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  Chapter 1




  There’s a time and a place in which to have an emotional breakdown – and the edge of a bus lane while the AA man twiddles with your spark plugs isn’t it.

  Sadly, the knowledge that my hysterical short breaths and raging tears are woefully misplaced does nothing to quell them.




  He’s pretending not to notice, instead peering into the depths of the bonnet, preferring to risk setting his head on fire than confront a woman in my state of disquiet. He knows

  what’s happening, though. It’d be impossible not to. Every time the traffic on the busy dual carriageway dies down and I fail miserably to compose myself, the whine of passing cars is

  replaced by my frenzied snorts, which would rival those of a wild boar at the height of the mating season.




  My mobile rings and I take it out of my jeans pocket and answer it. Except I can’t answer it, not with words. A whimper is as articulate as it gets.




  ‘Where are you, sweetheart?’ my best friend, Ellie, asks with the urgency required for the Code Red status of this crisis. ‘I expected you half an hour ago.’




  I sniff, attempting to restrain the runny nose that’s chosen this moment to unleash itself. ‘My car broke down.’




  ‘Again? You’d be better in a horse and cart. Get a taxi. Seriously.’ This is an instruction, not a suggestion. ‘You can’t be by yourself.’




  ‘I’m not.’




  ‘Who’s with you?’




  ‘The AA man.’




  ‘Sam,’ she tuts. ‘Being the fourth emergency service doesn’t stretch to psychological support.’




  The comment makes me wince. This isn’t like me at all. I am unflappable in a crisis; I keep my head when those around me lose theirs. I’m a person who sees solutions, not problems,

  who’s unfazed by unpredictability and immune to near-catastrophe. Not that you’d know it to look at me. My composure remains as intact as my mascara and, as the charcoal mess on my

  cheeks indicates, that’s . . . not at all.




  ‘Nearly done,’ says Mr AA, momentarily popping up his head, before dipping it again fast enough to absolve me of the need to respond.




  ‘He’s nearly done,’ I inform Ellie numbly.




  ‘Good,’ she replies. ‘Though if “nearly” means ten minutes then fine. Any longer and you must get a taxi.’




  In fact, it’s less than ten minutes – and would probably be even less than that if the AA man didn’t obviously have to wait for a pause in my weeping before conversing with

  me.




  ‘That should be fine for you now,’ he says, wiping his hands with a rag and refusing to make eye contact. I’d guess he’s in his fifties, though he could be older, with

  hair that was once ginger but has aged to blond.




  He looks solid and dependable, the sort of man who, after his shift, will have a single beer while he watches a repeat of Midsomer Murders, then pull on his M&S pyjamas and slip into

  bed in the hope that Mrs AA hasn’t got a headache.




  I feel a swell of admiration for this man whose low-octane existence is quite enough for him, who sees the uncomplicated pleasures of suburban living as the source of nothing but happiness.




  ‘I’ve done enough to tide you over, but you need to get this car to a garage in the next couple of days,’ he says, before reeling off a list of problems that sounds like the

  index in a Haynes manual.




  ‘Thank you,’ I mutter, instantly forgetting everything he’s said.




  ‘Sign here.’ He hands me a clipboard and I’m halfway through my signature when emotion hits me again in another thrashing wave. As the sting of tears bites my cheeks, the AA

  man shifts uncomfortably.




  ‘Are you okay, love?’ he asks gently.




  The blindingly obvious fact that I’m not okay doesn’t matter. There’s a part of me that’s glad he’s asked, because I want to explain. About the fact I’m not

  some emotional jellyfish who regularly contemplates throwing herself off a cliff. About this behaviour being unheard of – for me. About my world having been turned upside down so violently I

  feel dizzy. But, most of all, I want to explain about Jamie. Only, I’m not in such a state that I don’t recognize a man who wouldn’t appreciate a conversation of that nature.




  ‘I’ve been dumped,’ I say simply, feeling immediately exposed by publicizing this infinitely personal matter.




  ‘Ah,’ he replies sympathetically. ‘I don’t know what to say. It happens to the best of us.’




  He hands me the keys and his mobile rings. I head to the car as he begins discussing an instruction to pick up some margarine on the way home. ‘Yes, sweetheart, the slimming stuff –

  I know.’




  He’s keen to get off the phone – she’s obviously one of life’s talkers – but the fondness in his voice is unmistakable. As he ends the call, I ponder why it is that

  some men spend years with a woman – existing in a state in which a lack of drama and excitement is more than compensated for by quiet contentment – while others can’t last the

  distance. Others need more than just contentment.




  ‘Your wife?’ I ask, as he puts away his phone.




  ‘Boyfriend,’ he corrects me and heads to his van.




  I slide into the car and throw my handbag on the passenger seat, where it joins a handful of letters I picked up yesterday on my way out. I gaze at the one on top: my welcome pack after

  sponsoring a child in Eastern Europe. I pick it up and it strikes me how, twenty-four hours ago, when I first looked at this simple, pedestrian thing – an envelope – my life was

  completely different.




  Now, for the first time in six years, I’m alone.




  And it’s the worst feeling in the world.




  







  Chapter 2




  I arrive at Ellie’s house shortly afterwards and she opens the door with the sort of expression you’d use to gaze upon a tortured kitten. She lives in Woolton, a

  couple of miles from me in south Liverpool.




  ‘Oh don’t,’ I groan.




  Not that I’m surprised at her reaction; I could barely bring myself to glance in my car mirror on the way here.




  Despite last week’s cut, my long, dark bob, which usually has a passable amount of va-va-voom, is scraped into such a haphazard ponytail that it’d shame a Blackpool donkey.




  My skin, usually the tans-easily kind, has developed a pallor comparable to that of someone recovering from the Black Death; it’s a fetching shade of grey offset by red neck blotches that

  appeared at the start of my weeping marathon at six o’clock this evening.




  And despite the fact that I’ve been on a health kick for the last six years (in which I’ve counted an infinite number of calories and plummeted from a size twelve to a . . . erm,

  size twelve), my jeans already feel baggy and shapeless as if just a hint of the now-inevitable Heartbreak Diet has shrunk me.




  ‘Don’t what?’ She pushes her glasses up her nose.




  ‘Look at me like that. With such . . . morbid pity.’




  She frowns. It’s an expression you’ll rarely see on Ellie because she’s permanently in a good mood. At five foot three, my best friend is four inches shorter than me and has

  porcelain skin, full lips and a pretty-geek look that – despite being twenty-eight, the same age as me – means she still has the air of the girl everyone fancied in chess club. She also

  has the best hair in the world, bar none. I cannot describe how much I covet Ellie’s hair. It’s long, mahogany-coloured and so lustrous and glossy that the first words out of her mouth

  every morning could reasonably be: ‘Because I’m worth it.’




  She teaches English Literature in one of the roughest comprehensive schools in the city, a job which requires her to be one tough cookie and no mistake. Although I’m pretty sure that

  it’s her permanently upbeat disposition that wins them over, rather than the karate skills she honed on a six-week course in 2006 and has since used precisely never.




  ‘What else do you expect, gorgeous?’ she says softly. ‘I’m hardly going to congratulate you on the wonderful evening you’ve had.’




  The fact that Ellie can still call me ‘gorgeous’ when I look as attractive as road kill is yet another reflection of my best friend’s generous personality. I press my back

  against the wall and feel my face crumple, without having any control over the matter. ‘I’ve turned into a crying machine. I hate that.’




  She shakes her head and opens her arms wide, wrapping them round my shoulders and pulling me in. ‘Stop being silly. And cry. That’s what you’re supposed to do.’ I bury my

  head in her hair and breathe in the full force of her Herbal Essences.




  ‘Tell that to the AA man,’ I manage. ‘I don’t think he was counting on Gwyneth Paltrow’s acceptance speech when he came to look under my bonnet.’




  She snorts with laughter, but I know it’s the last coherent sentence she’ll get out of me for a while, as a twist in my stomach prompts another violent wave of tears.




  We make it into Ellie’s living room, where she sits me down on one of her sofas, the big one she’s had since we were students, with huge, squashy seats and gaudy, mismatched scatter

  cushions.




  I don’t know how Ellie’s house manages to look stylish when it’s full of such unapologetically eccentric stuff. The stripped floors and ceiling-high bookshelves help, but she

  and Alistair – her boyfriend – wilfully turn their noses up at anything trendy and opt simply for what they like.




  The result, thanks to the weird trinkets from the Gambia, the Queen of Hearts door knobs and the debris of toys courtesy of her two-year-old, Sophie, is a home that has their individual stamp on

  it, and no mistake. It’s lovely.




  She disappears from the room to get some wine and I find myself gazing at the screensaver on my phone – a photo of Jamie and me in Abersoch last year. It isn’t a great shot of me, in

  all honesty. My bright green eyes, which can be one of my best features, look nearly grey in the sallow light and the wide smile I’m often complimented on just looks wonky. But I still love

  the photo. I love the way Jamie’s squeezing my shoulders, the way he’s gazing at me proudly as if telling the world: ‘She’s mine.’




  Ellie returns with a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc and a glass for me. She tops up her half-empty glass and pours another so full to the top I almost spill it as I lift it to my lips.




  ‘Start from the beginning,’ she instructs, tucking a maroon-legginged limb under her backside as she sits on the sofa opposite. ‘What did he say? And what did you say? And when

  did he leave? And how did he leave?’




  I take a deep breath and my lip wobbles. Recounting how the love of your life has left you isn’t easy, no matter whom you’re telling.




  ‘We were supposed to be having a romantic dinner tonight,’ I reply, hearing the tremor in my voice. ‘I had it all planned. I was making chicken cacciatore.’




  ‘Nice choice.’




  ‘I couldn’t tell you,’ I shrug. ‘It was never eaten.’




  I take a mouthful of wine. ‘When he came in he had a funny look on his face. Nothing over the top. Nothing that gave me a clue as to what he was about to say. He looked like he’d had

  a bad day, that’s all. You know what men are like when they’ve had a bad day.’




  ‘A bear with haemorrhoids,’ Ellie nods.




  ‘I just assumed he’d had a bollocking from the boss, or failed to hit his monthly targets or there’d been an unpleasant customer in the shop or . . .’ My voice drifts

  away, bereft of steam.




  ‘When did it become clear something was really wrong?’ Ellie asks.




  ‘He said nothing at first. I walked around babbling about the tennis event we’re organizing and what Natasha Munn in accounts did today and . . . I didn’t see it

  coming.’




  She bites her lip.




  ‘Then I realized he hadn’t said anything for ages. So I asked if everything was all right. And as he started speaking . . . I wasn’t taking in what he was saying. All I could

  hear were words going round the room and . . . urgh!’ The memory makes me shudder.




  ‘What words? What did he say?’




  ‘That he loves me more than anything. That it would kill him to be apart from me. That he’d do anything for me and I’m everything he could ever want in a woman.’




  She scrunches up her nose. ‘Are you sure you’ve been dumped?’




  ‘He added that sometimes he thinks he’d rather die than be without me.’




  ‘Wow. I mean . . . what? I don’t get it.’




  ‘Me neither. Well . . . except I do.’




  ‘I’m lost,’ she continues, shaking her head. ‘How can he think all that and then split up with you?’




  I frown, and for some unfathomable reason feel the need not just to explain, but to defend his position. ‘Because of what I’ve known about Jamie since the first day we

  met.’




  ‘What’s that?’




  ‘He’s a free spirit. He doesn’t want what I want. He doesn’t want the marriage, the kids, the Victorian terrace with sash windows and hanging baskets. He might want me .

  . . but he doesn’t want that.’




  She closes her eyes at this moment of clarity – one that makes perfect sense to both of us, horrific as its consequences are.




  ‘But you’ve never been one of those women obsessed with marriage and kids and all that stuff,’ she argues. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever heard you mention it . . .

  not to him, anyway. Clearly, what goes on between you and the girls on a Friday night is another matter. Besides, you’re perfect for each other. I’ve never met a couple so made for each

  other. You sparkle together. I know that. Everyone else knows that. It even sounds like Jamie knows that.’




  ‘Well, it hardly matters,’ I sniff. ‘I’ve little choice on this issue.’




  ‘Oh I don’t believe that,’ she says dismissively, leaning over to grab the bottle and top up our glasses again. ‘He’ll be back in days. I know it. He’ll move

  into one of his mates’ houses and within a week of eating slimy takeaways and living with each other’s farting and dirty pants on the bathroom floor, he’ll be on the doorstep. I

  guarantee it.’




  I gaze into the middle distance, feeling my tears well up again. ‘He won’t, Ellie.’




  ‘How do you know?’ she challenges.




  ‘Because he’s got a ticket to South America. And it’s not a return.’




  She opens her mouth wide. ‘What? When?’




  I swallow. ‘He flies out in five months. To Peru, apparently. He’s got some job with an environmental monitoring project that starts in December.’




  ‘But he’s dumped you now?’




  I shrug. ‘I guess if you know you’re leaving someone it’d be difficult to live a lie for such a long time.’




  Ellie shakes her head incredulously. ‘Has this come totally out of the blue? He gave you no indication before tonight that he was planning this?’




  I let out a deep breath. ‘Things weren’t perfect. But are they in anyone’s relationship? Honestly, Ellie – I never expected this.’




  She goes to answer, but the beep of a text interrupts her. I pick up my phone with trembling hands.




  

    

      I love u, Sam. I’ll always love u. But I have to do this. I’m so very, very sorry xxxxxxx


    


  




  







  Chapter 3




  I know how it sounds. The man’s dumped me. So, assuming there’s nothing fundamentally wrong with me (and you’ll have to take my word for that), he must be a

  selfish prat, a loser or an emotional fuckwit. Or – worse than all those – a wonderful guy who happens to have fallen out of love with me.




  The stupid thing, though, is that none of those apply.




  Despite the circumstances, I know he loves me – and not only because he’s told me. That’s not to say that I don’t feel like throttling him, because I do. But more than

  anything I want to kiss him. The thought of never kissing that man again makes my insides ache.




  I knew within a week of meeting Jamie that he was ‘the one’. It was a fact so obvious it practically leaped out and grabbed me by the heart with both hands. I never thought he was

  perfect, although he was without question the most charismatic and unique person I’d ever met. I simply thought he was perfect for me – which is all that counts.




  Even after six years together, we had that indefinable something, the X factor that makes couples live with their differences, put up with the odd row and know that they’re simply meant to

  be together. We had chemistry, at least as far as I was concerned.




  Six years. Quite a while by the standards of some relationships. Yet, now he’s gone, it feels as though that time has passed in a flash. I can still conjure up a replay of when we met, as

  agonizing and gorgeous as it is to do so. We were in Koh Samui, Thailand, and it was January 2006 . . .




  I’d been an irrepressible tomboy when I was little and even now, when I should know better, there’s a part of me that fancies myself as an Action Girl type. I love

  the idea of being sporty, adventurous – capable of everything from mountain climbing to white-water rafting.




  Sadly, the notable lack of mountains and fast-flowing rivers in south Liverpool, where I grew up and still live means this image has never been fully tested. Plus, as I constantly discover

  whenever I give such things a whirl, they’re harder than they look. Still, I’m bloody good at Boxercise, if I do say so myself.




  During my gap-year trip round the world with Ellie and our friend Jen (which turned out to be a gap seven months round Asia thanks to our less-than-meticulous financial calculations), I leaped

  at the chance to unleash the go-getter side of my personality.




  I’d have loved to scuba dive. But not being in possession of a PADI diving qualification, or the trust fund required to gain one, we went for second best: snorkelling. What was good enough

  for Ursula Andress was good enough for us.




  ‘God only knows where this has been,’ said Jen, glaring at the end of her mouthpiece. It looked as though it had been chewed by a Rottweiler.




  While she grumbled, those in Jen’s presence, as ever, gazed upon her with expressions that fell into one of two camps: mild envy (in the case of the women) or unrestrained lust (in the

  case of the men).




  That remained the case even though her hair – usually cheerleader-blonde to bring out her Coppertone-advert skin – wasn’t looking its best. The dreadlocks she’d had

  installed on Chaweng beach a week earlier now resembled the rotting intestines of a dead squirrel – and were starting to smell similar too. Not that anyone was looking at her hair. When

  Jen’s in a bikini, nobody looks at her hair.




  ‘You worry too much,’ I said, pulling on my flippers and plunging into the water. The manoeuvre was delivered with less aplomb than I’d hoped and I spent the next ten seconds

  adjusting my bikini top so that the triangles were covering the correct appendages instead of my armpits.




  Ellie, in a polka dot bikini like the ones on old-fashioned postcards, tore off her oversized glasses and jumped in. ‘Come on, Jen! It’s lovely in here.’




  We’d arrived at the secluded beach on one of those traditional Thai fishing boats – the wooden ones featured in every brochure, resplendent with ribbons at the front. The scenery was

  breathtaking: a crystal sea, verdant landscape and sand so fine and white it looked like something you’d sprinkle on a baby’s bum.




  Aside from our guide, the boat’s captain and the five other tourists, there wasn’t another soul. Not another person, not another boat. It was just us, a coastline full of coral and

  total tranquillity.




  We dipped our faces underwater and began swimming above the coral, overwhelmed by what we saw. There were fish of every colour imaginable, coral in every shape and size, and as sunlight streamed

  through the water, we were dazzled. The further we swam along the coast the brighter and more beautiful everything was.




  I was vaguely aware of the growing distance between us and the boat, but it would be impossible to lose our way: all we had to do was follow the coast back to where it had been anchored.




  That was the theory. The practice, nearly an hour later, diverged somewhat.




  I don’t know why Ellie popped up her head at that precise moment; frankly, it doesn’t matter. All that matters is that she thrashed her arms and legs, walloping my back until Jen and

  I looked up. The issue was immediately apparent.




  The distance we’d covered couldn’t have been more than a mile, but as we’d swum along in blissful ignorance, a crucial factor had changed: we were no longer alone.




  Stretching the length of the coast were so many boats they would have made the Spanish Armada look like pedalos at Center Parcs. They were all identical. What followed was a frantic few hours of

  splashing, panting and panicking, all of which did precisely nothing in the quest to locate our vessel.




  We couldn’t get anywhere near the island because of the coral and, of course, there was no way we were going to ask anyone on the other boats for help. We might have been desperate, but we

  were also British. The embarrassment would’ve been too much. But there comes a point when your sense of hopelessness overtakes your sense of self-respect – and it came to us in a

  flash.




  Our thighs and our arms ached. Our eyes and our skin stung. Our stomachs cramped, our feet hurt and our heads throbbed.




  More than all that, though, was the now overwhelming conviction that, if we didn’t take drastic action, we were going to be left there, abandoned and destined to live a Lost-style

  existence. With no food, water, Factor 25 or Matthew Fox, I didn’t like that prospect one bit.




  In short, in the space of ten minutes we’d gone from not wanting to bother anyone with our troubles to being so desperate we’d have stowed away on a white slave ship.




  Unfortunately, that point came at the exact moment when the boats fired up their engines and prepared to do the one thing we were keen for them not to do: leave.




  ‘Surely they won’t go without us. Surely,’ said Ellie, breathless. ‘What do you think, Sam?’




  ‘No, they won’t,’ I replied with a conviction totally at odds with how I felt. ‘Surely.’




  ‘Yep, I’m sure too,’ added Jen.




  ‘As sure as sure can be,’ Ellie said for good measure.




  As the boats started heading back one by one to the main island, there came a point – with about three left – when there was only one thing to do.




  Scream.




  I’d thought I was loud – until Jen opened her gob and emitted a noise like the wail of a demented banshee on her way to the seventh circle of hell. But no matter how loud we shouted,

  how pathetic we looked, how blue in the face we turned in our attempts to catch someone’s attention, we were ignored by all but one.




  His voice swam across the Indian Ocean and swept me up. It had the lilt of an accent I recognized immediately, and although it said a dozen things it meant only one: we were going to be

  saved.




  







  Chapter 4




  Jamie had taken the job with the long boat company four weeks earlier and he told us that night that ‘incidents’ like ours were common. Very common. In fact, the

  more pressure Ellie put on him to reassure us we weren’t imbeciles, the more common they became.




  I often reminisce about that first evening, when we ended up alone, drinking cold Singha beers on the beach and sharing stories beside a fire we’d built, its flickering flames reflected in

  our eyes. It was terribly romantic – apart from the fact that chronic sunburn had left my shoulders, nose and forehead looking like a walking strip of pancetta.




  I had a sense even then that it was one of the defining moments of my life, an unforgettable snapshot that would remain with me for ever. But it wasn’t the setting that made such an

  impression. It was Jamie.




  He was beautiful in a way I’d rarely seen up close. Lean and tanned, his body was the equivalent of a gorgeous, gooey cream cake I was never going to be allowed. So why did I think I

  wouldn’t be allowed him? For a start, with his blue, cool-water eyes and a heart-stopping smile, he was too good-looking for me. I was punching above my weight and I knew it.




  Yet I wanted him so badly it made my head spin.




  He was well-travelled and well-read, intellectual and thoughtful. He talked about books by John Fante and Bukowski (no, I’d never heard of them either) and had a CV of exotic jobs ranging

  from tour guide in Borneo to jobbing guitarist in Sydney.




  But with that Liverpool lilt betraying the fact that we’d grown up less than ten miles from each other, his dazzling experiences weren’t intimidating. He and I shared a history and

  sense of humour that created an instant connection.




  ‘Isn’t it difficult constantly moving round? Maintaining friendships must be hard,’ I said, pushing my feet into the warm sand and feeling it run through my toes.




  ‘I make new friends. You get used to it,’ he shrugged, letting a handful of sand slide through his fingers. ‘Though I must admit . . .’




  ‘What?’ I asked, sensing his hesitation.




  ‘I miss having a girlfriend.’ He looked into my eyes and smirked. ‘It’s been . . . a while.’




  I raised an eyebrow. He laughed. ‘Oh I don’t mean sex – I’ve not struggled with that . . .’ Then he widened his eyes. ‘Oh God! That came out wrong!’




  It was the first sign of self-consciousness I’d detected.




  ‘What I mean is –’ he took a gulp of beer – ‘I’m not saying I’ve been an angel . . . but sleeping around holds no interest for me. I want intimacy with

  someone on every level.’




  I sipped my beer. ‘Good for you.’




  ‘Does that surprise you? Given that I’m bumming my way around the world, I mean. The thing is, there’s a big part of me that wants to find someone to spend, well, forever

  with.’




  I peeled off the label from my beer bottle. ‘Forever’s a long time. And that might be tricky given that you are, as you say, bumming your way around the world. Maybe you can’t

  really decide what you want in life.’ I flashed him a challenging grin and he laughed.




  ‘Oh I know what I want. I have a list.’




  ‘A list?’ I laughed. ‘What’s on it?’




  ‘Let’s see . . . adventure. Love. Happiness. Fun . . .’ His eyes twinkled as he was unable to suppress a smile. ‘Lust.’




  We both giggled. He’d moved closer to me, so close I could feel his breath on my face.




  ‘That’s a great list,’ I whispered, my heartbeat thundering in my ears.




  ‘It is, isn’t it?’ he replied as his lips melted into mine.




  The girls and I were supposed to be staying on Choeng Mon beach for only a few days. But, for one reason or another, we stayed two weeks. What I really mean by one reason or

  another is Jamie. He was the reason. And my friends, loyal and lovely as ever, indulged the holiday romance they could see developing. Even if it did involve remaining in the ‘luxury beach

  hut’ whose shower facilities consisted of a tap that intermittently vomited dirty water and more wildlife than a David Attenborough box set.




  Jamie and I couldn’t stay away from each other. It was one of those intense relationships that felt like a drug addiction. When we were apart, all I could think about was my next hit. When

  we were together, the pleasure was so sweet it made me glow.




  I told him every day of the last week on Choeng Mon that it would be my last. I had to move on. My friends were getting restless and I owed it to them to continue with the trip. Yet the thought

  of leaving him was unbearable.




  On the day we were due to sail back to mainland Thailand, I felt like I was being ripped in two. We’d exchanged numbers; we’d promised we’d email; we’d agreed that, if he

  ever came back to the UK, we’d go for a drink. A drink. It sounded so small and unsatisfactory compared with the explosion of emotion I’d experienced in the last fifteen days.




  ‘Come on, gorgeous – I’m sure your paths will cross again,’ Ellie said, as we loaded our backpacks onto the taxi and climbed on. It was one of those open-air Thai ones

  easily mistaken for a milk float. ‘Besides, it’s never the same when you get home. Without the sunsets and the tan you don’t get that rush of blood to the head.’




  ‘It would have been different,’ I insisted, as Ellie squeezed my hand.




  And I meant it. I knew it. I could feel it in the sting of my tears when he kissed me for the last time outside his hut and told me he’d never forget me.




  I often wonder how fate would’ve played out if our taxi hadn’t broken down on that dusty road to the harbour. If we’d set sail on time. And if I hadn’t looked up as the

  driver stood at the side of the road gesticulating – and seen a motorbike racing in our direction.




  It was only as it skidded to a halt, dust billowing around the driver, that I realized who his passenger was. As Jamie stepped off the back of the bike and strode towards me, I was alive with

  anticipation.




  ‘What’s up?’ I managed.




  Then I noticed his backpack, his guitar. He put them on the ground and held my face in his hands, kissing me slowly, as if we had all the time in the world.




  ‘I had a moment of realization,’ he said eventually.




  ‘Oh?’ I replied, holding my breath. ‘What did you realize?’




  He smiled. ‘That I’ve found someone to share my list with.’




  







  Chapter 5




  When I first heard the name of my new client, Lorelei Beer, I pictured a vaguely slutty type whose main talent is giggling.




  I’ve only once met Lorelei in person – during our kick-off meeting for an event I’m organizing for her company – but she’s nothing like I’d imagined. A large,

  loud redhead of indeterminable age, with a thick Cardiff Bay accent, she isn’t remotely slutty (as far as I know). And there was no giggling.




  ‘I’ve looked at the celebrity guests you’re proposing,’ she booms down the phone, almost setting my earlobes on fire.




  ‘Right,’ I say, as brightly as I can. Despite being confident about the quality of my guest list, I’m struggling with work today like never before. ‘What do you

  think?’




  She doesn’t miss a beat. ‘They’re a shower of crap, my love.’




  I take a deep breath and attempt to compose a lucid response, even though there’s only one thing on my mind – and it isn’t work. She beats me to it.




  ‘That’s a generous assessment, by the way. A kind one. I should get a frigging OBE for not having torn up that list and spat on it.’




  I open my mouth to speak.




  ‘I said I wanted A-LIST, my darling.’




  Lorelei, I discovered early on, has a unique ability to combine terms of endearment with insults as toxic as nuclear waste. ‘Some of these soap stars wouldn’t go to the opening of a

  Netto, my lovely. And where’s Coleen? You promised me Coleen.’




  Lorelei is the Marketing Director for a massive charity that was launched in Liverpool nearly a century ago to help vulnerable young adults. Despite the fact that the charity now helps teenagers

  in need in several corners of the world and its main HQs are in London and New York, it continues to have a major office here, and the local connection means that they still have the odd event in

  the city.




  The event I’m in charge of is one of a string of parties marking the charity’s centenary in November. The others, including a black-tie ball, a networking event for suppliers and a

  staff shindig, are all in London. But they wanted to throw the hundredth-birthday party itself in the place where it all began.




  Which is where I, as Events Director (Liverpool) for BJD Productions, come in. If the grand title gives the impression that I have scores of minions to jump to my every creative whim – be

  it a chocolate fountain the size of Victoria Falls or Bill Clinton as an after-dinner speaker – don’t be fooled.




  It’s not that we don’t do ludicrously proportioned chocolate fountains or former presidents, because we do and we have. It’s just that, despite BJD being a big London-based

  company with several sub-branches, there are only a handful of us in Liverpool – and, far from being minions, one or two of the staff like to think of themselves as only slightly lower in

  status than the Sultan of Brunei.




  ‘Well, the list’s a work in progress,’ I say, attempting to placate her, at least until I’m feeling my usual efficient self again – which I sincerely hope will be

  soon. ‘I’ll review it this afternoon and add some more, erm, brand-appropriate names.’ I hate that term with all its contrived David-Brentness. The clients are universally

  orgasmic when you use it, though, and who am I to argue? ‘Plus, if you feel Coleen is central, you have my word that we’ll do our best. We have good contacts with her people and

  I’m confident that the celebrity turnout will be second to none. But bear in mind that the bigger the name, the less likely they’ll commit until closer to the time. They see

  what’s on their schedules and—’




  ‘Listen, luvvie,’ she snaps with a voice that makes my root canals tremor. ‘Don’t give me that crap. Have I told you Kevin S. Chasen might be coming?’




  Kevin S. Chasen, by the way, is God. In fact, he’s more important than God as far as Lorelei’s concerned because he is the CEO of Teen SOS (whose name is the result of a relatively

  recent rebranding of the charity that one hundred years ago was simply called Buffets).




  Despite the high-profile job, he’s a shadowy figure, keeping himself relatively out of the public eye; when I Googled him I discovered only two blurry pictures taken several years ago.




  The fact that he may grace an event Lorelei has commissioned is a prospect that’s got her knickers in such a twist it’s a surprise she can walk properly.




  ‘If Kevin S. Chasen is there this event has got to be show-stoppingly brilliant and nothing less. So don’t feed me any crap. Because I’ve been around the block enough to know

  when I’m being fed crap and this is such blatant crap I can virtually smell it.’




  I take another deep breath. ‘Ms Beer—’




  ‘Lorelei, my gorgeous,’ she corrects me. ‘We agreed to dispense with all that surname crap.’




  ‘Lorelei. All I can say is that everything is in hand—’




  ‘Soz, luvvie – another call’s coming through. Just sort it for me, won’t you?’




  She slams down the phone and I’m left gazing at the handset.




  I look at my to-do list and add to it a review of Lorelei’s invitees. My to-do list now runs to six pages. Any more and I could wallpaper my downstairs toilet. Under normal circumstances,

  I’d whizz through it, picking off tasks and doing my best to demolish them. However, my brain feels as though it’s made of butternut squash soup this morning. And I hate it.




  I look around the office; the place is quietly buzzing. The BJD team occupies one floor of a large, overly expensive building that we share with several other companies. The fact that my bosses

  pay over the odds for impressive views and top-of-the-range furniture is a reflection of how important image is to them. It does, however, mean that we have to work very hard at keeping our team as

  profitable as it is. Which can be a challenge given some of the staff members I inherited, as anyone who’s come across Natalie and Deana would testify.




  Natalie and Deana work here, but only in the technical rather than the literal sense. They turn up (usually). They remain in the office for eight hours (if you’re lucky). They leave

  (hastily). And they get paid for all of this. Whether this constitutes work is a moot point, particularly since they rarely engage in activity even vaguely beneficial to their employer.




  ‘I asked Ged for flowers the other day,’ announces Natalie, our Administrator, pausing briefly from reading her Take a Break. Both she and Deana are about the same age as me,

  but that’s where the similarities start and end. ‘He started banging on about it being the twenty-first century and it should be me bringing him flowers. I said to him: “If

  you’re such a sodding feminist, get your Marigolds on and scrub that bog for a change.” That shut him up.’




  Deana, our Junior Events Coordinator, pouts. ‘You’d think it was hard, wouldn’t you?’ Her distinctive, high-pitched whine is comparable to that of a metalwork drill.

  ‘That bloke I went out with from Plentyoffish.com was like that. He wanted me to pay all the time. Talk about taking the piss! Hey, have you seen Katie Price’s new extensions?

  Gorrrrgeous!’




  Deana and Natalie have but two topics of conversation: celebrities and men. The latter, as a breed, are considered to be a bunch of useless reprobates but still provide endless opportunities for

  analysis and discussion.




  I turn to my laptop and focus on my inbox but the screen makes my eyes hurt. It was gone three o’clock before Ellie and I retired to bed last night. And, unlike my friend, who seems able

  to function no matter how late a night she’s had, I’m wrecked – emotionally and physically.




  ‘You look pale, Sam,’ says Deana, in between her stream of abuse about the Plentyoffish.com man.




  I look up, taken aback. I must look bad for Deana to have noticed. Under normal circumstances it’d take a tidal wave to tear her away from Closer. Natalie leans in and narrows her

  eyes in the same way she does when she’s examining her blackheads at her desk. ‘Ooh, yes, you are . . . Are you coming down with something?’




  ‘I’m fine,’ I reply through a forced smile. ‘A lot to do, that’s all. Any chance you could do some of that photocopying I gave you, Natalie?’




  She stiffens. ‘Piers said I didn’t have to do as much of that sort of stuff any more.’




  I frown, but can’t be bothered arguing. Not today.




  Piers is my boss. And, despite the fact that Deana and Natalie are actually in contact with him for about one and a half hours per year, he insists that they, along with everyone else in this

  office, report directly to him. I strongly suspect that the reason for this insane state of affairs is his appreciation of the length of their skirts – and the fact that he’s such a

  power-crazed oligarch he’d feel at home running North Korea. But my attempts to address the issue continually fall on deaf ears.




  ‘Fine.’ I shrug, and she frowns suspiciously. They continue with their conversation as I sit, staring numbly at my laptop. I log on to my Hotmail account, reopening the draft of the

  only email I’ve written all day.




  

    

      Jamie,




      I’ve got a million things I want to say, so many things that putting them all down here is impossible.


    


  




  I pause for a second, rereading the sentence. Impossible? Really, Sam? Have you ever really been the sort of woman who struggles to express her feelings?




  The message I proceed to write to Jamie is of such length and eloquence Tolstoy couldn’t match it. It dissects our relationship in meticulous detail: where it went right, where it went

  wrong. What we could have done differently. What we should have done differently.




  But there’s one overriding message: we should try again.




  The psychoanalysis I put into practice so thoroughly cathartic that, before I know it, two and a half hours have passed and the email runs to 5,389 words. I end with one sentence, from the

  heart.




  

    

      I love you and I will always love you. I will change, I promise. So don’t go. I beg of you. Please.




      Love,




      Sam




      xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx


    


  




  With tears pricking my eyes, I hit the send button, feeling a rush of emotion – and a swell of positivity.




  This is going to work. I know it.




  







  Chapter 6




  After ten minutes, I’ve heard nothing, at least nothing from Jamie; there have been just several calls from my mum, which I deliberately miss.




  After thirty minutes, the situation is unchanged.




  And when I look at my clock and realize it’s been an hour, panic sets in. So I send him a text asking if he’s checked his emails – and follow it up with an email asking if

  he’s checked the earlier one. I leave a message on his answer machine – both at home and on his mobile.




  The response amounts to nothing except three torturous hours, during which my stomach churns as if it’s attempting to make butter out of the five cups of coffee I’ve thrown down my

  neck.




  Meanwhile, my to-do list experiences a growth spurt of explosive proportions. There are phone calls, messages and a million people to chase up. But I’m incapable of doing anything

  productive.




  Each time I try to respond to an email or pick up the phone, my mind is yanked violently back to a replay of yesterday evening. To things I should have said or done. I turn to my laptop and open

  the email in my sent box, cringing as I reread sentences that could be misinterpreted, words that aren’t quite right. Bits I wanted to say but have somehow missed out.




  I whip myself into a fireball of nervous energy. I’m convinced that the email I’d thought was brilliant only hours ago is nothing less than a disaster.




  There’s only one thing for it: to email him again. I start composing another tome – not quite as long; in fact, it’s relatively succinct at 3,876 words.




  Throughout all this, all I can hear is the buzz of Natalie and Deana’s conversation about how the former’s sister-in-law’s second cousin is about to feature on Jeremy

  Kyle, and how the latter once got caught in a thunderstorm after a spray tan – resulting in her attendance at a wedding looking like she had scabies.




  Once I’ve sent the third email, I stand up to go to the toilet and am five steps from my desk when my phone beeps with a text message. The movement I employ to reach it starts off with a

  spectacular Jackie Chan-style flip, progresses to a Matrix-style dive and ends with a near impaling on a jar of blunt pencils. I juggle the phone with trembling hands, scanning the message

  as fast as my eyes allow.




  

    

      Hey – been mad busy in the shop today. Just got your emails. I think we need to talk.


    


  




  Jamie’s staying with Luke, who’s been his friend since primary school, despite the fact that they appear to have as much in common as Meatloaf and Jane Asher.




  Consumed by nerves, I walk up the path of Luke’s terrace cottage in Rose Brae, passing an array of lovingly tended hanging baskets, which are spilling over with begonias and ivy. The

  cul-de-sac is quaint and quiet, within spitting distance of Allerton Road with its trendy bars and their attractive clientele – a factor which, I have no doubt, swung Luke’s decision to

  buy the house.




  I ring the bell with a thrashing heart, and when Jamie answers I experience a weird and fleeting sensation in which I’ve forgotten that we’re no longer together. I gaze into those

  pale blue eyes and it feels exactly as it has done for six years. Until last night.




  ‘Hi,’ he says softly, looking unhappier than I’ve ever seen him.




  ‘Hi,’ I reply in a strangled voice.




  We stand a foot apart yet it feels like a mile. All I want to do is reach out and touch him – except I know I can’t. I shift awkwardly, hyper-aware of my shallow breaths.




  He coughs, breaking the silence. ‘Come in.’




  The first thing that strikes me every time I enter Luke’s house is that it must be the most fabulous abode ever to be inhabited by a straight man. It’s all gorgeous wallpapers, Jo

  Malone candles and exquisitely coordinated soft furnishings.




  All, however, is not what it seems. I’ve known Luke long enough to know that his cupboards boast a porn stash that could single-handedly fund one of Hugh Hefner’s yachts; plus, he

  recently turned his spare room into a gym, where he spends hours inflating the muscles he tells women he was simply born with.




  And women there are – because Luke is not just straight, he’s unstoppable. On Facebook, he has 876 friends (and counting), 710 of whom have two X chromosomes. He is a project manager

  for a construction company but goes out with women from all walks of life: barristers, hairdressers, doctors, air hostesses. They have one thing in common; they throw themselves at him as if

  he’s the last man in the northern hemisphere.




  I sit on the edge of a lilac velvet sofa and expect Jamie to head to the armchair on the other side of the coffee table. Instead, he sinks next to me, so close that the familiar smell of his

  clean skin whispers into my lungs and makes me faint with longing.




  ‘I read your emails,’ he says.




  ‘Did what I said make sense?’ I ask anxiously.




  He nods. ‘It did.’ Although he’s agreeing with me – technically – I can’t read his expression. ‘You’re right . . . in so many ways.’




  I hold my breath, waiting for an explanation. It isn’t forthcoming. ‘Which ways?’




  He sighs. ‘About me waving goodbye to the best relationship I’ve ever had. About you being the only woman I’ve loved. About you being my best friend. About me . . .’ His

  voice breaks up again. ‘About me still being in love with you.’




  As the last words fire through my head, I feel the stab of tears in my eyes. ‘Are you still in love with me?’




  With his elbows on his knees, he puts his head in his hands and lets out a quiet sob. Jamie’s never been afraid to show his emotional side. He’s regularly in floods at some of the

  obscure foreign films he has on DVD (although he insisted he was just getting a cold when I put on Marley and Me).




  But when he lifts up his head and looks at me directly, even I’m not prepared for how devastated he looks. Fat tears cascade down his cheeks as he reaches out and grips my fingers.

  ‘You know I am.’




  The sentence brings a swell of emotion in me too. But the tears soaking my cheeks don’t just represent my hollow sadness. They represent something else. Frustration.




  ‘You say that, Jamie, but how can you love me?’ I sniff. ‘How could you leave me if you loved me?’ I’m trying to keep my voice level but it’s impossible not

  to betray my exasperation.




  He shakes his head. ‘I don’t know. I’m confused. I’ve been confused for such a long time. My feelings about you, Sam, are the only things that have remained clear. I love

  you. But I’ve been living a lie for the last six years.’




  My eyes widen. The last time I heard something like that was on Jerry Springer and it was the prelude to a confession involving exotic mail-order underwear and a penis transplant.




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘I mean . . . that,’ he says, as his eyes dart in disgust to a stack of foolscap folders on the coffee table. ‘I mean . . . this,’ he adds, angrily pulling off his tie.

  ‘I mean being a salesman for a bloody mobile-phone company, Sam.’




  I bite my lip and sniff back my tears. ‘I thought you’d started enjoying work a bit more,’ I try, but I know this conversation is futile. I’m talking to a man who reads

  Kafka in his spare time and who learned to catch fish with a spear in the Cook Islands. Despite any enjoyment he’s had with me, and despite all the fun during his stints as a guitarist in

  various bands over the last few years, his job is a long way from his definition of mentally stimulating.




  Ironically, Jamie’s very good at his job. This is a situation with which he feels distinctly uncomfortable. They’ve repeatedly tried to promote him, but he’s refused, turning

  his back on the increased responsibility and pay rise, presumably because it would involve admitting that this was his career. That’s a prospect about as appealing to him as genital

  warts.




  ‘Then how about I put a proposition to you?’ I begin firmly, with a racing heart. I have an overwhelming sense of what I’ve got to do, and say, to secure my future happiness.

  He looks up.




  ‘How about we both give up our jobs and I come with you?’




  For the past twenty-four hours I’ve thought over and over again about saying this sentence, yet I surprise even myself when I actually go through with it.




  The truth is that I thought I’d done all the backpacking I ever wanted. I thought what I now wanted was some roots: a house, a career, my friends and family. Plus, while I’ve never

  allowed myself to even think about marriage and kids, deep down I know that that’s only because I’ve never dared.




  Now, though, all those things are irrelevant compared with the one, overriding thing that I want. Jamie. If I have to give up everything else for him, I’m prepared to do it. My lips

  tremble as I await his response. It isn’t the one I’d imagined.




  ‘Sam,’ he says, shaking his head. ‘Every part of me wants to say: let’s do it. But I can’t. And I can’t for the best of reasons.’




  I frown. ‘What reasons?’




  ‘Because you’d be doing it for me and not because it’s what you really want. You want the house, the career . . . your friends and family. You want to drink cocktails and go

  shopping.’




  I sit back, stung by the implication that I’d prioritize such shallow luxuries.




  ‘And why the hell shouldn’t you?’ he continues hastily. ‘Not everyone wants to live in South America. In the jungle. With no running water or shops or insect

  repellent.’




  I pretend I haven’t heard that last bit. ‘I . . . might,’ I reply weakly.




  ‘You don’t,’ he whispers, pulling me towards him, burying his wet face in my hair. It’s the saddest embrace I’ve ever known.




  







  Chapter 7




  Returning home for the first time after the upheaval of last night is the emptiest experience of my life.




  The Victorian terrace house Jamie and I have shared for three years is one I’ve spent endless amounts of time and energy getting right. Despite the expensively restored fireplace, lovingly

  sourced flooring and the Moroccan rug I almost broke my back carrying home (admittedly from Ikea, as opposed to Morocco), the rooms aren’t welcoming tonight.




  The house is in my name, but we always considered it as much Jamie’s home as mine. And, while most of the decor was chosen by me, it was with both of our tastes in mind. There’s only

  one thing that Jamie actively didn’t like and that’s the huge pop-art print of New York’s Times Square on the living-room wall.




  It was the source of some debate over the years. Jamie thought it was naff, a gaudy image too ubiquitous in home-furnishing departments.




  But he never loved New York like I did. I’ve visited four times and have never been disappointed. It has held an endless fascination for me since I first watched Breakfast at

  Tiffany’s as a teenager.




  Besides, this is different from other Manhattan prints I’ve seen; its vivid colours against the black of night make me feel alive; it is a reminder of a place that makes the blood in my

  veins buzz as soon as I step off the plane.




  Tonight, I can’t bear looking at it. It’s a symbol of my failure to compromise, to make him happy, to make him love me enough to stay. I walk to the wall and lift it off, carrying it

  awkwardly up to the spare room, where I slide it under the bed.




  Then I walk silently around the house, going from room to room, but soon realize that the picture isn’t even half the problem. Jamie is everywhere.




  He’s in the bottle of beer abandoned on the patio table, the blurry pictures of his travels on the kitchen wall. He’s in the T-shirt lying on the bathroom floor and the faint smell

  of deodorant on our sheets.




  I flop onto the sofa and, with blurred eyes, put on my iPod, feeling an instinctive pull to a song I’ve always loved but which has never before meant so much.




  Adele’s ‘Someone Like You’.




  Her words make my stomach clench as a downpour of tears soaks my cheeks in the bitter realization that these things – the bottle, the T-shirt, the pictures – will shortly be

  gone.




  Jamie was everywhere in this house. Soon he’ll be nowhere, nowhere at all.




  







  Chapter 8




  Having a sister ten years older than me is great in every way but one: people can never tell which of us is the younger.




  Although she is thirty-eight, Julia’s results on a Ten Years Younger survey would come back at twenty-five – and that’s without Botox, veneers or questionable fashion overhaul.

  If it wasn’t for another factor, people might think we were twins. The other factor being that she is mixed-race and I’m not.




  If you want the whole story, Julia isn’t my real sister. She was adopted four years after Mum and Dad married because they had such a horrendous time trying to conceive a baby that –

  although doctors could find nothing wrong – they became convinced they’d never have children naturally.




  That was eventually disproved by my existence, but, after suffering five miscarriages, you can see why my parents had their doubts. Not that me coming along any sooner would have changed their

  decision; they love Julia and me exactly the same and there’s never been a shred of evidence to the contrary.




  ‘You’re going to hate me for saying this,’ says my sister, coolly scanning her menu, ‘but there may be some sense in what Jamie’s saying.’




  I throw her a look that stops just short of my eyes turning red and me breathing fire in her face.




  We’re in the Monro, a gastro-pub on the edge of the city centre that serves good, simple food and is big on atmosphere. It’s Friday lunchtime and so busy that we were lucky to get a

  table, particularly one in a relatively private corner.




  ‘Look,’ she says, in that uniquely serene way my sister does so well. ‘I know you’re upset. Of course you’re upset. Your whole life has been turned upside down.

  Plus, you and Jamie were great together. But there always was that small issue hovering in the background.’




  ‘What small issue?’




  ‘His itchy feet.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘He’s always had them, Sam. No matter how much you adored each other, his feet were blatantly itchy.’




  ‘Great,’ I mutter. ‘The most significant relationship of my entire life can be boiled down to a conversation we could be having at the chiropodist.’




  A waiter arrives and we place our order. I change my mind twice and mispronounce the name of the wine. Then he turns to Julia, and although she asks only for a smoked chicken salad, he’s

  left gazing in her eyes as if she’s read him a sonnet.




  Which brings me to the other reason we’d never be mistaken for real sisters: Julia oozes grace and elegance. When she enters a room, she glides, turns heads along the way. The last time I

  turned heads as I entered a room, it was because I’d tripped over the carpet. And that’s probably why I could never do her job, preferring a vocation which keeps me firmly behind the

  scenes.




  Julia is a professional musician. I know that when most people over thirty describe themselves thus, they’re either one of those ageing club acts that none of the X Factor judges

  wants to mentor, or a tortured, too-serious-for-their-own-good type trying to avoid a proper job.




  My sister falls into neither category. She is a cellist with the Royal Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra, and a talented one as far as I can work out. I’d like to say her musical skills

  have rubbed off on me, but in a round of Singstar I could lose to a squeaky door.




  ‘You know what I’m saying, Sam,’ she continues. ‘You can’t change a man. It’s pointless even trying.’




  ‘I never tried to change him,’ I hiss. ‘I love him as he is.’




  ‘I know,’ she says softly. ‘But by staying in a job selling iPhones, he’s hardly being true to himself, is he?’




  I’m getting annoyed now. ‘What about love conquering all? And he does love me, Julia. I’m not deluded. He’s told me.’




  Tears spring to my eyes and it strikes me how unbelievably sick I am of them being there. I’ve spent more time checking my make-up in the Ladies in the last two days than I have in the

  last six months. I can tell without looking that my eyeliner’s starting to run again.




  ‘I believe you,’ she whispers, reaching over and squeezing my hand. ‘And I know you’re right: he does love you. Oh look, I hate seeing you like this. Why don’t you

  move into my place for a bit? It’ll be just like old times. I’ll even let you borrow my make-up this time. Plus, I’ve got a date next week so you can cover for me,’ she

  winks.




  The reference is to the fact that when Julia was growing up, despite never inviting male attention, she got it. Tons of it. I’ve tried to conceptualize her appeal over the years, though

  these things are difficult to pin down when it’s your own family. Julia is pretty, of that there’s no doubt; she has a slender figure, generous smile and a gorgeous cappuccino

  complexion. But this isn’t a looks thing; it’s more than that. Men find her mysterious without being unapproachable. She doesn’t throw her charms in anyone’s face and yet,

  between her instant likeability and quiet confidence, they’re there all right.




  ‘Is your car fixed now?’ she asks.




  ‘Just about.’




  ‘Are you going to get a new one?’




  I sigh at the mention of this, because the fact is I love that car. I know it’s nothing special, and it has some way to go on the reliability stakes. But I bought it only a year and a half

  ago; and on the day I picked it up Jamie and I went on a long, sunny drive out into the Cheshire countryside. It was one of those beautifully perfect days that you know you’ll remember for

  ever.




  ‘I’m sure it’ll be all right now,’ I say, then change the subject. ‘Has Mum said anything about Jamie and me?’




  She raises her eyebrows. ‘Of course. She’s worried about you.’




  I squirm. I’ve never been one for maternal heart-to-hearts. Despite what I’ve discussed with Ellie and Jen – with each of whom I spent an hour on the phone last night –

  I’d prefer to spill the details of this break-up to Heat than to my mother. This isn’t because she’s not sympathetic; the problem is that she’s too sympathetic. Also,

  I hate the thought of her worrying about me. That said, I can’t pretend my reluctance to share anything vaguely personal with her is entirely altruistic. It’s a characteristic I was

  born with. The day she sat me down to discuss the birds and the bees I feigned a sudden onset of food poisoning and locked myself in the bathroom until she’d found something else to occupy

  her. Sorry, but sex education was for biology teachers, Just 17 and Claire Tunney (whose extensive rear-of-bike-sheds experimentation was the subject of endless interrogation), not my

  mother.




  ‘You need to go round, Sam. I know it’s probably the last thing you want, but you’re going to have to face her. Besides, it’ll give her something to talk about other than

  my biological clock.’
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