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    ‘He’s not mine, is he?’

    That’s the question I fear the most.

    You see, I have a secret. My son is not fathered by my boyfriend, but by one of the most famous people alive. And he doesn’t even know it.

    My boyfriend doesn’t know, either. No one does. That’s the only way it can be. It’s a crushing burden to carry, but it’s mine to carry and mine alone.

    I’m terrified, so terrified that the truth will come out. Because my son doesn’t look like my boyfriend. He looks like his rockstar father. And sooner or later, the world is going to realise . . .
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              ‘Happy birthday to you,

              Happy birthday to you,

              Happy birthday, dear Barney,

              Happy birthday to you.’

            

          

        

      

    

    I’m singing this very quietly so as not to wake him. He’s had a busy day with his nanny, grandad and me, and now he’s crashed out in his cot. He’s going to grow out of it soon. I can’t believe my baby has just turned one. It’s frightening how time flies.

    Bit of a bummer that his daddy wasn’t here today. I say that flippantly, but inside I’m not happy. Not happy at all. Then, suddenly, I’m fine again. It’s the guilt. It balances out the anger. I can’t stay cross with Christian for long. That word: ‘Daddy’. It’s a lie. I’m a liar. And I hate myself for it.

    I can hear my parents clattering away in the bathroom next door. They’ll be in bed soon, and then I’ll have the living room to myself. I’m getting the urge again. My head is prickling with the thought of it. It will be the first time I’ve done it in six months. The last time was when Christian and I had a big fight. That was before I knew. Before I knew for sure. But I’d suspected it for a long time.

    Oh, Christian . . . What have I done?

    One year and nine months ago, I had sex with my boyfriend’s best friend. It sounds horrendous when you say it like that. Don’t get me wrong, it is horrendous. But there was a history there. I was in love with Johnny. I was in love with him first.

    I look back once more to my sleeping baby, who is no longer a baby. I lean over his cot and kiss him softly on his forehead as tears fill my eyes.

    I’m so sorry, my darling. I don’t know what to do.

    If I told Christian now and he threw us out, as of course he would, how would my son be affected? Would he remember the person who was his father for the first year of his life? Christian is away such a lot at the moment that we’re almost getting used to life without him. Maybe it wouldn’t be such an upheaval. Maybe it would be okay. Oh, who am I kidding?

    I think my parents have finally retired to bed. I get up and quietly walk out of my bedroom into the living room. My laptop screen is dark, the screensaver having switched itself off hours ago. I take a seat on the sofa and pull the computer onto my lap. My head is prickling again. I shouldn’t be doing this.

    ‘I thought you were in bed?’

    I almost jump out of my skin at the sound of my mum’s voice.

    ‘You frightened me!’

    ‘Sorry, I wanted a glass of water.’

    I quickly push down the laptop lid and put the computer back on the side-table, the urge momentarily quashed. ‘I was just checking my emails,’ I lie as I get up and join my mum in the kitchen.

    ‘Can’t you do that in the morning?’ she asks, pulling a bottle of water out of the fridge. ‘You’ve had a busy day,’ she adds.

    ‘I know, I know,’ I brush her off, not enjoying being told what to do, especially now that I’m a responsible parent myself. Allegedly.

    ‘Have you spoken to Christian?’ she asks as she decants water into a tumbler.

    ‘No, I haven’t called him back yet,’ I admit.

    ‘Don’t you think you should? I’m sure he’d like to know about Barney’s birthday.’

    I bite my tongue and take the bottle from her, pouring a drink for myself. ‘I will,’ I reply shortly.

    ‘Good,’ she says annoyingly.

    I follow her out of the kitchen and switch off all the lights, taking one last look at my laptop sitting silently on the side-table in the living room.

    You’ll keep . . .

    I follow my mum down the corridor to the bedrooms. She and Dad are sleeping in Barney’s room to the left of the bathroom, while he and his cot have been temporarily relocated into my bedroom on the right.

    ‘Night, night.’ Mum turns back to give me a peck on the cheek.

    ‘Night,’ I reply, and go into my bedroom.

    I shut the door and take a deep breath before exhaling as quietly as I can. My iPhone is charging on my bedside table. I see that there’s another message from Christian:

    
      
        
          Boarding now. Will ring when I land

        

      

    

    I feel bad. I should have called him earlier. I’m surprised to discover I’m looking forward to seeing him.

    Why am I surprised? He’s my boyfriend. I love him.

    I know why: it’s the guilt. It’s poisonous. And deep down I know that it’s going to be the death of our little family.
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    ‘Hello, there!’

    I hear Mum’s cheerful voice echoing through the walls. I’m in the bathroom and, from the sounds of it, my dad has just arrived home from the airport with Christian.

    ‘Hi!’ Christian replies. ‘Hey . . .’ There’s silence as I picture him scooping up Barney into his arms for a warm, cuddly hug. I quickly towel myself dry – I didn’t think they’d be back so soon.

    ‘Where’s Meg?’ Christian asks.

    ‘In the shower,’ my mum replies.

    ‘Have a nice lie-in, did she?’ Christian says and I frown as they all chuckle at my expense. It’s six thirty in the evening and I’ve been on my feet all day. A moment later there’s a knock at the door.

    ‘Meg?’

    ‘I’m coming,’ I reply tetchily.

    ‘Unlock the door.’

    Still frowning, I do as he says.

    ‘Hey!’ He beams as he enters the steam-filled bathroom, but his face falls when he sees my expression. ‘What’s up?’

    ‘Nothing.’ I wrap the towel around my still-damp body.

    ‘Can I have a hug?’ he asks warily as he opens his arms and cocks his head to one side.

    ‘Sure.’ I grudgingly step forward and his arms embrace me.

    ‘Mmm,’ he murmurs into my wet hair. ‘I missed you.’

    ‘Did you?’

    He pulls away and gives me a look. ‘Of course I did. I hoped you’d change your mind about coming to get me.’

    ‘Sorry,’ I say and genuinely mean it. I’ve been having second thoughts all day about whether or not I should go to the airport myself. ‘I thought I’d better do Barney’s dinner and get things back to normal after yesterday’s mayhem. Dad offered; I didn’t think you’d mind.’

    ‘You’re still pissed off at me for not getting home in time.’ It’s not a question. I shrug. ‘I did try. I couldn’t help it,’ he says. ‘Anyway, it’s not like Barney would have missed me; he’s only one.’

    I’ll have to remember you said that if you discover the truth about him anytime soon . . .

    I nod towards the door. ‘Better go and get dressed.’

    He turns away and I follow him into the bedroom. ‘How was yesterday?’ he asks, sitting down on the bed and watching me as I open the wardrobe.

    ‘It was good,’ I reply, taking a navy-blue and white polka-dot maxidress out of the wardrobe and slipping it over my head. ‘I don’t think he knew what hit him with all the toys your parents sent. And he loved the balloons and candles. Did you bring him anything back?’

    He grins. ‘Yep.’

    ‘What?’

    ‘A dumper truck.’ He’s still grinning cheekily.

    ‘What’s so funny?’ I smile. ‘Did you bring me something back?’

    ‘You’ll have to wait and see.’

    ‘It’s Pebbles, isn’t it?’ He laughs as I clamber onto his knees and throw my arms around him. He collapses back on the bed.

    Pebbles is a type of American cereal. It’s supposed to be for kids, but Christian and I both have a sweet tooth and we became addicted to the multicoloured rice crispy things when we spent time in the States a few years ago.

    Christian rolls me off his body onto the bed next to him and stares into my eyes. I stare back into his: a darker shade of brown than mine. His black hair falls across his eye-line and I reach over and push it away. He needs a haircut.

    He leans forward and kisses me on the lips. I sit back up again.

    ‘I’m going to get the bed wet.’ I indicate my damp hair.

    ‘Fuck the bed,’ he says, a tad exasperated.

    ‘Oi, don’t swear!’ I chastise.

    ‘He’s not in earshot, is he?’ He’s talking about Barney.

    ‘It doesn’t matter,’ I reply firmly. ‘You’ve got to get out of the habit.’

    Christian swears more than anyone else I know. I’ve been trying to get him to clean up his act ever since our baby was born.

    ‘He can’t even talk yet,’ he mutters, getting up from the bed with a sigh.

    I move on. ‘How was your flight? Flights, I mean.’

    We live in a little village called Cucugnan in the French Pyrenees, so Christian had to fly via the UK from Los Angeles and then onto our nearest airport, Perpignan, which is twenty-five kilometres away. With the winding mountain roads it takes a good forty-five minutes to travel to Cucugnan.

    ‘Both fine. The LA one was an hour delayed, but I still managed to find time at Heathrow to buy some Krispy Kremes.’

    ‘I hope you didn’t eat them all . . .’ I say of the doughnuts.

    ‘Only six.’

    ‘Six out of twelve?’

    ‘I’m joking. I managed to stop at three, so there are nine left for you lot.’

    ‘Bugger the others,’ I joke.

    We used to live in Belsize Park in north London – in fact, Christian still owns his house there – but a few months ago, his friend offered us a reduced rental price on his holiday home in the south of France and we jumped at the chance to take a break from grey old London. My parents actually live in the south of France themselves, in Grasse, about four and a half hours’ drive away. I’m not working at the moment, and as for Christian, he’s a full-time writer, so he can work anywhere – and he does.

    ‘How was your trip?’ I ask. ‘Did you get much done?’

    ‘A fair bit.’

    ‘Anything interesting happen?’

    ‘The gig was good. Scott whisked a couple of groupies away to his hotel room afterwards.’

    ‘Threesome.’ I roll my eyes.

    ‘Yeah, been there, done that.’ He glances at me and gives me a wry little smile. ‘I’m going to hang out with Barney. See you in a min.’

    He leaves the bedroom and I turn to look at myself in the mirror on the dressing table.

    Johnny . . .

    I grab my hairdryer and start to blast my shoulder-length, straight blonde hair.

    Christian used to be a music journalist, but now he’s an author. He made his name writing his best friend’s – rock star Johnny Jefferson’s – biography and his ‘been there, done that’ comment is a reference to the wild boy’s own sexual encounters. Now Christian is working on another biography, this time about American rock group Contour Lines. But there are three guys in the band, which means three times as much work for my writer boyfriend. Plus, as Scott, Niall and Ricky are all based in Los Angeles, Christian has to travel there a lot. I’m dreading this summer when the band goes on tour. I’ll never see him.

    A memory comes back to me of being on tour with Johnny. The screaming fans, the obsessive groupies, the drink, the drugs . . . Thankfully Christian isn’t into any of that stuff. I trust him completely. He can’t say the same for me. In fact, he can and does say the same thing about me. The sad thing is, he’s severely misguided.

    I slam my hairdryer down on the dressing table. I’ve had enough of facing my own reflection for now.

    The sound of laughter brings a smile to my face as I walk down the corridor towards the living room. Christian is tickling a near-hysterical Barney on the sofa.

    I lean against the doorframe and watch my boys, Christian with his dark, messy hair and Barney with his blond locks. My smile falters as Barney looks up and spies me, his green eyes piercing in the early evening sunlight. He looks just like his dad. His real dad. How can Christian not see it?

    ‘How about a drink, Mummy?’ Christian interrupts my thoughts.

    ‘What do you fancy?’

    ‘Got any of that cheapo cider?’

    All the cider is cheap here. Doesn’t mean it’s not yummy.

    ‘Yep.’

    ‘Right, we’re off!’ Dad declares, coming into the living room with his car keys dangling from his fingers. Mum follows him in.

    ‘Aah, thanks for coming.’ I go to give them both a hug. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to stay another night? Set off first thing?’

    ‘No, we’d better get going, honey,’ Dad replies. ‘Your mother’s got her ladies coming over for morning tea tomorrow.’

    ‘See you soon, Barney!’ Mum calls, but my little boy stays entangled with Christian on the sofa.

    ‘Come and say bye to Nanny and Grandad,’ I urge, and Christian heaves himself up, carrying my son’s weight with him. The three of us see my parents outside to their car and wave them off, and I experience the usual pang at watching them go. My head starts singing that song, ‘Alone Again’. I wish they lived closer. At least they’re in the same country. I wonder if I could get them to come and stay next time Christian goes away.

    The following day, Christian and I sit by the pool drinking iced lemonade and making our way through a fresh baguette. We took Barney for a walk in his buggy earlier to get him to sleep. He usually naps for about two hours, so Christian and I are taking this opportunity to chill out together.

    ‘This is bliss,’ he says, slicing a piece of Camembert for his bread.

    ‘Mmm,’ I agree, tilting my head back and gazing up at the blue sky. It’s been tipping it down in England for the last four days. It is lovely here. I just wish I had some friends around to enjoy it with.

    ‘When are you going away again?’ I pop my sunglasses on top of my head and turn to face him.

    ‘I don’t know,’ he replies, not looking at me. ‘Might be soon.’

    ‘How soon?’ I ask with trepidation.

    ‘The band’s starting tour rehearsals next week. I should probably be there for that.’

    ‘Next week?’ I exclaim. ‘Please tell me you’re joking.’

    ‘I’m not. Sorry, Meg.’ He glances at me sideways, furrowing his brow.

    ‘For pity’s sake!’ I explode. ‘You’ve only just got back!’

    ‘I know. But I have to do this. I have to make this book work, otherwise I’m fucked.’

    I don’t bother to tell him off for his language. I put my sunglasses back on and stare moodily at the pool.

    ‘I’m sorry,’ he says again.

    ‘Whatever,’ I reply.

    ‘You do like it here, don’t you?’

    ‘Of course I like it,’ I retort. ‘I’m just really bored being all by myself.’

    ‘You’re not by yourself,’ he corrects me, irritatingly. ‘You’ve got Barney.’

    ‘You know what I mean,’ I reply crossly. ‘I have no social life. I have nothing to do, no friends to see.’

    ‘How can you say you have nothing to do? Look around you! Don’t you know how lucky you are?’

    ‘Yes, of course. But I’m lonely!’

    ‘Why don’t you get a job?’

    ‘What would I do?’

    ‘I don’t know – work in a bakery or something.’

    ‘Oh, yeah, and where am I supposed to put Barney? Out at the back with the ovens?’

    ‘He could go to a nursery.’

    I shake my head. ‘That’s hardly likely to be financially viable, is it?’

    ‘I don’t know, Meg, but you said you were bored. I thought maybe you could do with a change of lifestyle.’

    ‘By sticking our son into day care?’ I snap.

    He sighs. ‘Why don’t you try taking him to a playgroup or something, then?’

    ‘I don’t know of any.’

    ‘There must be a way to find out about them.’

    ‘I don’t know anyone at them, though,’ I say.

    ‘Isn’t that the point? You’d go to meet people.’

    ‘What if no one speaks English?’

    ‘You speak French!’

    ‘An A level doesn’t constitute speaking French! Especially when I’ve barely used the language in the last decade, apart from asking for croissants and baguettes.’

    ‘Well, wouldn’t this be a good time to use it? I thought you wanted to brush up.’

    ‘Now you are really annoying me,’ I warn.

    ‘Only because you know I’m right,’ he replies. ‘Stop making excuses for yourself.’

    I’m about to storm inside when he puts his hand out to stop me.

    ‘I don’t mean to wind you up. I’m trying to help.’ He gets to his feet and goes out through the pool gate. I sit there stewing for a minute, but I’m over it by the time he returns with some magazines.

    I nod at them. ‘Research?’

    ‘Yep. Band interviews.’ He dumps them on a table. ‘I sat in on a couple of them. It’s interesting to see how they’ve been edited.’

    I lean forward and riffle through the stack. Most are serious music journals, but finally I come to an addictively trashy celebrity magazine. My heart jumps, as it always does when I read these sorts of things. I try not to do it very often.

    ‘Mind if I borrow this one?’

    ‘Of course not,’ Christian replies.

    I lean back in my seat. I have to get through the news and gossip before I can relax. I’m nervous as I turn the pages, barely reading the content. I don’t even pause to admire the beach snaps of sexy Scott from Contour Lines. It’s only when I finally reach the fashion pages that I can breathe a sigh of relief. No news or gossip about Johnny in this one. I settle myself and begin to browse at a more leisurely pace.

    I come to a double-page feature:

    
      
        
          WHEN YOU WERE YOUNG . . .

           Match the celeb to their childhood pic!

        

      

    

    Ooh, I love these quizzes!

    And then my heart stops.

    Barney. There’s a picture of Barney.

    No. That’s not Barney. I quickly scan the tiny headshots of celebrities running along the bottom of the page and immediately spy what I’m looking for. Johnny Jefferson. Johnny Jefferson as a child looks identical to my son.

    I feel the blood draining from my face as my eyes dart towards Christian, reading in amicable silence beside me. Act normal. Try to act normal, Meg.

    My heart is pounding so hard inside my chest, I’m surprised it’s not cracking my ribs. I slowly close the magazine and get to my feet.

    ‘Do you want anything?’ I ask breezily, holding the offending article behind my back. I can’t let him see this. I can’t.

    ‘No, thanks,’ Christian replies, distracted.

    ‘Back in a tic’ I quickly make my way through the pool gate and down the stone path to the front door.

    Holy SHIT!

    I hurry into the house and shut the door behind me, leaning up against it in a panic. What the hell am I going to do with this? I look down at the magazine in my now-sweaty hands. I could tear out the page? It’s the centre spread, so that could work. No, there’s another feature on the back of one of the pages – what if Christian tries to read it and discovers half of it is missing?

    I’ll have to bin the whole thing. But where? I can’t put it in the kitchen bin. I’ll have to walk to the big waste bins down the road. It’ll take me a few minutes, so I’m going to have to hurry. I run out through the door, hoping Christian doesn’t come back inside and notice my absence.

    Johnny Jefferson is one of the world’s most recognised celebrities. He’d barely turned twenty before his band, Fence, was catapulted into global superstardom. But three years later, when the band split, Johnny spiralled out of control before falling into a dark depression. It was another two years before he was ready to reinvent himself as a solo artist, but when he did, it was one of the most successful comebacks of all time. Now thirty-three, he’s had more platinum-selling records than any other rock star in history.

    As for my part in all this – well, before I was stupid enough to mix business with pleasure, I worked for Johnny as his personal assistant. Occasionally I can remember the excitement I felt when I got the job; how thrilling it was being able to tell my best friend Bess that I was going to work for him in LA. She screamed so loudly it almost split my eardrums. I wasn’t even a very big Johnny Jefferson fan, unlike Bess. She was always into that alternative-rock stuff, but I was more of a pop girl. Of course I grew to love rock music, mostly because I grew to love my boss.

    I met Christian when I was working in LA. He’d known Johnny since childhood. They went to school together, lived close to each other in their hometown of Newcastle upon Tyne, and were best friends for over fifteen years until Johnny was stupid enough to sleep with Christian’s girlfriend. They eventually patched things up and became mates again, and that’s how Christian ended up with the job of writing his famous friend’s biography. I liked Christian instantly. He was such a good guy – not like his pal, who treated women appallingly and yet they still came back for more. I was as bad as any of the groupies, and that’s not something I can easily admit. It was so hard to resist him. Of course I knew he was gorgeous – I’d seen countless pictures of him in magazines – but I didn’t properly understand his attraction until I met him face to face. I still remember that first time. It was outside by the swimming pool at his LA mansion. At six foot two he was taller than I expected him to be, and his green eyes were almost luminous with the light of the pool reflected in them. His dirty-blond hair fell messily around his chin and he had a few freckles across his nose that I’d never noticed in photographs. I was so on edge that I knocked my beach towel into the water and I recall the muscles on his bare arms flexing as he wrung it out. My eyes were drawn to his famous tattoos, etched into his tanned skin with black ink. I soon found out that he is also incredibly charismatic: rooms fall silent when he walks into them, and something is inexplicably lost when he leaves. Plus, he has an astonishing talent for music. It’s not hard to understand how I fell for him.

    When things crashed and burned with my boss, Christian and I just kind of fell into step with each other. Christian would probably describe that differently. Apparently he’d had feelings for me for a long time.

    I am in love with Christian. I don’t need to convince myself of that. And I’m not in love with Johnny anymore. But somewhere deep inside there’s a part of me that’s connected to him. I wish I could disconnect myself for good. But I can’t. I will never be able to. Because my son is his son. I feel so sick I could throw up.
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    ‘Bloody hell, it’s hot,’ Christian says. We’re sitting on the beach near Perpignan. Barney is playing with his new dumper truck in the sand a few feet away and Christian is propped up on his elbows to my left. I’m sitting up so I can keep an eye on my little boy.

    ‘I should introduce a swear box,’ I say drily. ‘Then you’ll be sorry.’

    ‘And you’ll be rich.’

    ‘Exactly,’ I reply with a grin.

    ‘Shall we go for a swim?’ Christian turns to Barney, not waiting for me to answer. ‘Barney, do you want to go for a swim? Barney?’

    He’s too engrossed in his truck to even look up.

    ‘You go,’ I say. ‘I’ll stay with him.’

    ‘No, we should go together as a family.’

    A wave of nausea passes through me. I’ve been feeling off colour ever since the other day, when I saw the picture of Johnny as a child. Luckily, Christian hasn’t noticed his magazine is missing. I don’t suppose a bandmate’s beach snaps are particularly crucial to research.

    ‘Come on, Mummy!’ Christian says. He’s scooped up a giggling Barney and is now holding his hand down to me. I take it and he pulls me to my feet. He turns and runs towards the water with Barney slung over his shoulder. I follow them, smiling.

    Together as a family . . .

    It occurs to me as I walk across the hot sand, that I’ve become very good at lying. What a despicable talent to have. It’s not something you can boast about, like being good at languages or playing the piano. I’m a good liar. My parents would be so proud.

    Christian runs with Barney into the clear blue water, white foam splashing in their wake and, at the same time, a small voice inside my head wonders if maybe I should lay off myself a little bit. It was an accident. A mistake. I didn’t mean to hurt anyone. But if I let all these bad feelings continue to eat me up, that’s exactly what I’ll end up doing: hurting someone. I push these thoughts to the back of my head, unwilling to contemplate them any further at the moment.

    ‘It’s cold!’ I gasp, wading into the water.

    ‘Go under quickly,’ Christian urges, doing just that and ending up with Barney squealing in his ear.

    I duck in up to my neck and quickly burst out of the water again.

    ‘Better?’ Christian asks.

    ‘No!’

    ‘Go under again.’

    ‘I think I’ll stand here for a bit, thanks.’

    He casts his eyes heavenwards, then smiles. ‘I like your new bikini, by the way.’ It’s a gold-coloured one from H&M.

    ‘Thanks. Mum took me birthday shopping in Perpignan last week.’

    ‘You look fit. No one would ever be able to tell you’ve had a kid.’

    I laugh. ‘Breastfeeding hasn’t entirely killed my boobs, then?’

    He chuckles. ‘No. Unlike hers . . .’

    He discreetly nods towards a middle-aged woman nearby who is tanned a deep bronze and has her naked boobs swinging happily past her ribcage.

    I giggle and he pulls me down into the water, kissing me on the lips while I simultaneously breathe in sharply.

    ‘I wish you didn’t have to go away again,’ I say after a while.

    ‘I know.’ He changes the subject. ‘Do you want to swim to Mummy?’ Christian zooms Barney towards me and I catch him, laughing. He can’t talk yet, but he can understand quite a lot. I encircle my son’s small waist with my hands and bob him up and down in the water as he kicks furiously. Eventually his kicks subside. We rub our noses together.

    ‘You should do this more often,’ Christian says.

    ‘I know,’ I reply. ‘It didn’t take very long to get here, did it?’

    ‘Not with me driving,’ he replies. ‘You’d have to add at least fifteen minutes onto your time.’

    Christian loves cars. I still remember the time he borrowed . . . I sigh. I can’t even say his name inside my head without flinching.

    ‘What’s up?’ Christian asks.

    I don’t bother to lie. ‘I was just remembering the time you drove me to Santa Monica beach.’

    ‘In Johnny’s Bugatti?’

    If Christian notices me flinching again, this time he chooses to ignore it.

    ‘Yeah.’

    It was shortly after I’d started working for Johnny in Los Angeles. He told Christian and me to take the day off, so we borrowed his Bugatti Veyron – one of the fastest and most expensive cars in the world – and went out for the day. Christian was beside himself at getting to drive the car. Johnny has several supercars in his garage. At least, he used to. I assume he still does.

    I wonder if Christian caught up with him while he was in LA. I don’t ask. I never ask. Sometimes he offers up the information, but most of the time he keeps their catch-ups to himself. He knows about my history with Johnny. I think he prefers to pretend there is none.

    ‘Shall we go to the beach bar for lunch?’ Christian asks.

    ‘Sure.’

    We get back to Cucugnan in the early afternoon. Barney has fallen asleep in the car so I transfer him to his cot and then go to the bathroom with the intention of taking a shower. I open the window to let in some air and see that Christian is in the pool.

    ‘Come in, it’s beautiful,’ he calls.

    I didn’t bother to get changed out of my bikini for the car journey home so all I have to do is grab Barney’s baby monitor and step back into my flip-flops by the front door to avoid scalding my feet on the scorching stone tiles. I wander around to the side of the house, untying my black sarong as I go and trying not to disturb the bees buzzing away at the lavender lining the path. Several yellow butterflies flit around the purple flowers as I pass and I breathe in deeply and smile to myself. At moments like these, it’s impossible not to feel happy. I walk to the steps and go in. The cool water of the pool takes my breath away, but it’s almost instantly lovely. I swim over to Christian and he puts his hands on my waist. He bends down for a kiss, and for the first time in what seems like ages, I kiss him back.

    ‘I love having sex outside in the hot sun,’ he says later.

    ‘You say that like you’ve done it often.’ I tie my sarong back around my waist. Christian is still lying naked on the sunlounger in front of me. It’s just as well this house isn’t overlooked by the neighbours. Christian smirks.

    ‘What? Have you done it often?’ I pry, curious now, but not jealous.

    ‘Once or twice,’ he replies with a grin that implies it was substantially more than that.

    ‘Who with? Clare?’ That was his last serious girlfriend. ‘Actually, I don’t want to know,’ I decide.

    ‘Haven’t you?’ He turns the tables on me.

    ‘No.’ I rack my brain to be sure. No, not with Johnny. And most certainly not with the other guys I’ve been out with in my life.

    ‘That’s a travesty. I’ll have to help you make up for lost time,’ he teases.

    ‘That’s not going to be easy with Barney around,’ I comment, before nodding down at him. ‘You should get dressed. He’ll be awake soon.’

    He sighs. ‘Don’t you ever wish it was just the two of us?’

    ‘That’s a terrible thing to say!’ I exclaim.

    ‘I don’t mean it terribly. I don’t know . . .’ He doesn’t continue, instead rising to his feet and putting on his almost-dry swimming trunks.

    I stand and stare at him. ‘Do you wish we had more time to ourselves?’

    ‘Yeah, just to talk and – you know, without being interrupted. I wish our parents lived closer.’

    ‘It would be nice to have them around to help more,’ I agree. ‘Are your mum and dad still planning a trip?’

    ‘I think so, but Dad’s really busy at work at the moment.’

    ‘Hasn’t he found a replacement for Joel yet?’

    ‘No.’

    Christian’s dad, Eugen, owns an electrical store in Newcastle. He used to run it with Christian’s younger brother, Joel, but Joel quit the business recently to go and live with his girlfriend in her native Australia.

    ‘Mum might come out by herself. She’s having withdrawal symptoms from her grandson.’

    Mandy, his mum, is besotted with Barney. If she knew he wasn’t hers . . . It’s too horrendous to contemplate.

    ‘That’d be nice,’ I say. I like Christian’s mum, feisty though she may be. She’s from Newcastle, whereas Christian’s dad hails from Sweden. It still impresses me that Christian is bilingual.

    I really should practise my French . . .

    A noise comes from the nearby baby monitor.

    ‘I’ll get him,’ I say, heading inside to retrieve my little sleepyhead. He’s lying awake in his cot, staring at the colourful boat mobile above his head. ‘Come on, you.’ He grips me around my neck with his chubby fingers and presses his face into my shoulder as I walk back down the corridor. A powerful wave of love throbs through me. I can barely imagine my life before he came along. The thought of being without him now . . .

    That’s not to say I’ve found motherhood easy. The first few months came as a complete shock. Christian was working so hard and I ended up doing the lion’s share of the work – both with the baby and around the house. I cried a lot. I was exhausted beyond belief from getting up in the night to breastfeed, yet I would still lie awake thinking about everything. Even though Barney was born with a head full of dark hair and people said he looked like Christian, I could never be sure. His eyes were blue. Maybe they’d turn brown like Mummy and Daddy’s, as everyone presumed, but I used to torment myself that they’d turn green instead. Which of course they did.
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    ‘Did Christian get away okay?’ Mum asks a few days later. Christian set off this morning to return to LA for tour rehearsals. He’ll be there for a week.

    ‘Yes,’ I reply into the receiver. We’re talking on the phone.

    ‘Barney will miss him,’ Mum says.

    ‘Not as much as I’ll miss him.’

    ‘Oh dear, I hope you don’t mind me not coming.’

    ‘No, of course not. Don’t worry.’

    I asked my parents if they’d keep me company while Christian was abroad this time, but Mum had some important bridge game to attend.

    ‘It’s a shame he has to be away so often,’ she comments. ‘I don’t like the thought of him mingling with all those sex, drugs and rock ’n’ roll types. Why he can’t just stick to writing fiction, I don’t know.’

    ‘Yes, you do know,’ I say with annoyance. ‘He didn’t get a new book deal.’

    ‘But why? I thought his first one was quite good.’

    ‘I thought it was great!’ I hear my dad chip in, in the background. ‘I want to know what happened to Dr Whatshisface!’

    ‘Tell Dad he’ll find out in March.’

    ‘You’ll find out in March, apparently,’ I hear my mum say.

    ‘March?’ my dad exclaims. ‘That’s almost a year away! I thought his next one was coming out in September?’

    ‘Put Dad on,’ I tell my mum. She does so. I explain: ‘The first one came out last September and flopped, so his publishers want to try releasing the next one in a different season.’

    Around the time I found out I was pregnant, Christian’s Johnny Jefferson biography was published and was a huge success. His publishers had released it in the autumn against the other heavy hitters in the lead-up to Christmas, and a year later, they assumed his first book in his new crime series would be able to hack it in the same competitive market. They were wrong.

    They’ve pushed back the release of his second book to next March and are yet to offer him a new book deal. His dream of writing fiction has had to be put on hold for now, hence his saying yes to another celebrity biography.

    ‘I’m sure it’ll be a huge success!’ Dad booms, slightly too buoyantly.

    ‘Thanks, Dad,’ I reply, with a small smile that he can’t see.

    ‘Give me the phone,’ I hear my mum say. She comes back on the line. ‘Let me know if you want me to come down on Saturday.’

    ‘No, it’s okay, Mum. Christian will be back on Monday so it’s probably not worth you making the trip for the sake of a day and a half. I’ll take Barney to the beach or to a playground or something. I’ll be alright.’

    ‘Call me if you want to chat.’

    ‘I will do if I can find the time,’ I promise. We hang up and I sigh loudly. ‘Alone Again’ . . . That bloody song is driving me nuts. I switch on the radio, hoping to find something else to get stuck in my mind. An instantly recognisable tune fills the living room and a shiver travels all the way up my spine and into my head. I fumble for the off switch, but it’s too late. I’ve heard it now. The damage is done.

    That was the song Johnny wrote for me.

    He said he loved me. He once told me he’d never loved anyone.

    The phone rings, making me jump. I snatch it up.

    ‘Hello?’

    ‘Meg?’

    ‘Bess!’ I exclaim. It’s so good to hear from my friend.

    ‘Hey, how are you?’

    ‘I’m alright.’ I sigh, unable to project enthusiasm into my voice.

    ‘You’ve heard, then,’ she says.

    ‘Heard what?’

    ‘About Johnny?’

    Silence.

    ‘Oh, you haven’t heard,’ she says.

    Apart from Christian, Bess is the only other person who knows about my relationship with Johnny – if you can call it that. There were rumours in the industry when I quit working for him so suddenly, but no one knows for sure what happened, and my confidentiality clause prevents me from telling anyone, even if I wanted to. I shouldn’t have told Bess, but I couldn’t help myself.

    ‘Tell me,’ I urge Bess, dread seeping into the pit of my stomach.

    She cuts to the chase. ‘He and his girlfriend are both in hospital after overdosing.’

    My heart jumps.

    ‘It was an accident, apparently.’

    I can’t speak.

    ‘Meg?’

    ‘I didn’t even know he had a girlfriend,’ I say dully.

    ‘They met in rehab.’

    ‘Fat lot of good that did them.’ I manage a bitter laugh.

    ‘Are you okay?’ Bess’s voice is hesitant.

    ‘I’m fine,’ I reply curtly. ‘Nothing to do with me.’

    ‘I know you don’t mean that,’ she says gently.

    ‘Stop. Just stop,’ I warn.

    ‘He’s alright,’ she says. ‘In case you want to know.’

    ‘I don’t.’

    She continues, ‘They’re saying he’ll be going back into rehab.’

    ‘He should never have left the bloody place,’ I mutter. ‘Bess, I’ve got to go. Barney has woken up. I’ll speak to you soon.’

    ‘Okay. Lots of love.’

    ‘You too.’

    I end the call. The baby monitor is silent. Barney hasn’t woken up – that was a lie. Another one.

    I stare out of the French windows to the mountains in the distance.

    I was right to choose Christian . . . Johnny wouldn’t have changed for me.

    Or maybe he would have . . .

    No. I made the right decision. It’s just a tragedy biology made the wrong one.

    The baby could have been Christian’s. It’s possible, even though we used protection. I wanted it to be Christian’s. I knew Johnny would have run a mile if I’d told him I was pregnant and that the baby was his, or at least might have been his. The same sentence would have probably gone down equally as well with Christian: ‘Hey, honey, you know that kid you’ve always wanted? Well, get this! I’m knocked up! And the good news is, it might be yours!’ I don’t think so. Christian would have joined Johnny on his marathon to get as far away from me as possible. Don’t get me wrong: I would have deserved it. But my baby wouldn’t have. And I wanted to give my child the best possible upbringing I could hope for. Christian is a good dad – when he’s around. Johnny would have been a terrible one.

    I’d better not turn on the radio for the next few days. They’ll be playing his songs incessantly as a result of this. I should leave the telly off, too. I glance at my laptop. No. No. No.

    My resolve lasts until late that evening, when Barney is tucked up in bed and I still haven’t heard from Christian. He was supposed to call me when he landed, but he hasn’t, and I’ve allowed my bitterness to eat away at me so it’s easier to justify my actions. I turn on my laptop, my head tingling with anticipation.

    Google: Johnny Jefferson.

    Millions of hits come up. I nervously click on the first news link:

    
      
        
          Superstar Johnny Jefferson and his partner, Dana Reed, have been hospitalised following a suspected overdose. The pair were discovered yesterday morning at Jefferson’s Beverly Hills mansion. His manager confirmed that the overdose was accidental.

        

      

    

    Stupid, stupid idiot!

    How could he do this to himself?

    I saw at first hand the effects drugs had on Johnny. It got to a point where he was in such a bad way that I could bear it no longer. I took him to a house in the Yorkshire Dales in the north of England and made him go cold turkey. It wasn’t the smartest idea I’d ever had, but it worked. For a while, at least.

    A memory comes back to me of sitting in front of the log fire in the house. His green eyes staring into mine, his lips trailing down my neck . . . I shiver.

    Stop. Stop thinking about it.

    I can’t.

    His warm chest pressing into me . . . my fingers tracing the tattoo across his navel: ‘I hurt myself today, to see if I still feel . . .’

    ‘Johnny Cash lyric,’ he explained.

    ‘You wouldn’t ever hurt yourself now, would you, Johnny?’

    Stupid, stupid!

    Another memory slams into me, this time about when he came to see me after he found out I was dating Christian.

    ‘Nutmeg . . .’

    That was my nickname. The name he gave to me.

    He runs his thumb down the side of my neck.

    ‘Stop it!’ I bat his hand away. ‘Why are you doing this? I’m happy, Johnny. I like Christian.’

    ‘There!’ He practically shouts, pointing at me. ‘You said “like”!’

    I step backwards. ‘I love him,’ I say determinedly.

    He shakes his head and leans back against the corridor wall. ‘You said “like”,’ he says again, this time more slowly. ‘You love me.’

    Sobs well up inside me.

    I still love him. I love him even now.

    I cry my heart out, stifling the noise with my fingers so as not to wake my little boy. Oh, God, what am I going to do?

    It’s too late . . . It’s too late . . .

    I cry for a long, long time, curled up on the sofa as the sun dips below the horizon and the mountains change in colour from sunset orange to pitch black. Eventually my tears subside, but my curiosity doesn’t. I want to find out about Dana Reed.

    I click on another link.

    They met in rehab back in March during Johnny’s third stint there. Relationships in rehab are discouraged, but Johnny and Dana flouted that rule. There’s a picture of them coming out of a club in the early hours of the morning a few weeks ago. She has long, dark hair and is wearing a lot of make-up: black eyeliner around her eyes, heavy metallic black eye shadow and red lipstick. Her skin is pale, considering she lives in LA, and Johnny towers above her so she must be petite. She’s beautiful, in a rock-chick kind of way. She suits him, I realise, and jealousy surges through me. I angrily rub away my tears and read on.

    She’s an up-and-coming singer songwriter who, according to the music press, is the Next Big Thing. She’s twenty-five, eight years younger than Johnny and a year younger than me. They haven’t been apart since they met – there have been no rumours of Johnny messing around. ‘Could she finally be The One?’ one journalist asks. ‘They’re a bad influence on each other. It will all end in tears,’ another states.

    They got that right.

    I’m done. I’ve had enough. I push the laptop lid down and put the machine back on the side-table before wearily getting to my feet.

    That’s the reason why I don’t do this very often.
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    The next morning, Barney rouses me from a deep sleep. I lie there in bed, as exhaustion weighs down every part of my body. I would give anything to be able to stay here all day, but, after a while, his happy babbling turns into whining and I drag myself from bed and stumble through to him.

    ‘Good morning.’ I try to sound bright and breezy.

    His face breaks into a toothy grin and all my bad feelings instantly evaporate. He’s the most important person in my life. I can’t fall back into that black hole. I lift him up onto the baby-change station in his room and proceed to change his nappy.

    Last night seems surreal. I feel strangely detached about the whole thing now. Johnny’s just another idiotic celebrity to end up in hospital after a drug overdose. Of course I don’t still love him.

    Weight lifts from my stomach. I smile down at Barney – a genuine smile.

    ‘Shall we go up into the village and get some croissants for breakfast?’ I don’t expect him to answer, but I like talking to him in any case.

    I throw on some shorts and a T-shirt and quickly get Barney dressed before buckling him into his buggy and bumping him down the stone steps to the front gate. Cucugnan is a beautiful, medieval village situated on a hill. Said hill is small in comparison to the mountains that encircle it, but it certainly doesn’t feel like it as I manoeuvre the buggy up the steep road towards the village centre. We pass the town hall and post office on the left, and a bar and a couple of shops on the right and then the road starts to wind as we make our way up to the seventeenth-century windmill at the top of the hill. Sometimes there’s a break between the buildings and I can see the mountains beyond. I use these viewpoints as an excuse to catch my breath and let the burning sensation in my thighs die down. No wonder Christian was able to comment on my figure the other day – these hills are hardcore.

    Long before we reach our destination we can hear the machinery whirring and chugging as it grinds the flour. The bakery is located right underneath the old windmill and it looks like something out of Elle Deco with its wooden beams and cupboards painted in neutral tones. Classy blackboards detail current specials, and cakes, biscuits, bread and almond meringues are laid out on display tables at the entrance. I go inside to order, then return to the bright sunlight with our purchase. There are bench tables outside, but instead of sitting at one we head past the windmill and around the corner to the rocks at the very top of the hill. I have to park the buggy with the brake on and carry Barney and our breakfast the rest of the way. I pause for a moment when I realise there’s a blonde girl sitting on the dry yellow grass in the distance. She has her back to us and is facing the surrounding mountains. It dawns on me that she’s doing yoga.

    I reluctantly drag my eyes away and sit on a rock, nursing Barney on my lap. The morning sun is casting a glow over the mountains and down below there’s a patchwork of lime-green vineyards and the small village cemetery. Opening the paper bag from the bakery, I pull out a biscuit – I forgot they do croissants only on weekends – and hand Barney a small piece. We can have some proper breakfast when we get back home.

    This area is full of crumbly old castles. I stare up at the Château de Quéribus on top of a mountain peak. Sometimes I feel like I’ve been transported back in time to a place where Aragorn is king, and elves and goblins roam the land. Yes, I know The Lord of The Rings is fictional, but, honestly, living here it’s hard to believe it. Anyway, Aragon did rule this land. Aragon as in Spain, not Aragorn as in sexy Viggo Mortensen. I’ve read up on my history, I’ll have you know. There’s nothing else to do here.

    Joke.

    Barney wriggles on my lap. I suppose we should set off home.

    I get to my feet and turn around, clocking the lone blonde doing yoga. I feel envious. What it must be like to sit up here doing yoga with no concerns, no big secrets that could destroy a family . . . It’s so beautiful here, so inspirational.

    I wonder why Christian never comes up here to write.

    Johnny would . . .

    I scramble over the rocks with Barney in my arms and buckle him back into his buggy. Then I set off down the steep hill towards home, trying not to think about anything.

    It’s quicker on the return journey, although my arms feel like they’re being pulled out of their sockets with the weight of the buggy and gravity. I’m going to end up like Barney’s favourite Mr Men character: Mr Tickle with his ‘extraordinary long arms’.

    The smile on my face suddenly feels like it’s been slapped off and I come to an abrupt stop outside a shop. Johnny’s face blazes out from multiple newspapers. I stare, sickened, at the frontpage photos of him leaving hospital.

    He looks awful, pale and deathly. He’s not wearing his trademark sunglasses and it doesn’t help his appearance. I don’t imagine he had his sunglasses on when they found him.

    I put my head down and push on, but the image won’t leave me. Thoughts buzz around my mind like persistent blowflies.

    I wonder who did find him. Would it have been his lovely cook, Rosa? I was so fond of her – and she adored Johnny. It would have killed her to see him like that. Or perhaps it was one of his security guards. Then there was Santiago, the pool boy, who became a friend of mine. I wonder what happened to him after I left.

    Barney falls asleep on the way home and I should wake him so I don’t mess up his routine, but I don’t have the energy. I park him in the hallway and slump onto the sofa in the living room, crossing my arms over my face and lying there for a while, trying to let my mind go blank. Fat chance.

    Eventually I get up and go outside and around the corner to the pool. I kick off my shoes and stand on the first step, staring at the water sparkling in the hot sunshine. And then I’m back in LA again, looking down at the spectacular view of the City of Angels from Johnny’s super-cool mansion. It was my first day. Johnny was supposed to be away on a writing trip, but he turned up after I’d fallen asleep by the pool.

    ‘Is this what I pay you for?’ he drawled. Later he removed his black T-shirt to reveal a toned, tanned torso decorated with the occasional tattoo and I’d thought: maybe I have a crush on Johnny Jefferson, after all.

    I wonder if he’s okay. I get a sudden image inside my head of me calling him to ask if he’s alright.

    Crazy! I could never do that.

    But I want to.

    I wonder if Christian has spoken to him. I should ring him and ask.

    No! You can have nothing to do with Johnny Jefferson – ever again!

    I’m a mess. I can’t bear this.

    I wish Bess hadn’t told me. But then I still would have seen it on the front of those newspapers today, not to mention heard it on the telly and on the radio. There’s no escaping news this huge about a star so big.

    I wonder if Christian has seen him. They’ve been best friends for years. He wouldn’t have stayed away, surely. How is Christian feeling? He must be upset by all of this. I should call him. I should call him.

    I go back inside and pick up the phone before I can talk myself out of it. Christian answers on the fourth ring.

    ‘Hello?’

    ‘It’s me.’

    ‘Hi.’ He sounds tired.

    ‘Are you okay?’ I ask.

    ‘I’m knackered,’ he replies. ‘Have you seen the news about Johnny?’

    Good, I don’t have to ask. ‘Yes. Have you spoken to him?’

    ‘I’m at his house now.’

    I wasn’t expecting that. I don’t know how to feel about it. I feel like I should be there, too. The three of us, how we used to be, when it was all platonic and I was just nice, dependable Meg.

    ‘It’s the same old shit, Meg. Only this time he’s got an accomplice.’

    ‘Have you met her?’ I ask of Dana.

    ‘I’ve met her in the past, yeah.’

    During another visit he failed to mention. I try not to let it bother me.

    ‘What’s she like?’

    ‘Full of herself. I think she fancies the pair of them as being the next Kurt and Courtney. It’s a fucking joke. I’m sick of it!’

    ‘Hey . . .’ I say gently.

    ‘Yeah, I know, he’s my oldest friend and all that, but when’s it going to end? I’ve had it up to my eyeballs.’

    ‘Who are you talking to?’ I hear Johnny ask in the background and my heart jumps into my throat.

    ‘I’ve gotta go,’ Christian says brusquely to me. ‘I’ll call you later.’ He hangs up.

    Later I text Christian, asking him to call me back when he has a chance. It’s seven o’clock the following morning before he finally does.

    ‘I’m off to bed,’ he tells me. ‘It’s been a long day.’

    ‘What time is it there?’ I ask groggily. Barney is having a rare lie-in.

    ‘Eleven.’

    I prop myself up on my pillows. ‘How’s Johnny?’ It feels strange to say his name out loud – especially to Christian.

    ‘He’s feeling a bit better. He’s going to go back into rehab tomorrow.’

    ‘That’s good.’

    ‘Yeah. I’m not sure if his heart is really in it, but it’s better than nothing.’

    ‘Is she going to go, too?’

    ‘Who knows? Probably. I think it’s only her manager who kept her away from him today.’

    ‘How’s Bill?’ Bill is Johnny’s manager.

    ‘He’s fine. Water off a duck’s back. You know Bill.’

    Yes, I do. In fact, he probably looks upon this as good publicity. Not that Johnny needs any more publicity.

    ‘Who found him?’ I ask.

    ‘Rosa.’

    Aah, so it was Rosa. ‘How is she?’

    ‘Quiet.’

    ‘That’s worrying,’ I comment. Rosa used to be anything but. ‘What actually happened? How did he do it?’

    ‘He reckons he took a dodgy “e”, but he’d mixed a few things. It could have been anything.’

    ‘Did she take the same drugs?’

    ‘Seems so.’ Christian sighs. ‘Listen, Meg, I’d better get some sleep. Johnny wants me to wake him up early if we’re going to do this rehab thing.’

    ‘Are you staying at his house?’ I ask in surprise. I’d assumed he’d gone back to his hotel.

    ‘Yep. In the gold room, as usual.’

    It’s the room he always used to stay in. I remember Johnny once telling him he could have any room he wanted: ‘Except for Meg’s. Keep your hands off my staff.’

    It seems like another lifetime away.

    Then I’m transported again, into my room. My room was white, all white. The windows looked out onto green, leafy trees, and inside there was a super-king-sized bed with a pure white bedspread, floor-to-ceiling white lacquer wardrobes and an enormous en suite with dazzling white stone lining every surface . . . It was beautiful.

    ‘I want you to come back to LA with me as my girlfriend, Meg. Come and live with me.’

    I shake my head quickly, trying to rid myself of the memory, but I can’t. Suddenly I’m looking into his piercing green eyes and he’s asking me to leave Christian and choose him instead.

    It was everything I’d ever wanted – once. To be the girl that changed Johnny Jefferson’s wild-boy ways. But he’d left it too late. And now it seems that there’s no end to his downward spiral.

  
    

    
[image: ]  Chapter 6  [image: ]


    Christian returns the following week. I’ve kept tabs on the internet so that I can avoid constantly asking my boyfriend for news about my former lover, but all has been quiet. Dana went to her parents’ place in Montana to recuperate, and Johnny has been holed up in rehab. Christian cracked on with his work and we settled back into our unconventional routine.

    In the middle of June, Bess calls to ask if Christian, Barney and I fancy meeting her in Barcelona for her birthday at the end of the month. I broach the subject with Christian over coffee outside on the terrace. ‘We still haven’t been and it’s only a couple of hours away.’

    The corners of Christian’s mouth turn down. ‘Contour Lines will have started the European leg of their tour by then. I’ve been meaning to tell you.’

    ‘Oh.’

    ‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘But you and Barney could go?’

    Within days, Bess has booked her flight to Barcelona, and Christian has surprised me with a weekend’s stay for Bess, Barney and me at one of the city’s top hotels.

    He’s due to fly out to Austria on Monday, but a phone call on Friday night completely scuppers those plans. As soon as I see his face, I know instantly that something is wrong. Very wrong.

    ‘What?’ he asks.

    Johnny? Is it Johnny?

    ‘Oh, no . . .’ He clutches the receiver with shaking fingers, his face creased with pain.

    ‘What’s wrong?’ I ask urgently, sick to the pit of my stomach.

    He doesn’t answer, too caught up in what the person on the other end of the line is saying.

    Christian drops the phone to the floor with a clatter and buries his face in his hands. I quickly pick it up and speak into the receiver.

    ‘Hello? Who is this?’

    ‘It’s Anton.’ Christian’s older brother. He sounds upset.

    ‘What’s wrong?’

    ‘It’s Mum.’

    His next words send a chill through me: ‘She’s dead.’

    Mandy Pettersson was killed simply crossing the road. She had nipped out between a small break in the traffic and didn’t see the motorcycle that hit her – it wasn’t even going very fast – but the impact knocked her into the path of an oncoming lorry. She died instantly.

    ‘I’m so sorry,’ I tell Anton, going to Christian and putting my arm around his broad shoulders. He’s staring ahead in a daze. ‘Do you know when the funeral will be?’

    ‘No, not yet. Joel has to get back here from Australia. Call me tomorrow; we should know more then.’

    ‘Okay, I will. How is your dad?’

    Anton’s voice breaks. ‘He’s in shock.’

    ‘I’ll let you go,’ I say gently, rubbing Christian’s arm.

    ‘Okay. Bye,’ he manages to say before hanging up.

    I turn to look at Christian. He meets my eyes and his instantly fill with tears.

    ‘I’m so sorry,’ I say, and then he breaks down. I hug him tightly while he sobs into my shoulder. ‘I’m so sorry.’

    Two days later, we drive to Barcelona. Not to enjoy a mini-break, but to fly home to the UK. There aren’t any direct flights from Perpignan and this was the next best option. We’ve left Barney with my parents in France. It’s the first time I’ve been away from him and already I hate it. I’ll stay in Newcastle with Christian’s family for only a few days before flying home to him. Christian will need to be there for at least another week to support his dad and brothers.

    It’s a bright, sunny day when we touch down at Newcastle airport, in total contrast to how we’re both feeling. The funeral is the day after tomorrow and we’ve opted to hire a car, refusing Anton’s offer of a lift because we figure he’s got enough on his plate. We’re staying at Christian’s house in Longbenton, which is about a twenty-minute drive east from the airport and ten minutes north of Newcastle upon Tyne. Christian is silent as he navigates the roads. He’s barely spoken since he found out. It’s a good thing that Barney isn’t here. He may be only young, but I’m sure he understands that something isn’t right with Daddy. It’s heartbreaking to think that my son won’t remember Mandy when he’s older, especially considering how much she loved him. A lump forms in my throat as Christian pulls up outside his childhood home.

    I still remember the first time I came here. Anton was getting married to Vanessa, and Mandy had given Christian grief about not bringing a guest to the wedding. He’d just broken up with his girlfriend and that had messed up the table plan, apparently, so he invited me to keep his mum off his back. We were only housemates at the time, but Mandy put us in his bedroom together, convinced we were more than friends. Christian was mortified, but I found the whole thing amusing.

    Oh, it’s so sad . . .

    We walk up the front path towards the semi-detached, redbrick house. Anton opens the door to us, his face weary. It always surprises me how different Christian looks to his brothers. Anton and Joel take after their dad: distinctly Swedish-looking with blond hair and blue eyes. Christian, with his dark looks, took after his mum.
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