – and not just because letting my boobs off the leash of their control bra would be such a hideous distraction that I

  might as well go the whole hog and stick two Mr Whippy cornets on each one.




  But, if I’m honest, wanting to be taken seriously at work isn’t the whole story. The whole story is a long and complicated one, and can probably be summarised thus: I have other

  priorities now.




  Still, this trip will be good for me, as everyone keeps saying.




  Part of me can’t believe I’ve never been on a holiday as luxurious as this. Although, to be fair, I’ve had hardly any holidays in the last four and a half years, unless

  you count Center Parcs.




  ‘Mummy!’ my four-year-old daughter, Florence, cries from her bedroom. ‘Something’s . . . happened. But it was only an accident.’




  Florence, who was named after her father’s birthplace, might have the voice of an angel but there are few sentences capable of making my heart sink faster.




  I optimistically interpret her tone as being insufficiently urgent to qualify as a true emergency.




  ‘What kind of accident?’ I ask lightly, piling my clothes into the bag, deliberately stalling before I face whatever disaster has befallen her.




  ‘Well . . . will you be cross?’




  I take a deep breath. ‘I don’t know – what have you done?’




  ‘It wasn’t me. And, anyway, it’s okay because it was only an accident.’




  I abandon my packing and head across the hall to her tiny bedroom.




  We moved here last year because it’s in the catchment area of the exceptionally good state school where Florence will start in September. This monumental date in my daughter’s diary

  unfortunately coincides with our company’s most important day of the decade – a headache I have put off tackling because it involves an impossible choice: get my friend and neighbour

  Debbie to take her to school on her first day there, or face being burned at the stake by my boss – or something like that.




  Apart from location, the flat is unsuitable for our circumstances in every conceivable way: it’s too small, the garden consists of four potted gerberas, there’s an unshakeable smell

  of damp and it’s nowhere near as convenient for work as our old place in Clapham. This means my frenetic daily commute resembles a scene from Chariots of Fire, and our regular

  childminder is permanently threatening me with the sack, apparently unconcerned that it’s supposed to be the other way around.




  It’s also ludicrously expensive, not helped by the fact that the pay rise for which I’ve been holding out over the last six months has not yet materialised.




  Oh yes, and we have a dog. I don’t make life easy for myself. But it was only when Spud’s owner, Mary – our landlady – died recently that I discovered, to my abject

  horror, that she’d bequeathed him to Florence in her will. Her son, James – our new landlord – couldn’t have him because he’s allergic, and has his golfing holidays to

  consider. Spud’s a lovely little thing but, practically speaking, not what I need in my life right now. So I briefly considered packing him off to a rescue home, but didn’t have it in

  me, particularly as if Florence had found out, she’d have held it against me for the rest of her life. Plus, to Mary’s infinite credit, she also left us the funds for a dog-walker each

  day I’m at work for the next five years. Which goes to show what an optimist she was, given that Spud is already knocking on fourteen.




  Despite this chaos we do, just about, cope. I can’t claim to be mother of the year – there have been one or two low points, the most recent being Florence’s nursery’s

  Harvest Festival when, last-minute, the only items I could find in the kitchen cupboards as an offering were a tub of bicarbonate of soda, some cocktail sticks and three bottles of WKD.




  That doesn’t, of course, stop my mother from telling me every time we speak that things would be much easier if I’d just move back to Liverpool. Which I’ll never do – and

  not only because she lives there.




  The fact is, I love Liverpool and I’m proud to call it home – it’s the city that made me. But it’s London that will forever be the mad, glorious place I can’t ever

  imagine leaving, not when so many memories live here with me.




  I push open the door to Florence’s room with trepidation.




  It is in every way an offence to feminist sensibilities. A haven of pink, it has a glittery dressing table (a present from Grandma), a fairytale bed (also Grandma’s work) and more

  Disney Princesses paraphernalia than you’d find in all the store cupboards of the Magic Kingdom.




  But she adores it. And, given that I’ve brought my daughter up to know her own mind, I can hardly complain when she asserts it – even if I wish she’d find something to replace

  the subject of her current obsession: a pink vacuum cleaner. I refuse to buy it, despite her tearing out a picture of it from an Argos catalogue and sticking it on her wall, like some sort of

  shrine to domestic servitude.




  It’s her big eyes I see first. You can’t miss them, even when part-hidden behind her wild, dark ringlets. Then I’m diverted.




  ‘I’ve done my nails. But I smudged a bit,’ she declares, holding out her hands.




  Courtesy of a bottle of cherry-red polish (again, my mother’s work), her fingers look like she’s fed them into an office shredder. And, yes, she has smudged them. All over her

  duvet.




  ‘Florence!’ I gasp, diving across the room.




  It’s only when I’m halfway there that I realise my movement has prompted Spud to stir from one of his lengthy snoozes. He bounds towards me to give me a kiss, knocks over the nail

  polish and proceeds to leap around until there are bright red doggy footprints all over the carpet.




  Barely pausing for breath, I grab the bottle and race to my room to locate some nail polish remover, which I proceed to sprinkle about the place in a futile bid to clean up.




  ‘If only I had that pink Hoover to help,’ Florence sighs.




  Then my phone rings. I press ‘Answer’ and wedge it under my ear. It’s my boss, David.




  ‘Imogen, you asked me to call. Don’t you know it’s Saturday?’




  David is a dream boss on many levels, and I owe him for reasons that go beyond my recent, scarily stratospheric, promotion. He’s the chief executive of one of the UK’s foremost

  food-manufacturing companies, Peebles Ltd. You might not recognise the name, but we are an omnipresent force, producing some of the world’s best-known brands of biscuits, crackers, breakfast

  cereals and confectionary. Basically, if there’s wheat and sugar in whatever you’re eating, it’s very likely that we’ve made it, something we do in no less than twenty-one

  other countries.




  Unfeasible as it might seem for a 29-year-old single mother, I am its UK marketing director. Or, at least, acting UK marketing director, which effectively means I’ve got the job but

  not the salary, for the moment at least. It’s a position for which David plucked me from relative obscurity after my two predecessors went off with stress.




  The position is everything I’ve ever wanted in a job and has come earlier in my career than expected. But that’s not the only reason why I love it. It’s made me feel as though

  I’m really going places; it’s proved to me that hard work does pay dividends. It’s not just the new office, or the fact that I now sit in team meetings important enough for

  crustless miniature sandwiches (although they are marvellous). I’ve suddenly become – or at least am on the way to becoming – a woman who can make things happen, who people listen

  to and respect. Which is a very good feeling, I can’t deny it.




  On top of that, Peebles is quite simply a nice place to work; an office where camaraderie comes easily. In my pre-Florence days, this manifested itself in impromptu sessions in the Punch &

  Judy after work. Although these days I have to settle for grabbing a sandwich once in a blue moon with Stacey, Elsa or Roy, my friends on our floor, I still know I’m lucky to work with people

  I – largely – enjoy being around.




  The only downside is that being a high-flyer or, at least, pretending to be one, isn’t exactly family-friendly. Although nobody explicitly says so, it’s not the done thing to slope

  off from work to get back in time to eat dinner with your daughter. I constantly feel like I’m slacking, whether or not I’m stuck in front of my computer every night until past

  midnight. Which I am. Every. Single. Night.




  ‘Sorry, David. I actually left the message last night while I was tying up a few loose ends from home, but thanks for getting back to me. I just wanted to let you know that I’ve now

  sent you an email detailing everything you need to know while I’m away.’




  ‘Yes, I got that. And the two earlier ones.’




  ‘Yes. Sorry. I wanted to cover all bases, particularly for anything to do with the merger.’




  Eight weeks from now, Peebles will be announcing to its staff, the stock market and the world’s media that it is joining forces with Uber-Getreide, which is basically the German equivalent

  of us. It’s all entirely hush-hush at the moment, but the result – the imaginatively entitled Peebles-Getreide Ltd – will create Europe’s biggest-ever food-manufacturing

  giant.




  David and his opposite number in Germany will be making the announcement at a press conference on 2 September, but it’s my job to get everything ready for him behind the scenes: from

  liaising with the marketing department at Getreide and appointing a PR specialist here, to determining what colour tie will imbue David with an aura of gravitas on the day.




  ‘That email includes details of everything, from the key contacts at Getreide to the market research results, the PR company we’ve just appointed, and every contact name and number

  you might need. Although I’m confident you won’t need any of them. They’re just in case.’




  He sighs extravagantly. ‘You know what I think, Imogen?’ He pauses. ‘I think you need to relax.’




  I breathe out, only now realising I hadn’t done so for several seconds. ‘I am. I mean, I will. And, anyway, Laura knows absolutely everything and I’ve told her not to

  hesitate to call me if anyone needs me. You’ve got my mobile, but I’ve also included a number for the hotel, and my friend Nicola’s number too, just in case. As I say, none of it

  should be necessary but—’




  ‘Imogen!’




  ‘Um . . . yes?’




  ‘What do I always say at times like this?’




  ‘Oh. Er . . .’ I am hesitating because there are any number of multiple-choice options to answer this. David is fond of philosophising, although the truth is he’s no

  Aristotle.




  ‘Think long. Think deep. But think.’ His voice drops an octave, in the same manner employed by Churchill when delivering his war speeches. Then he pauses, reflecting on his

  thoughts. As do I. Though I haven’t the faintest clue what it means.




  ‘I’ll do that, David.’




  ‘That’s what holidays are for, Imogen. And you must be overdue one. When was the last time you had more than a week off?’




  ‘Hmm . . . 2007. After I gave birth.’




  ‘Since then?’




  ‘There hasn’t really been a full week, more the odd day here and there. I’ve had long weekends. I went to Center Parcs in—’




  ‘Then it seems to me you’re overdue some time out. We will cope, Imogen! It’s not like this place falls to pieces without you.’ He laughs. ‘And, anyway, it’s

  only three days.’




  ‘A week. Well, a week and a day as far as work is concerned – I’m back at my desk next Tuesday.’




  ‘A week and a day? Holy baloney . . .’ My heart skips a beat. ‘I JEST! Oh, Imogen, a week’s fine.’




  ‘A week and a day.’




  ‘Just get some sun on your skin!’




  ‘I will,’ I assure him.




  ‘Let your hair down!’




  ‘Will do.’




  ‘Get plastered a few times!’




  ‘Hmm.’




  ‘Sleep with one of the waiters!’




  ‘Oh.’




  ‘Take some drugs! Go skinny dipping! Have a threesome!’




  ‘David, I don’t think—’




  ‘I mean it, Imogen. You work too hard. And I promise you this – if that phone of yours rings, it will not be anyone from this company. I’ll make sure of it.’




  ‘Well, it’s fine if it is.’




  ‘Imogen. Switch it off. I mean it. Switch the damn thing off.’




  My palms dampen. ‘Really?’




  ‘Really. Now, you run along and have a fabulous time. I don’t want to hear from you until Thursday.’




  ‘Tuesday.’




  ‘That’s right.’




  ‘Well, that’s really kind of you, David—and, thank you.’




  ‘Not a problem. Oh, before you go, did you send me what you’ve done so far on the presentation I need to deliver to the board next week?’




  ‘Yes.’ Twice.




  ‘Okay, good. And the new images I’d requested?’




  ‘Yep.’




  ‘And the additional data?’




  ‘All there.’




  ‘Okay. Hmm.’ He hesitates.




  ‘What is it?’




  ‘That phone of yours . . . ’




  ‘I’ll leave it on, shall I?’




  He hesitates again. ‘Probably for the best.’










  Day One










  Chapter 2




  There’s excited, there’s very excited, and then there’s Meredith. Nicola and I spot her in Departures in Terminal 5 at Heathrow when we arrive just before 8

  a.m. She’s flying towards us with her silk Missoni batwings flapping like a designer phoenix poised for lift off.




  ‘This is going to be immense!’ Meredith is dressed like a flame-haired version of Paris Hilton – white hot pants, coordinating Alice band, and Balenciaga sunglasses perched

  above her mischievous, cerulean-blue eyes. The other notable thing about Meredith’s appearance is that she’s pregnant – thirty-three weeks to be precise, which leaves just under

  two months before she gives birth to Nathan’s baby. Meredith has been calling it her ‘final fling’, which belies the fact that she sees motherhood as the equivalent to a quick but

  painful death for her social life.




  She never did marry Nathan, although we notched up four hen nights before she woke one morning vomiting like a supermodel after twelve chocolate eclairs and, a hasty pregnancy test later,

  discovered she was to become a mummy. Which isn’t something she’s entirely taken in yet.




  The development has also added an interesting twist to the ebbs and flows of her relationship with Nathan. Once they gave up on the idea of getting married altogether – about three years

  ago now – the on-off set-up they had had melded into a strange, twilight world in which nobody could work out whether or not they were actually together.




  It wasn’t an open relationship exactly, not officially. But there is no doubt that a certain amount dabbling went on, albeit fleetingly, and on the unspoken assumption that they’d

  always end up together again.




  Then came the surprise pregnancy, something that changed things all over again – particularly for Nathan. Perhaps he’s grown up a little, or maybe it’s brought into focus what

  he feels for Meredith. Either way, he’s no longer acting like a man who wants ambiguity between them. And – although all her dabbling has ceased – there’s no doubt that

  these developments scare the living daylights out of my friend.




  ‘I couldn’t sleep,’ Meredith continues. ‘I’ve been up since two. I don’t know what the matter is with me lately – I can’t get through the night

  without peeing at least three times.’




  ‘That’s pregnancy, Meredith.’ I shrug. ‘There’s more capacity in the bladder of an incontinent gerbil than yours at the moment.’




  ‘God, that again? Are there any benefits to being this size, apart from a better chance of a seat on the Tube?’




  ‘Well, there is the baby,’ Nicola teases.




  ‘Obviously,’ Meredith replies with mild indignation, as she pushes her overburdened trolley to the check-in desk.




  I think back to when Meredith and I first met, properly, on the fourth day after I’d moved to London, into the significantly pokier flat below hers. I’d become intimately acquainted

  with her musical tastes – largely in the early hours of the morning – from the start, but it was only when my eardrums were still jangling to the tune of various dance anthems several

  hours after I’d left the house one day that I had decided to bite the bullet and to confront her that evening.




  I had prepared myself for the worst, but she couldn’t have been more apologetic, erupting with remorse that she’d kept me awake. Then she had turned up on my doorstep that weekend

  with a bottle of something expensive and bubbly, which we’d demolished with a KFC bargain bucket in front of the newly revamped Doctor Who, before heading to Clapham High Street and

  pulling two short but enthusiastic engineering students from Belize. Our friendship had been sealed. And, soon afterwards, so was that between Meredith and Nicola. Because although they met through

  me, a few years, copious nights out and a string of personal dramas (the lion’s share of which belonged to me), they were good friends with each other too.




  The funny thing about Meredith is that, in every way apart from her money, she is the absolute antithesis of her family. Her sister, Gabriella, is a human rights lawyer, a relentlessly serious

  type who disapproves of her sister’s every move and considers her job as a freelance beauty writer to be so frivolous as to be barely worth mentioning.




  Meredith partly has herself to blame for this. Despite loving what she does, and earning a good living – which actually amounts to pocket money compared with the inheritance she received

  after her father died a few years ago – she’s forever repeating the words that could have come straight from the mouth of her mother: ‘I’ll get a proper job one

  day.’




  My thoughts are interrupted by a little girl – about the same age as Florence – giggling uncontrollably as she heads to the check-in desk with her mum and dad. Since I completed the

  round trip to Liverpool yesterday – to take Florence and Spud to stay at my mum’s, and pick up Nicola – I have been consumed by thoughts of my daughter.




  ‘Everything okay?’ Nicola asks me, pulling her dark blonde hair into a loose topknot.




  You know how some celebrities claim to love charity-shop chic, but wouldn’t actually set foot in Age Concern even if they were escaping a serial killer? Well, Nicola really loves it

  – and pulls off the vintage look beautifully. Today she’s wearing a floaty cotton dress adorned with yellow roses, which sets off the warm copper hues of her eyes to perfection.




  ‘Just worried about leaving Flo, that’s all.’




  Nicola puts her hand on my arm. ‘She’ll be fine with your mum.’




  ‘Oh, I know that,’ I reply. ‘My only concern is that she’ll come back dressed like Kim Kardashian and asking for eyelash extensions for her birthday.’




  Nicola laughs. ‘Try to relax. This trip must have been five years in the making.’




  ‘Six, isn’t it?’ asks Meredith.




  Nicola thinks for a second. ‘You’re right. I set up a standing order for my savings account as soon as I got back from Zante. Good job we didn’t have to rely on that,

  though – I’ve pilfered so much of it on the days my rent is due, I’d only saved up enough for a weekend in Pontins.’




  She’s not the only one to have failed to save successfully – I spent two days before Christmas in Euro Disney with Florence last year, and have similarly depleted resources.




  ‘Good job one of us bothers to enter these competitions, isn’t it?’ Meredith points out.




  Our friend, it seems, is the luckiest woman alive: she’s only ever entered two competitions in her life, and won both of them. The first was for a year’s supply of incontinence pads,

  first prize in the raffle at the summer fair run by her great aunt’s church. Then, last month, she did one of those giveaways on Facebook that everyone enters but, suspiciously, never seem to

  win. Well, it turns out that some do – and it couldn’t have come at a better time. Only a couple of weekends earlier, when Meredith had tagged along on a trip home to Liverpool,

  we’d all bemoaned how we wished we’d taken our pledge six years ago more seriously. I was feeling the strain of my new job, Meredith was desperate for a ‘babymoon’ –

  though with us, rather than Nathan – and Nicola, for a reason I couldn’t put my finger on, seemed more stressed than I’d seen her in ages.




  I don’t think it is her job, because she loves that. Nicola is by nature a modest, down-to-earth type who doesn’t have a flashy bone in her body, yet she is food and beverage manager

  of one of the City’s hippest venues, Fire and Brimstone. It’s a huge, converted warehouse that only the coolest dare enter, and occasionally me if I’m feeling brave. Although

  Nicola is insistent that the atmosphere is relaxed – they have smoked alfalfa-seed soup on the menu, and regular art fairs to prove it – I can’t set foot in the place without

  feeling as square as a chessboard.




  Anyway, the trip Meredith won was billed as a ‘romantic getaway for two’, but the holiday company who ran the competition agreed to let us pay for a third person, which we did by

  splitting the cost. So, basically, we’ve got the most luxurious holiday imaginable, in a hotel that could happily grace the cover of Condé Nast Traveller, for a fraction of the

  cost.




  It’s so fabulous that Nic’s girlfriend, Jessica, was tempted to join us, even though she hasn’t come on our previous holidays. But she had to attend a medical conference:

  something there’s been a lot of since she qualified as a junior doctor at Liverpool’s Cardiothoracic Centre. I like Jess a lot, and she’s good for Nicola: funny, feisty and loyal,

  the first person my best friend has ever got really serious about. That was nine years ago – ages after she’d confided in me, aged sixteen, that she was gay (I hadn’t had the

  heart to break it to her that I’d already worked that out).




  Despite it being an almost-freebie, I didn’t immediately jump at the trip. Although I’m owed tons of holiday at work, I knew I’d miss Florence too much. But, one evening, after

  a horrible day when I was one of only two people who’d remembered it was ‘Wear Your Pyjamas To Work Day’ for Comic Relief (the other being our 84-year-old security guard, Graham),

  I mentioned the possibility of the trip to my mother on the phone.




  I should have known better. Having grumbled constantly since the day Flo was born about how deprived she is of opportunities to look after her, the decision was virtually made for me.




  ‘So, the bit I didn’t tell you,’ Meredith says, grinning the way she did when she last had a cold and combined one too many doses of Benylin with a heavy night out, ‘is

  that our luxury treat starts now. Not when we get to Spain, but now.’




  ‘What do you mean?’ I ask.




  ‘Follow me!’ She winks. So we do, bewildered, all the way to the sign marked, BUSINESS-CLASS PASSENGERS.




  Nic shivers. ‘You’re not going to try and get us a free upgrade again, are you?’




  Meredith once claimed that she had a guaranteed technique for securing this, the details of which I won’t bore you with, except to say that it involved flashing more than her passport.




  ‘It’s all part of the prize,’ she says. ‘I only found out a week ago when the marketing woman from Elegant Vacations phoned me to check everything was in

  order.’




  ‘You’ve kept this a secret for a week?’ I ask.




  ‘Nice surprise, eh?’ Meredith smiles and marches straight to the business-class desk as every head in the economy queue turns to look at her.




  The woman behind the check-in desk flashes us a gleaming smile. ‘Hello ladies, where are you travelling to?’




  ‘Barcelona,’ replies Meredith.




  ‘And you’re in business class?’




  I glance at Nicola incredulously then turn back. ‘It looks that way,’ I reply coolly, suppressing a sudden urge to cheer.










  Chapter 3




  I unclasp my necklace to go through airport security and feel a shiver of unease that doesn’t evaporate until it’s safely back in place around my neck. I know I

  have friends who think I shouldn’t still be wearing jewellery given to me by a man who everyone knows isn’t coming back. But, despite the fact that I’ve reluctantly accepted that

  I’ll never see him again – just about – something still stops me from taking off the necklace permanently. It’s not just that it seems to complement every item in my

  wardrobe, or that I fell in love with its delicate, blossom-shaped pendant the second I saw it. It’s because whatever misery I went through when Roberto had gone, it was given to me during

  times I still consider to be the best of my life. It’s a reminder that once, albeit in the distant past, he and I had something undeniably, uniquely good.




  As we arrive at the business-class lounge, these thoughts evaporate.




  For those who have not experienced the unbridled joy of this oasis – and that included me until three and a half seconds ago – allow me to let you into a secret: if ever there was

  proof that life’s not fair, this is it. I would be overcome with a sense of injustice if I wasn’t already overcome with the complimentary croissants and Buck’s Fizz.




  As we find a seat with a view of the runway, I note the sublime peacefulness, the subdued lighting, the chairs of infinite plushness. There are no kids running about. There are no students,

  sweaty from travelling and asleep on their rucksacks. Everyone is sharply dressed, tapping away meaningfully at laptops and – the sign of a true world-class traveller – managing to

  restrain themselves from stuffing their faces with the free food.




  I, on the other hand, am happy to concede that I am not a true world-class traveller. I am a mere pretender, a fleeting visitor to this world. And I am starving.




  ‘Do you think you’ll be able to leave work behind on this trip?’ Nicola asks me.




  I can’t help but smile. She knows me, and my job, only too well. This might be the first holiday I’ve had in years where I actually relax the way normal people do – with no

  phone ringing, no work distractions. And I’m going to read a book. A proper one, not The Gruffalo.




  ‘You always have had a wild streak,’ she says, grinning. ‘Well, I’m impressed. Meredith and I have been worried about you lately.’




  ‘Me? Why?’




  ‘You have so much on your plate. You’ve taken the term “juggling” to a new level, Imogen – it’s like watching a circus act sometimes.’




  Nicola has always looked out for me. She is an only child, just like me, but she’s been my surrogate sister since we met. My formative years were spent combating chronic shyness (once,

  aged five, I got locked in a downstairs toilet at a birthday party, and rather than pipe up and make a fuss, opted to sit there for two hours until my mum came and my absence was discovered). So

  starting secondary school had been a hell that had no equal. But about five days after the beginning of term, Nicola had sat down next to me and introduced herself with a quiet smile. It was all it

  had taken for me to know that everything would be okay.




  And it was. We were never members of the popular, pretty – and spectacularly bitchy – clique at school (most of whom are working on the checkout at Poundland these days). Despite

  repeated efforts with Nic’s mum’s false tan, we were plain and unassuming, the type of girls people nobody really fancied and (until my breasts grew . . . and grew) hardly even noticed.

  Nicola was the one whose shoulder I cried on when, aged thirteen, a pack of Tampax fell out of my bag and cascaded across the school canteen; and again, when James Dickinson nearly burst his

  appendix laughing at the Valentine’s card I’d taken three weeks of inner turmoil to muster the courage to send; and indeed, in 2007, when I fell into the black hole that opened up when

  Roberto wasn’t there any more. I’ve done a lot of crying on Nicola’s shoulder, there’s no doubt about it.




  ‘Why don’t you do something really crazy and turn off your phone?’ she suggests.




  ‘That’s a step too far. I’ve disabled my email and Internet settings, but I’ve got to keep the phone on, and not just for work emergencies. I’d never relax with

  Florence on the other side of the continent. I need to know that if anything goes wrong, I can be easily reached.’




  ‘Nothing will go wrong.’




  ‘Well, I’m severely tempted to turn off my phone,’ Meredith breaks in, glaring at hers. ‘Nathan is driving me up the wall. He’s already phoned three times

  this morning to check I’m doing my pelvic-floor exercises. Oh, and of course to bring up, again, the fact that I’m going away in “my condition”. I hate that term.

  You’d think I was a used car, not a 28-year-old woman.’




  ‘He’s not happy about this trip, then?’ Nicola asks.




  Meredith shakes her head. ‘He hasn’t said that but it’s fairly clear that’s the case. I know he’s only worried, but even his books say that it’s fine to fly

  at this stage in pregnancy. Besides, it’s not like we had a choice – it was the holiday company, not us, who chose the dates.’




  I’d never have had Nathan down as an obsessive future parent. He’s a DJ by trade and former wild-child by disposition yet, these days, he seems more concerned with memorising Gina

  Ford’s newborn routines than any of the dubious escapades he regularly got up to a couple of years ago.




  ‘He’s just concerned and excited about being a dad, Meredith. It’s nice that he’s so interested,’ I point out.




  ‘Lots of men aren’t,’ Nicola adds.




  Meredith grunts and changes the subject. ‘Are you going to turn off that phone or not?’




  ‘I can’t. And it’s a moot point anyway, because everyone’s promised not to phone, unless it’s a real emergency.’




  ‘Even your mother?’




  I nod. ‘Even my m—’




  My phone interrupts me. It’s my mother.




  ‘So sorry to phone so soon after you’ve left.’ Her enunciation is near perfect, despite growing up with a debilitating childhood lisp for which she received regular

  hidings from her authoritarian father. She eventually got rid of it using a self-help book and an hour of tongue exercises every night, something she says taught her that anything is possible in

  life if you put your mind to it.




  ‘I know I said I’d keep calls to a minimum, but your father’s taken Florence and Spud for a walk so I wanted to check on a few things. First is the itinerary for this week.

  Tomorrow we’re taking Florence to Princess Wishes at the Arena. On Tuesday we’re going shopping for dresses. On Wednesday she’s coming with me to get a pedicure.

  On—’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Shopping,’ she repeats.




  ‘No – the one after that.’




  ‘Oh, the pedicure. Well, obviously it’ll be me having that, but they won’t mind letting her have a go. She’ll love it.’




  ‘I don’t doubt that, but she’s only four. What next, a full leg wax?’




  ‘I thought you said it was up to me where to take her?’ she points out.




  I hesitate. ‘Yes. Yes, I did. Take her where you like. I . . . trust you.’ Which is true if we’re simply talking about my daughter’s general wellbeing and safety; whether

  I trust her not to return Florence dressed like one of those children on Big Fat Gypsy Weddings is another matter. She was exactly the same when I was little: obsessed with cultivating my

  inner-girliness – losing battle that that was.




  My mother is PA to the boss of a private bank that manages the money of ‘ultra high-net-worth individuals’ (‘rich buggers’ to you and me), but I get the impression she

  runs the place, a bit like the way Rasputin did Tsarist Russia. This, her job for the last fifteen years, represents the least glamorous of her professions since she ran away from home aged

  sixteen. The only thing not on her CV is ‘Bond Girl’, although she apparently did once serve falafel to Roger Moore during a brief stint as a restaurant hostess in Abu Dhabi.




  My parents met in their early thirties when my dad, who’s an engineer, was working for a company in the Middle East. They only moved back to Liverpool, his home city, after they had me, an

  event my mother describes charmingly as the worst experience of her life – I was born nine weeks early and weighed the equivalent of two of the ubiquitous bags of sugar. The fact that Mum was

  convinced she was going to lose me could be one of the reasons why she barely leaves me alone today.




  She and Dad have one of those she-wears-the-trousers relationships and it seems to suit them both because, more than twenty years later, they’re still together. That’s despite the

  fact Dad is a Guardian-reading, bespectacled liberal, and in all honesty you wouldn’t automatically put them together.




  I look up and note with panic that there is a surge of interest in the breakfast bar. Meredith’s plate is piled high with croissants, crudités and Marmite – a psychopathic

  combination even accounting for the fact that she’s pregnant – and she’s been joined by several others tucking into the dwindling supplies. My stomach growls like a werewolf

  during a full moon.




  ‘I’d better go, Mum. Thanks again for looking after Florence for me, it really is appreciated. Can I phone you when we get to Barcelona so I can speak to her?’




  ‘Before you go, have you got that special bag with you?’




  I hesitate. ‘Yes,’ I lie.




  Unfortunately, my voice always rises an octave when I’m not telling the truth – an oral version of Pinocchio’s nose. This does not escape my mother’s notice.




  ‘You haven’t brought it, have you?’




  It’s been years since my mother has been to Barcelona and, following some Internet research, she’s concluded that there is now a grave pickpocketing problem there.




  You would never believe that someone so worldly wise could be this neurotic about her daughter, but Mum still treats me like I’ve barely learned to tie my own shoelaces. As a result, she

  purchased on my behalf a bag that looks like the sort of thing Securicor would use to transport gold bullion. Its proportions are preposterous – I tried carrying it briefly, and decided

  I’d have returned home in traction had I persevered.




  I will, reluctantly, admit that there’s an inkling of truth behind the pickpocketing stories. After the holiday had been arranged, I read an article about tried-and-tested tricks used by

  street robbers. In one, a woman on the metro stands up to announce that she has just been pick-pocketed, and suggests that everyone checks their wallets. At which point, all the men pat the pocket

  they keep those wallets in, and this gives her accomplices a clear indication of their whereabouts. In another con, fake bird-poo is squirted on an unsuspecting tourist’s shoulder before

  someone leaps to their aid to wipe it off – and help themselves to the contents of their handbag.




  Even in the light of this dazzling array of anecdotes, of which the Internet is awash, I still wouldn’t bring the bag. It’s so big and so ugly that even if you’d told me if I

  was destined to be marooned on a desert island and my only possible chance of escape was using it as a makeshift kayak, I’d prefer to take my chances with the breaststroke.




  I clear my throat and deliberately lower my voice before answering her. ‘Of course I have.’ It comes out like Barry White on steroids.




  ‘What about the Acidophilus I gave you? You know, to cope with digesting the shellfish.’




  ‘Yes, I’ve taken lots of those,’ I reply, meaning none. My mum loves health supplements. It’s never occurred to her that the human body could possibly function without

  the existence of Holland & Barrett.




  Nicola returns to her seat with a plate full of rye bread, cheese and other goodies, the sight of which makes me feel as though I’ll fall into a coma if I don’t eat.




  ‘Mum, I have to go.’




  ‘But I haven’t mentioned the glucosamine sulphate!’




  ‘Flight’s being called. Speak soon! Love you!’ I press ‘End’.




  ‘Haven’t you got some nosh yet?’ Meredith asks. ‘We’re going to have to go to the gate soon. You’d better get in there quick.’




  I race to the brunch bar, and a cloud of wanton gluttony descends on me. It’s not merely that I’m hungry and that before me is an array of goodies that could rival one of Henry

  VIII’s feasts. It’s that it’s free.




  I tell myself not to be such a pleb about this, but then I reason that I am on holiday and therefore, hungry or not, I’m allowed to pile up my plate.




  There’s only one large dinner plate left and, as I reach to pick it up, a bony hand gets there first. Its owner is an anatomical skeleton dressed head to toe in Prada; a woman so skinny

  that she’d surely need three weeks to make her way through one of these platefuls. She pouts. I narrow my eyes. But she’s obviously used to this sort of stand-off so, wimp that I am, I

  back off. I’m then left with the choice of looking like an insufferable greedy guts and asking for a big plate, or settling for an infuriatingly modest one.




  I sniff and opt for the latter.




  I start with a croissant. Which looks lovely, so I have two. Then I spot some little madeleine-type things and add those, then a dollop of honey. If I was sensible, I’d stop there. But

  there’s something in my Irish-Liverpool ancestry that means I’m genetically programmed to behave like the best I’m used to is half a rancid potato, so I add a little coconut cake

  and a pot of jam. Then I realise I have two handily empty pockets and so add two more pots – they’re so cute! – leaving plate-space free for a couple more items.




  By now I’m in almost a hypnotic state, as if having an out-of-body experience as my hand frenziedly reaches out and grabs item after item. It’s only when I’ve paused for breath

  that I realise I’ve created a culinary version of Buckaroo on my plate – it’s piled so high, it’s now difficult to move without the entire thing collapsing. I’m still

  considering my options when I note that my neighbour, the skeleton, has allowed herself to go wild with three slices of melon, which sit in solitary confinement on her oversized plate.




  I decide it is time to return to my seat. I do so as carefully as I can, holding my breath, with the stealth of a tightrope walker, baby-step by baby-step, glancing cautiously from my plate to

  my destination . . . as an announcement is made: ‘British Airways would like to apologise for a delay to flight BA—’




  At which point my ears fail me. ‘Was that ours?’ I holler to Nicola, increasing my speed. At least, I attempt to: instead, a human-shaped brick wall suddenly appears from nowhere,

  upending my pastry goodies and spilling lavish amounts of Bucks Fizz down my front.




  ‘Oh God!’ I shriek, temporarily immobile as a wave of embarrassment overcomes me and I glare, crimson-faced, at the food I’ve firebombed over the pristine carpet. I then become

  hyper-aware that the tapping of keyboards has ceased and dozens of eyes are now peering over their laptops at the source of the commotion.




  ‘Let me help,’ a male voice says, its owner grabbing my plate and piling debris back onto it.




  When he’s finished, he reaches for a new plate and hands it to me. ‘You may have to start again.’




  I open my mouth to reply but nothing comes out.




  His features are more sexy than classically handsome, with midnight blue eyes and shamelessly full lips: when he smiles, they produce a kind of half-smirk, an unsettling look that gives the

  clear impression that he’s probably slept with far more women than is good for anyone.




  I know, simply know, that by the time I’ve returned to my seat, Meredith will have spotted him, given him the once-over, and be working out how she can chat him up: although I doubt even

  she’d cheat on Nathan in current circumstances, she’s not let the small matter of pregnancy stop a bit of harmless flirting. And he’s exactly her type: big, broad, slightly

  unshaven and, in her demented head, the sort of bloke you just know will be a fantastic shag – a quote I’ve heard more times than I can tell you over the years.




  ‘That’ll teach us both to look where we’re going,’ he adds, reaching to grab some napkins. It’s only then that I realise my Buck’s Fizz is all over his shirt

  too. He begins mopping it up, before handing a napkin to me.




  ‘Us both?’ I ask, wiping my T-shirt. ‘I thought I was, to be honest.’ I say this politely, sweetly almost. But I’ve taken enough management-course

  assertiveness modules to know that it must be said.




  He pauses and looks at me, smirking again, which really gets up my nose. ‘Well, let’s not worry about it. Just one of those things.’




  I go to reply, but his expression stops me in my tracks. It strikes me that he probably thinks I did this on purpose, because I fancy him, like Meg Ryan in a 1990s romcom. I suddenly want to get

  out of there. ‘I’d better go. Thanks for the napkin,’ I add, to show there are no hard feelings, except as I wave said napkin in front of his nose, I manage to drop it.




  So I bend over to pick it up, at which point the two pots of jam in my pockets plop onto the floor, next to a smattering of chocolate muffin. He picks them up and adds them to my plate with

  another hint of a smile.




  There is an awkward silence and, as ever (despite the obviously useless assertiveness modules), I am engulfed by the hideous need to fill it. ‘I collect jam jars,’ I announce, as if

  such a hobby would be any less embarrassing than having the appetite of a ravenous water buffalo.




  He blinks, clearly unable to think of a reply to that one. ‘Right. Well. Have a nice flight.’




  I nod and force a smile, then head back to the girls, thanking the Lord that I never have to see him again.










  Chapter 4




  He’s on the flight. Of course he is. I’m rifling through my complimentary bag of up-market toiletries when I register someone walking past and realise it’s

  him. He’s removed his shirt and is down to a grey marl T-shirt. I take a deep breath and pray that he doesn’t sit next to me.




  He pauses, surveying the seats as he glances at his ticket, before sailing past to sit two seats in front. I exhale with genuine relief.




  Nic and Meredith are together in two seats by the window, while I’m in the middle, adjacent. It matters not that we’re separated by an aisle – in this utopia of aviation

  nothing matters.




  Meredith leans over to me, wide-eyed. ‘There’s that guy!’ she hisses.




  ‘Hmm?’ I say vaguely, as if I hadn’t noticed.




  ‘The GUY! The one you threw your drink over.’ Meredith jabs her finger at him as if providing driving directions to a half-blind simpleton, and Nicola, torn between amusement and

  feeling my pain, nudges her and tells her to shush.




  Meredith lowers her voice – slightly. ‘Oh, come off it, Nicola Harris. Tell me you’re not thinking exactly what I’m thinking?’




  Nicola raises her eyebrows innocently, with a half-smirk. ‘What would that be?’




  ‘That we need to stop neglecting our duties and get Imogen off with a gorgeous bloke like that.’




  ‘I’m saying nothing,’ replies Nicola diplomatically, going back to her book.




  ‘That sounds like an excellent idea, Meredith,’ I hiss sarcastically, drawing a finger across my neck just as Hot Guy spins round, prompting me to slump in my seat, pretend

  I’ve never met this woman before in my life and do everything in my power to concentrate instead on enjoying my first ever business-class flight.




  It’s already amazing, and we’re not even off the tarmac. Oh, the luxury, the sophistication . . . the prospect of not sitting for two and a half hours with my knees in the optimum

  position for a triple pike. The air hostesses are smiling angels – attentive, but not overly so – offering to cater to our every whim, with the possible exception of supplying Ryan

  Gosling and several tubs of whipped cream (this isn’t exactly on the menu, but you get the picture). Plus, the majority of passengers are seated and ready for take-off, and it’s looking

  like the three seats next to me are going to be free. If I was in economy, my heart would leap at this prospect – I could stretch out! – but here, no encroaching on an area other than

  mine is required; my own legroom is so vast, I could probably undertake an entire Pilates session in it.




  ‘What are you reading, Imogen?’ Nic asks, leaning across Meredith as I take my book out of my bag.




  ‘The Book Thief. I’ve been trying to get this started for a while, but life’s got in the way. This time it’s going to be different.’




  I used to read constantly – everything from chick lit to classics such as Great Expectations and, my all-time favourite, Captain Corelli’s Mandolin. These days, reading

  represents a luxury that I don’t have enough time for. Consequently, I first opened The Book Thief in 2010 and got to chapter three. I tried again that September, then in January 2011,

  then March this year. Those first three chapters were bloody good, so this time I am absolutely determined to get through it.




  I open the first page and re-acquaint myself with the haunting words of its opening passage. ‘Here is a small fact: You are going to die.’




  This might not be an optimal reminder just before take-off, but I persevere. I get to the third line before I am abruptly interrupted by a sound similar in volume to that of a Cape Canaveral

  rocket launch.




  ‘WAHHHHHHHHH!’




  The piercing screech of the small boy who has suddenly appeared in the seat next to mine is discernable only nanoseconds before his foot lands with a violent thud on my chin.




  Neither of my friends witness this; indeed, it’s only when Meredith breaks her momentary gaze at Hot Guy in front that she does a double take. ‘Have you got a nosebleed?’ she

  asks me.




  ‘Oh . . . bugger!’ I grab the complimentary lemon and bergamot wipe from my cosmetics bag, rip it in half and shove it up each nostril as the captain announces we’re ready for

  takeoff.




  ‘Anisha. Now. NOW!’ The source of these frenzied pleas is the chubby little boy’s mother. She looks like an Arabian supermodel, with perfect eyeliner, glossy hair and a figure

  so tiny it’s impossible to believe that belly ever contained not one but two children. Despite the cabin crew’s repeated requests for the little boy to fasten his seatbelt, it’s

  his older sister who is being shrieked at by their mum for refusing to hand over her iPad.




  ‘NOOOOOOOOWWWWWW!’ she adds, just to be absolutely clear.




  ‘Um . . . can I help?’ I offer, but she doesn’t even hear me and the dispute between mother and daughter escalates until it is less a familial tussle and more something

  you’d expect to see on WWE’s SmackDown: hair is pulled, eyes are scratched but, eventually, the iPad is ripped from the little girl’s hands and she’s thrust into her

  seat, a lollipop produced from somewhere and shoved in her mouth. I have no idea what’s in it – Valium, judging by its effects – but it certainly calms her down.
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