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PROLOGUE

She looks beautiful in her wedding dress. It fits her perfectly and is exactly 
what I’d  imagined  she’d go for: elegant, understated, and unique— just 
like her. My heart breaks that her day  will never come, but she  doesn’t need 
to know that yet.

I think about the guests who  won’t attend, the picture frames with no 
photo graphs, the first dance that  will be  silent, the cake that  won’t get 
eaten, and I feel my resolve weakening. I pull myself up. This is not a time 
for doubt.

 There is still so much work to do, so much more pain to inflict, but I 
 will not be deterred. I failed once before, but this time, I’ll get it right.

 There’s too much at stake to get it wrong.
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 There  weren’t many  things that I  didn’t like about Adam when I first saw 
him across the crowded bar at the Grosvenor  Hotel in London, aside from 
his lack of empathy. I’d just come out of an incredibly dull “ Future of Re-
cruitment” conference and needed a drink far more than he or the bar-
man realized.

I’d been standing at the bar for what felt like an eternity, theatrically 
waving a battered ten- pound note in the air, when, just along from me, a 
dark- haired man muscled his way to the front, holding a credit card. “Yep. 
Over  here, mate,” he said in a booming voice.

“Er, excuse me,” I said, a  little louder than I intended. “I think you’ll 
find I was  here first.”

He shrugged and smiled. “Sorry, but I’ve been waiting ages.”
I stood and watched openmouthed as he and the barman shared a 

knowing tip of the head, and without him even saying a word, a  bottle of 
Peroni was put in front of him.

Unbelievable, I mouthed, as he looked over at me. He smiled that 
smile again, and turned to the throng of men beside him to take their 
 orders.

“ You’ve got to be kidding me,” I groaned, before letting my head drop 
into my arms while I waited. I was sure that it would be an inordinate 
amount of time  until my turn.

“What can I get you?” asked the man  behind the bar. “The guy over 
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 there reckons  you’re a rosé kind of girl, but I’m  going to bet  you’re  after a 
gin and tonic.”

I smiled despite myself. “As much as I’d like to prove him wrong, I’m 
afraid to say a glass of rosé would be perfect, please.”

I went to hand him the tenner as he placed the glass in front of me, but 
he shook his head. “No need,” he said. “Please accept it with the compli-
ments of the gentleman who jumped the queue.”

I  didn’t know who I loved more: the bartender who, in my opinion, 
 ought to be elevated to chief sommelier, or the  really rather nice fellow 
smiling down the bar at me. Oh, the power of a chilled pink blush.

My face flushed the same color, as I held the glass up to him and 
headed over to where my seminar colleagues  were gathered in a corner, 
each nursing their own alcoholic preference. We’d been strangers up  until 
seven hours ago, so it seemed that the general consensus was to get your 
own drink and not worry about every body  else.

Mr. Peroni obviously  doesn’t have the same arrangement with his own ac-
quaintances, I thought, smiling to myself as I looked up and saw that he 
had continued to order his round.

I took a sip of wine and could hear my taste buds thanking me as the 
cold liquid teased them before hitting the back of my throat. What is it 
with that first taste that can never be replicated? I sometimes find myself 
postponing that initial swig for fear of losing that sensation.

I’m making myself sound like a raging alcoholic, but I only ever drink 
on weekends, and on mind- numbingly tedious Wednesdays  after being 
holed up with two hundred HR personnel for the day. We’d been help-
fully informed during a lecture entitled “Nobody Likes Us. We  Don’t 
Care” that a recent survey had revealed that recruitment con sul tants  were 
fast becoming the most disliked professionals, second only to real estate 
agents. I wish I could defy the haters and prove that we  weren’t all morally 
lacking, unethical deal makers. But as I looked around at the brash, loud, 
would-be City boys with their slicked- back hair and insincere expressions, 
I had to hold my hands up in defeat.

Despite having introduced myself in the “forum” earlier in the day, I 
felt I had to do it again as I approached the baying mob.
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“Hi, I’m Emily,” I said awkwardly to the guy in the outermost circle. 
He  wasn’t someone I was particularly interested in talking to, but talk I 
had to, if I wanted to finish my glass of wine without looking like a com-
plete Norman no- mates. “I’m a con sul tant at Faulkner’s,” I went on.

I offered my hand and he took it, shaking it brusquely in a slightly terri-
torial fashion. This is my manor and  you’re on my turf, was the message he 
conveyed, even though we’d spent the entire day learning how to do the exact 
opposite.

“Be open. Be approachable,” Speaker No. 2 had stated earlier. “Em-
ployers and employees want to deal with a friendly face. They need to feel 
that they can trust you. That you are working for them, not the other way 
around. Deal with your clients on their terms, not on yours, even if it does 
put a dent in your pride. So, read each situation individually and react 
accordingly.”

I’d always prided myself on  doing exactly that, hence why I’d been the 
top con sul tant at Faulkner’s seven months in a row. In person, I was the 
antithesis of what  people expected since I was honest, considerate, and 
blasé about target- chasing. As long as I had enough to pay my rent, eat, 
and heat, I was happy. On paper, however, I was smashing it. Clients  were 
requesting to deal exclusively with me, and I’d secured more new business 
than anyone  else across the five- office network. Commissions  were flooding 
in. Perhaps I should have been the one standing on that podium, telling 
them how it’s done.

The man, from an obscure agency in Leigh- on- Sea, made a half- hearted 
attempt at pulling me into the throng. No one introduced themselves, 
preferring instead to eye me up and down as if seeing a  woman for the 
first time. One of them even shook his head from side to side and let 
out a slow whistle. I looked at him with disdain, before realizing it was 
Ivor, the bald, overweight director of a one- office concern in Balham, 
whom I’d had the misfortune of partnering with in the role- play exer-
cise just before lunch. His breath had smelled of last night’s curry, which 
I’d  imagined he’d scoffed impatiently from a silver- foil container on 
his lap.

“Sell me this pen,” he’d barked, during our how- to- sell- snow- to- an- 
Eskimo task. A cloud of stale turmeric permeated the air and I wrinkled 
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my nose in distaste. I’d taken a very normal- looking Bic Biro from him 
and had begun to relay its redeeming qualities: the superior plastic case, 
the smooth nib, the flow of the ink. I’d wondered, not for the first time, 
what the point was in all this. My boss, Nathan, insisted that  these confer-
ences  were good for us: that they kept us on our toes.

If he was hoping that I’d be motivated and captivated by new and ex-
citing ways to do business, he’d booked the wrong day. And I’d certainly 
been paired with the wrong man.

I’d continued to enthuse about the pen’s attributes, but as I’d looked 
up, Ivor’s eyes  hadn’t even been attempting to look at the tool in my hand, 
preferring instead to fixate on the hint of cleavage beyond.

“Ahem,” I’d coughed, in an attempt to bring his attention back to the 
task in hand, but he’d merely smiled, as if relishing in his own fantasy. I’d 
instinctively pulled my blouse together, regretting the decision to wear 
anything other than a polo neck.

His beady  little eyes  were still on me now. “It’s Emma,  isn’t it?” he said, 
stepping forward. I looked down at the name badge secured to my left 
bosom, just to check for myself.

“Em- i-ly,” I said, as if speaking to a toddler. “It’s Em- i- ly.”
“Emma, Emily, it’s all the same.”
“It’s not  really, no.”
“We  were paired up this morning,” he said proudly to the other men 

in the group. “We had a good time,  didn’t we, Em?”
I’m sure I felt my skin crawl.
“It’s Em- i-ly, not Em,” I said, exasperated. “And I  didn’t think we 

worked particularly well together at all.”
“Oh, come on,” he said, looking around, his face betraying the confi-

dence in his voice. “We  were a good team. You must have felt it.” I stared 
emptily back at him.  There  were no words of recourse, and even if  there 
 were I  wouldn’t have wasted my breath. I shook my head as the rest of the 
group looked awkwardly to the floor. No doubt as soon as I turned on my 
heels  they’d be patting him on the back for a job well done.

I took myself and my half- drunk wine to the space at the end of the 
crowded bar. I’d only been  there two minutes before I realized that the 
reason no one  else was standing  there was  because,  every few seconds, I 
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was getting hit in the back by a bony elbow or shouldered out of the way 
by the waitstaff, as they busily collected drinks and returned glasses. “This 
is our area,” barked a young girl, her face all pinched and pointed. “Keep 
it clear.”

“Please,” I said  under my breath, but she was far too impor tant to stand 
still long enough to hear it. Still, I edged up a  little to remove myself from 
“her area” and rummaged around in my bag for my phone. I only had 
three more sips, or one big gulp, of wine left. Four minutes max and I’d 
be on my way.

I surreptitiously ran through my emails, in the hope that (a) I  wouldn’t 
be bothered by anybody and (b) it’d look like I was waiting for someone. I 
wondered what we’d done before mobiles and their far- reaching informa-
tion trails. Would I be standing  here perusing the Financial Times or, bet-
ter yet, feel inclined to strike up a conversation with someone who might 
prove to be in ter est ing?  Either way, I’d most definitely be better informed as 
a result, so why, then, did I log on to Twitter to see what Kim Kardashian 
was up to?

I groaned inwardly as I heard someone shout, “Emily, fancy another 
drink?”  Really? Did he not get the hint? I looked over at Ivor, but he was 
engrossed in conversation. I had a furtive glance around, embarrassed to 
know that the person who had said it would be watching my confusion. My 
eyes fleetingly settled on Mr. Peroni, who was grinning broadly, revealing 
straight white teeth. I smiled to myself as I remembered Mum’s erstwhile 
advice. “It’s all in the teeth, Emily,”  she’d said  after she met my last boy-
friend, Tom. “You can always trust a man with nice teeth.” Yeah— and 
look how that turned out.

I put more importance on  whether someone’s smile reaches their eyes, 
and this guy’s, I noticed, definitely did. I mentally undressed him, with-
out even realizing I was  doing it, and registered that his dark suit, white 
shirt, and slightly loosened tie  were hanging from a well- built body. I 
 imagined his wide shoulders sitting above a strong back that descended 
into a narrower waist. Triangular- shaped. Or maybe not. It’s difficult to tell 
what a suit is disguising; it could be hiding a multitude of sins. But I hoped 
I was right.

Heat  rose up my neck as he stared intently at me, his hand pushing his 
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hair to one side. I offered a watery smile, before turning my head a full 
360 degrees, looking for the voice.

“Is that a yes or no?” it said again, a  little closer now. Mr. Peroni had 
maneuvered himself so that he was now my next- door neighbor but one. 
What an odd expression that is, I thought, oblivious to the fact that he was 
now standing right beside me. Can you also have a next- door neighbor but 
two, and three? I wondered.

“How many have you had?” He laughed as I continued to look at him 
blankly, though not without acknowledging that he was taller when he 
was close up.

“I’m sorry, I thought I heard someone call my name,” I replied.
“I’m Adam,” he offered.
“Oh. Emily,” I said, thrusting out my hand, which had instantly be-

come clammy. “I’m Emily.”
“I know, it’s written in rather large letters across your chest.”
I looked down and felt myself flush. “Aha, so much for playing hard to 

get, eh?”
He tilted his head to one side, a naughty twinkle in his eye. “Who said 

we  were playing?”
I had no idea  whether we  were or  weren’t. Flirting had never been my 

strong suit. I  wouldn’t know where to start, so if it was a game he was 
 after, he was playing on his own.

“So, what’s the deal with the name badge?” Mr. Peroni, aka Adam, 
asked, as coquettishly as a man can.

“I’m a member of an elite conference,” I said, far more boldly than 
I felt.

“Is that so?” He smiled.
I nodded. “I’ll have you know I’m the cream of the crop in my indus-

try. One of the highest- ranking performers in the field.”
“Wow.” He smirked. “So,  you’re part of the Toilet Roll Sellers semi-

nar? I saw the board for it when I walked in.”
I suppressed a smile. “Actually, it’s a secret meeting of MI5 agents,” I 

whispered, looking around conspiratorially.
“And that’s why they wrote your name all over your chest, is it? To 

make sure nobody finds out who you are.”
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I tried to keep a straight face, but the corners of my mouth  were curling 
upward. “This is my undercover name,” I said, tapping the cheap plastic. 
“My conference pseudonym.”

“I see, Agent Emily,” he said, rolling up his sleeve and talking into his 
watch. “So, is the gentleman at three  o’clock also an agent?” He waited for 
me to catch up, but I  didn’t even know which way to look. I was twisting 
myself in  every direction, haplessly trying to find three  o’clock on my in-
ternal compass. He laughed as he caught hold of my shoulders and turned 
me to face Ivor, who was gesticulating wildly to a male colleague, while 
looking longingly at a female dressed in tight leather trousers  behind him. 
She was happily unaware that his eyes  were drinking her in. I shuddered 
involuntarily.

“Negative,” I replied, one hand to my ear. “He is neither an agent nor 
a gentleman.”

Adam laughed, as I warmed to the theme. “Can we class him as the 
 enemy?”

“Affirmative. Take him down if you wish.”
He squinted, in an effort to read the perpetrator’s name badge. “Ivor?” 

he questioned.
I nodded.
“Ivor Biggun?” He looked at me, waiting for a reaction. It took me a 

while, a long while, in fact, to get it, but  until I did, he just stood  there, star-
ing at me.
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I  wasn’t looking for a boyfriend. I  hadn’t even known I’d wanted one  until 
Adam showed up. Pippa, my flatmate, and I  were blissfully content  going 
to work, coming home, having our tea on trays, then gorging ourselves on 
choco late while watching back- to- back episodes of Prison Break. It was 
heaven on earth for  those few short hours, but the next morning I’d get on 
the scales and damn my nine pounds of winter weight gain. It was the 
same  every year— and not helped by the fact that I never went to the gym 
that I paid seventy- two pounds a month for. I could no longer fit into the 
size- twelve jeans I wore the year before, but instead of buying myself a 
size  fourteen, I’d scoured the shops to find a more generous size- twelve 
pair that I could pour myself into. I’d spent the entire summer “in denial,” 
and was still kidding myself that the promised Indian summer would be 
sure to see my motivation return.

I would go out  every once in a while, particularly around payday, but 
nights out  weren’t what they used to be. Maybe it was  because I was get-
ting older, or every one  else was getting younger, but I saw  little benefit in 
standing in a crowded pub and having to elbow my way to the bar  every 
time I wanted a drink. Pippa’d dragged me kicking and screaming to a 
few gigs, though not, unfortunately, at the O2 Arena. She favored under-
ground caverns, where bands, most of whom she seemed to have slept with, 
thrashed about the stage and encouraged their audience to do the same. I 
was the one standing alone at the back, with hidden earphones blasting 
out Musical Theater’s Greatest Hits.
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Thank God for Seb, my best friend and a male version of me. I’d have 
married him years ago if I thought  there was a single hair on his body that 
I could have turned straight, but, alas, I had to make do with eve nings 
locked in a soundproof karaoke booth, each of us competing for the best 
lines in Les Misérables. We met during what he referred to as my “hair-
dressing period.” Discontented with secretarial work, I’d booked myself 
on a night course for hair and beauty. Obviously, I had visions of becoming 
a female Vidal Sassoon, with a trendy salon in the  middle of Mayfair and 
celebrity clients having to book months in advance. Instead, I spent three 
months sweeping up other  people’s hair and developing eczema on my 
hands from the caustic shampoo. I used to have  these half- baked ideas and 
rush off to start making them happen, but I was forever deluded by gran-
deur. Like the time I enrolled on a homemaking course at my local college. 
It was never my intention to learn how to make a pretty cushion or spend 
hours rubbing five layers of eggshell off an old chest of drawers. No, I was 
 going to bypass all the graft and groundwork that learning a new skill en-
tailed. I was heading straight for New York, where I would be immediately 
commissioned to design a vast loft space for Chandler from Friends.  Needless 
to say, the cushion never got finished and all the wall paper samples and 
fabric swatches I’d acquired never saw the light of day again.

Seb had seen me through at least four  career changes, and had been 
nothing short of overwhelmingly enthusiastic with each and  every one, 
assuring me that I was “made for it.” Yet, as each phase came and went 
and I’d be lamenting on the sofa at how useless I was, he’d convince me 
that I was never  really cut out for it in the first place. But now I’d fi nally 
found my calling. It came a  little  later in life than I’d planned, but selling 
 people was my  thing. I knew what I was  doing, and I was good at it.

“So, he’s an IT analytical analyst?” Seb reiterated suspiciously, as we 
sat in Soho Square, sharing a sandwich and a salad bowl from M&S the 
following day. “What ever that may mean.”

I nodded enthusiastically, but inside I was asking myself the same ques-
tion. I placed real  people in real jobs: retail assistants in shops, secretaries 
in offices, dental assistants in medical offices. The IT sector was a  whole 
new ball game, a monster of an industry, and one that we at Faulkner’s left 
to the experts.
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“Well, he sounds a right laugh- a- minute,” Seb said, desperately trying to 
keep a straight face. “What did he do? Enthrall you with his megabytes?”

I laughed. “He  doesn’t look like you’d expect.”
“So he  doesn’t wear glasses and have a center parting?”
I shook my head, smiling.
“And his name  isn’t Eugene?”
“No,” I mumbled, through a mouthful of bread and roast beef. “He’s 

tall and dark, with  really good teeth.”
“Oh, your mum  will be pleased.”
I swiped his shoulder with my hand. “And he’s got a  really sexy voice. 

All deep and mysterious. Like Matthew McConaughey, but without the 
Texan bit.”

Seb raised his eyebrows quizzically. “Which would make him nothing 
like McConaughey.”

I persisted. “You know what I mean. And big hands . . .   really big 
hands, and nicely manicured nails.”

“What the hell  were you  doing looking at his hands?” asked Seb, splut-
tering out his lemonade. “You  were only with him for fifteen minutes, 
and  you’ve already managed to check his cuticles out?”

I shrugged my shoulders petulantly. “I’m just saying that he obviously 
takes care of himself, and I like that in a man. It’s impor tant.”

Seb tutted. “This all sounds very well, but on a scale of one to ten, how 
likely is it that  you’re  going to see him again?”

“Honestly? A one or two. Firstly, he looked like the type to have a 
girlfriend, and secondly, I think he had his beer goggles on.”

“Was he drunk or just merry?”
“Hard to tell. It was someone’s leaving do, and I think he said some-

thing about coming from a pub in the City, so  they’d obviously been  going 
for a while. Adam looked okay, a bit disheveled, maybe, but then I  don’t 
know what he normally looks like. One or two of his mates  were definitely 
well on their way, though— they could barely stand up.”

“Oh, I bet the Grosvenor loved having them  there,” Seb said, laughing.
“I think they  were asked to leave at the same time as I came away,” I 

said, grimacing. “The well- heeled guests  were starting to arrive, and the 
bar looked more like something on the Magaluf Strip than Park Lane.”
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“It’s not looking good, kid,” said Seb.
I wrinkled my nose. “No. I think the likelihood of hearing from him 

again is pretty slim.”
“Did you give him the look?” he asked.
“What look?”
“You know the one. Your take- me- to- bed- or- lose- me- forever face?” He 

fluttered his eyelashes and licked his lips in the most unsexy way, like a 
dog  after a chocolate- drop treat. He’d once been told by a potential suitor 
of mine that I had “bedroom eyes” and “engorged lips,” and I’d not heard 
the last of it. “Well, did you?”

“Oh, shut up!”
“What  were you wearing?” he asked.
I screwed my face up. “My black pencil skirt with a white blouse. 

Why?”
“ He’ll call you.” He smiled. “If you’d been wearing that tent of a dress 

that you bought in the Whistles sale then I’d say  you’ve got no chance, but 
in the pencil skirt? Moderate to high.”

I laughed and threw a limp lettuce leaf at him.  Every  woman should 
have a Seb. He gave brutally honest advice, which on some days could send 
me off- kilter and have me reassessing my  whole life, but  today I was able 
to take it, happy to have him evaluate the situation  because he was always 
darn well right.

“So, how are you  going to play it when he calls?” he asked, retrieving 
the stray leaf from his beard and tossing it onto the grass.

“If he calls,” I stressed, “I’ll play it like I always do. Coy and demure.”
Seb laughed and fell onto his back, tickling his ribs for added effect. 

“You are to coy and demure what I am to machismo.”
I was tempted to empty the rest of the salad bowl onto his head as he 

lay writhing on the ground, but I knew it was likely to end up in a full-on 
food fight. I had a packed schedule that after noon, and wanted to spare 
my silk shirt the onslaught of a balsamic- dressing attack. So, I gave him a 
playful nudge with the tip of my patent court shoe instead.

“Call yourself a friend?” I said haughtily, as I stood up to leave.
“Call me when he calls,” Seb shouted out  after me. He was still cack-

ling as I walked away.
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“I’ll call you if he calls,” I shouted back, as I reached the gates to the 
square.

I was in the  middle of an appointment  later that after noon when my 
mobile rang. My client, a Chinese businessman who, with the help of a 
translator, was looking for staff for his expanding com pany, signaled to 
me to take it. I smiled politely and shook my head, but the “No Caller 
ID” displayed across the screen had piqued my interest. When it rang 
three more times, he looked at me imploringly, almost begging me to 
answer it.

“Excuse me,” I said, before backing out of the room. It had better be 
impor tant.

“Emily Havistock,” I stated, as I swiped my iPhone.
“Havistock?” a voice repeated.
“Yes, can I help you?”
“No won der they  didn’t put your surname on your badge.” He laughed.
A redness crept up my neck, its fin gers flickering at my cheeks. “I’m 

afraid I’m in a meeting at the moment. May I call you back?”
“I  don’t remember you sounding this posh  either. Or is this your phone 

voice?”
I remained  silent, but smiled.
“Okay, call me back,” he said. “It’s Adam, by the way. Adam Banks.”
How many men does he think I give my number to?
“I’ll text you,” he said. “Just in case my number  doesn’t come up.”
“Thank you, I’ll revert to you shortly,” I said, terminating the call, but 

not before I heard him chuckle.
I  couldn’t concentrate for the rest of the appointment, and found my-

self trying to wrap it up prematurely. But then, I  didn’t want to appear 
over- keen by calling him back too quickly, so when the translator said my 
client would like to show me around the new office space a few floors 
above, I gratefully accepted.

Over dinner, a week  later, I had to explain to Adam why it had taken 
me three hours to call him back.

“You honestly expect me to believe that?” he asked incredulously.
“I swear to you. I’m not one for holding out just to appear cool. Making 

you sweat for an hour, perhaps. But three? That’s just rude.” I laughed.
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His eyes wrinkled up as he tried to suppress a smile. “And you  were 
seriously stuck in a lift for all that time?”

“Yes, for three  really long hours, with a man who hardly spoke En glish, 
and two super- smart phones, neither of which  were smart enough to be 
able to ring for help, it seems.”

He choked on his sauvignon blanc and spluttered, “That’s Chinese 
technology for you.”

By the time I introduced Adam to Seb, a month  later, we’d seen each 
other eigh teen times.

“Are you serious?” Seb had moaned, when I’d told him for the third 
consecutive night that I  couldn’t see him. “When do you think you might 
be able to fit me in?”

“Ah,  don’t go getting all jealous,” I’d teased. “Maybe tomorrow night?”
“If he  doesn’t ask to see you again then, I suppose?”
“I promise, tomorrow night is yours and yours alone.” Though, even 

as I was saying it, I felt a tad resentful.
“Okay, what do you want to do?” he asked sulkily. “That film’s out—

of the book that we both loved.”
“The Fault in Our Stars?” I said, without thinking. “Adam and I are 

 going to see that to night.”
“Oh.” I could feel his disappointment, and I instantly wanted to slap 

myself.
“But that’s okay,” I said cheerily. “I’ll go again tomorrow night. The book 

was amazing, so the film  will be too, right? We’ve got to see it together.”
“If  you’re sure . . .” Seb said, his voice lifting. “Try not to enjoy it too 

much with your boyfriend.”
If only I could. I was too conscious of Adam fidgeting in his seat, look-

ing at his phone. “Well, that was a happy  little tale,” he said, as we came 
out of the cinema a  couple of hours  later.

“It’s all right for you,” I said, sniffing and surreptitiously wiping my 
nose on a tissue. “I’ve got to go through it all again tomorrow.”

He stopped in the street and turned to look at me. “Why?” he asked.
“ Because I’ve promised Seb I’ll go and see it with him.”
Adam raised his eyebrows questioningly.
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“We both loved the book and always vowed that when they made the 
film, we’d see it together.”

“But  you’ve seen it now,” he said. “Job done.”
“I know, but it’s something we both wanted to do.”
“I need to meet this Seb who’s taking you away from me,” he said, pulling 

me  toward him and breathing in my hair.
“If he was straight, you’d have a prob lem on your hands,” I said, laugh-

ing. “But  you’ve got nothing to worry about.”
“All the same. Let’s get together one night next week so that we can all 

discuss the merits and flaws of the silly film  we’ve just seen.”
I playfully punched him on the arm, and he kissed me on the head. It 

felt like we’d been together forever, yet the excitement of just being around 
him fizzed through me, setting  every nerve alight. I  didn’t ever want that 
feeling to go away.

It was way too early to tell, but  there was a growing part of me, the part 
that no one saw, that hoped this was something. I  wasn’t brave enough, or 
stupid enough, perhaps, to be singing from the rooftops that Adam was 
“the one,” but I liked how it felt. It felt dif fer ent, and I had all my fin gers 
and toes crossed that my hunch was right.

We  were comfortable with each other, not to the point where I’d leave 
the bathroom door open, but I  wasn’t obsessing about  whether my nail 
color matched my lip shade  either, and not many guys had been around 
long enough to see them clashing.

“Are you sure it’s not too early for the Seb- o- meter?” Seb asked, wip-
ing his eyes as we walked out of the same cinema twenty- four hours  later. 
“I mean, it’s not even been a month yet, has it?”

“Well, thanks for your vote of confidence,” I said. I was sniveling again 
too, but, as I was with Seb, it  didn’t  matter. I put my arm through his, unit-
ing us in our sadness at how the film had ended.

“I  don’t mean to sound negative, but it’s all a bit full-on to last,  don’t 
you think?  You’re seeing him almost  every night. Are you sure it  won’t just 
fizzle out as quickly as it started?  Don’t forget, I know what  you’re like.”

I smiled, despite feeling a  little hurt at the insinuation that what Adam 
and I had could be just a fling. “I’ve never felt like this, Seb. I need you to 
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meet him  because I think this might be  going somewhere. And it’s impor-
tant to me that you like him.”

“But you know  you’re  going to get a very honest appraisal,” he went 
on. “Are you ready for that?”

“I think  you’re  going to like him,” I said. “And if you  don’t, just pre-
tend you do.”

He laughed. “Is  there any topic that’s off- limits? Like the time you 
asked me to marry you, or when you threw your knickers at Justin Timber-
lake?”

I laughed. “No, it’s all good. You can say what ever you want.  There’s 
nothing I  wouldn’t want him to know.”

“Hang on,” said Seb, as he bent forward and made a retching sound. 
“ There. That’s better. Where  were we?”

“D’you know that  you’re a right royal pain in the arse when you want 
to be?” I laughed.

“You  wouldn’t want me any other way.”
“Seriously, he’s pretty laid- back, so I  don’t think you’ll be able to faze 

him that easily.”
That was the only  thing with Adam: If he was any more laid- back 

he’d be horizontal. In his world, every thing was calm and  under control, 
like a sea without waves. He  didn’t get exasperated when we  were stuck 
 behind a painfully slow driver. He  didn’t call southeastern trains  every 
name  under the sun when leaves on the track caused delays, and he  didn’t 
blame social media for every thing that was wrong with the world. “If 
you  don’t like what it represents, why do you go on it?” he’d asked, when 
I moaned about old school friends posting  every burp, fart, and word 
their child offered.

None of the trivial stuff that had me spitting tacks almost  every min-
ute of my day seemed to touch him. Maybe he was sitting back, carefully 
navigating his way around my own waves and currents before revealing his 
own, but I wanted him to give me more. I needed to know that blood 
coursed through his veins and that he’d bleed if he cut himself.

I’d tried to provoke a reaction from him several times, even if just to 
check that he had a pulse, but I  wasn’t  going to get a rise out of him. He 
seemed happy just ambling along, with no real need or desire to offer 
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anything more. Maybe I was being unfair, maybe that was just the way he 
was, but  every now and again I liked to be challenged, even if it was only 
a debate over an article in the Daily Mail. It  wouldn’t  matter what it was, 
just anything that would give me an insight into his world. But no  matter 
how hard I tried, we always ended up talking about me, even when I was 
the one asking the questions.  There was no denying that, at times, it 
was a refreshing change, as the last guy I’d gone out with had prattled on 
about his video- game obsession all night. But Adam’s constant deflection 
left me wondering: What did I  really know about him?

That was why I needed Seb. He was the type of person who could get 
right in  there, burrow his way through the complex layers of  people’s 
characters and into their souls, which they  were often baring within min-
utes of meeting him. He’d once asked my  mother if my dad was the only 
man  she’d ever been with. I’d immediately put my hands over my ears 
and la- la- la-ed, but she confessed to having had a wonderful affair with an 
American she met, just before her and Dad got together. “Well, it  wasn’t 
the type of affair that you youngsters talk about nowadays,” she said. “We 
 didn’t have clandestine meetings and illicit sex, and neither of us  were mar-
ried, so it  wasn’t an affair in the sense that you know. It was just a beauti-
ful meeting of two  people who  were utterly in tune with each other.”

My mouth had dropped open. Aside from the shock that my  mother 
had obviously had sex more than twice, from which  she’d conceived me 
and my  brother, it had been with someone other than my  father? As a 
 daughter, you so rarely get to discover  these golden gems of times gone by, 
and before we know it, it’s too late to ask. But when  you’re with someone 
like Seb,  every  little nugget is teased out, without you even realizing.

The following weekend, Adam, Seb, and I arranged to meet in a bar 
in Covent Garden. I  didn’t like to suggest dinner, just in case it felt a  little 
forced and awkward, but I was hoping that was how the eve ning would 
end up organically. We’d not even finished our first drink before Seb asked 
Adam where he grew up.

“Just outside Reading,” he replied. “We moved down to Sevenoaks 
when I was nine. What about you?”

 There it was again.
But Seb  wasn’t  going to be thwarted. “I was born in Lewisham hospital, 
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and have stayed  there ever since. Not in the hospital, obviously, but liter-
ally just two roads down, off the High Street. I went to Sevenoaks a  couple 
of years ago, a guy I was seeing had a design consultancy down  there. 
Very pretty. What made you move  there from Reading?”

Adam shifted uncomfortably. “Erm, my dad died. Mum had friends 
in Sevenoaks and needed a bit of help with me and my younger  brother. 
 There was nothing to stay in Reading for. Dad had worked for Microsoft 
for years, but with him gone . . .” He trailed off.

“Yeah, I lost my dad too,” offered Seb. “Crap, eh?”
Adam gave a sad nod.
“So, is your mum still on her own, or did she meet someone  else?” asked 

Seb, before guiltily adding, “Sorry, I assume your mum’s still around?”
Adam nodded. “Yes, thank God. She’s still in Sevenoaks and still on 

her own.”
“It’s difficult when  they’re on their own,  isn’t it?” asked Seb. “You feel 

a lot more responsible for them, even when  you’re the child and  they’re 
supposed to be the grown- up.”

Adam raised his eyebrows and nodded in agreement. I  couldn’t add 
to this conversation as thankfully both my parents  were still alive, so I of-
fered to get a round in instead.

“No, I’ll get them,” said Adam, no doubt relieved to extract himself 
from Seb’s searching questions. “Same again?”

Seb and I nodded.
“So . . . ?” I asked, as soon as Adam’s back was turned.
“Very nice,” Seb said. “Very nice.”
“But?” I sensed one coming.
“I’m not sure,” he said, as my heart sank. “ There’s something, but I 

 can’t quite put my fin ger on it.”
That night,  after we’d made love and  were lying side by side, tracing 

our fin gers over each other’s torsos, I raised the subject of his parents again.
“Do you think your  mother will like me?” I asked.
He rolled over and pushed himself up onto one elbow. The light was 

off, but the curtains  were open and the moon was bright. I could see his 
silhouette close to me, feel his breath on my face. “Of course she would. 
 She’d think  you’re perfect.”
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I  couldn’t help but notice the turn of phrase: “ she’d” instead of “ she’ll.” 
 There’s a big difference between the two— one hy po thet i cal, the other 
intentional. The sentence spoke volumes.

“So,  you’re not planning on introducing us anytime soon, then?” I 
asked, as lightly as I could.

“We’ve only been together for a month.” He sighed, sensing the weight 
of the question. “Let’s just take our time, see how it goes.”

“So, I’m good enough to sleep with, but not to meet your  mother?”
“ You’re good enough for both.” He laughed. “Let’s just take it slowly. 

No pressure. No promises.”
I fought the tightness at the back of my throat and turned away from 

him. No pressure. No promises? What was this? And why did it  matter so 
much? I could count on two hands how many lovers I’d had.  Every one of 
them had meant something, apart from a shockingly uncharacteristic 
one- night stand I’d had at a friend’s twenty- first birthday.

But despite having been in love and lust before, I  couldn’t ever remem-
ber feeling this safe. And that was how Adam made me feel. He made me 
feel all of the above.  Every  little box had a tick in it and, for the first time 
in my adult life I felt  whole, as if all the jigsaw pieces had been slotted into 
place.

“Okay,” I said, annoyed at my own neediness. I would have gladly 
shown him off to my  mother’s half- aunt’s second cousin twice removed. 
Clearly, he  didn’t feel the same, and, despite myself, it hurt.
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A horn blared.
Pippa, who was hanging out the win dow sneaking a cigarette, shouted, 

“Your boyfriend’s  here, in his posh car.”
“Ssh,” I retorted. “ He’ll hear you.”
“He’s three floors down. And half the bloody street can hear him, so I 

 wouldn’t worry about it.”
I squeezed through the same win dow and gave him a wave. He tooted 

back, and Bill, our next- door neighbor, looked up from washing his car. 
“It’s all right, Bill,” Pippa shouted down. “It’s Emily’s fancy man.”

Bill shrugged and got back to the task in hand. He was the best type 
of neighbor you could have: keeping a lookout when he needed to, and 
turning a blind eye when he  didn’t.

Pippa and I  weren’t the typical demographic for the area; young mar-
ried  couples, with 2.5  children,  were the norm. They claimed to love Lee, 
this diverse enclave between Lewisham and Blackheath, but we and they 
knew they  were just biding their time  until they  were able to climb that 
very big step up to the latter. Blackheath was where every one wanted 
to be, with its quirky village feel and vast open spaces. They say that the 
plague victims of the seventeenth  century  were buried up on Blackheath, 
hence the name, but it  didn’t bother  people enough to stop them from 
holding impromptu barbecues on a summer’s eve ning. Many a time, Pippa 
and I had joined the masses pretending to live  there, by lighting up a 
camping stove under a disposable foil tray that we’d hastily bought at the 
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petrol station. We always ended up arriving too late to get the best spots 
by the pubs, and by the time we’d trusted the British weather, it was 
gone four p.m. and the supermarket BBQ section had been stripped bare.

“Ooh, you look nice,” remarked Pippa.
I smoothed down the front of my bodycon dress, even though  there 

was nothing to smooth down. “You think?”
I’d spent the best part of an hour choosing what to wear, agonizing 

between the casualness of a pretty blouse and white jeans, and the more 
formal look of a structured dress. I  didn’t want to look like I’d tried too 
hard, but not making enough effort was prob ably worse, so the navy dress 
won out. The crêpe cinched in at my waist, out again over my hips, and 
fell just below the knee.  There was just the tiniest amount of cleavage 
showing, and the fabric  shaped my breasts perfectly. As my  mother would 
say, “That dress hangs in all the right places.”

“Ner vous?” asked Pippa.
“I’m all right, actually,” I lied. She  didn’t need to know that a further 

hour had been spent on blow- drying my hair, putting it up, then down, 
then up again. It was longer than it had been in quite a while, falling just 
below my shoulders, and I’d had a few highlights pulled through my 
natu ral auburn color to give it a lift. I’d settled on pinning it up, and had 
coaxed a  couple of loose curls to fall on  either side of my face to soften the 
look. The French manicure I’d had done a  couple of days before was hold-
ing up well, and I’d kept my makeup light and natu ral. Effortlessly chic 
was the image I was  going for— I was,  after all, only meeting my boy-
friend’s  mother— but in real ity I’d done less preparation for a good friend’s 
wedding.

“Good luck,” she called out as I reached the front door. “She’s  going to 
love you.”

I wished that I shared her confidence.
I caught sight of Adam watching me as I walked down the path with 

a bouquet in my hand, and emphasized my strut. “Whoa, you look gor-
geous,” he said, as I got in and leaned over to give him a kiss. It went on a 
 little longer than we’d expected and I lambasted him for ruining my 
lipstick.

“Yeah, you might need to reapply that,” he said, smiling as he wiped 
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his lips. “You got a spare pair of tights as well?” His hand traveled up be-
tween my legs. “Just in case I rip  these.”

I looked up at Bill, who was buffing his car’s hood, and playfully 
swiped Adam’s hand away. “ Will you stop it? The poor man’s already had 
one heart attack. I  don’t want to give him another.”

“It’s prob ably the most action he’s seen in years.” He laughed.
I tutted and carefully laid the flowers on the backseat. “Trying to im-

press someone, are we?” he asked, smiling.
“Oh, ha- bloody-ha,” I said.
“You feel okay about this?” He reached over and took my hand in his.
“A  little bit sick,” I replied honestly. “I’ve only ever met one mum be-

fore.”
He laughed. “That  couldn’t have gone too well, then, if  you’re  here 

with me.”
I gave him a playful dig. “It’s a big deal. If she  doesn’t like me, I’m 

doomed. You prob ably  won’t even give me a lift back.”
“ She’ll love you,” he said,  going to ruffle my hair.
I caught his hand in midair. “ Don’t even think about it. Do you have 

any idea how long this updo has taken?”
“Bloody hell, you  don’t even make this much effort when  you’re  going 

out with me. Maybe I should introduce you to my mum more often.” He 
laughed.

“I  don’t need to impress you anymore,” I said. “I’ve got you wrapped 
around my  little fin ger, right where I want you. It’s your mum I need to 
get  under my spell now. If I can get her on my side, I can rule the world.” 
I let out a sinister cackle.

“I’ve told her  you’re normal. You’d better start acting like it.”
“ You’ve told her I’m normal?” I shrieked in mock protest. “Well, that 

 doesn’t make me sound very exciting, does it?  Couldn’t you have sexed it 
up a bit?” I watched his face break into a grin. “What  else have you said 
about me?”

He thought for a moment. “That  you’re funny, clever, and can make a 
mean En glish breakfast.”

“Adam!” I moaned. “Is that it? Is that all I am to you? A purveyor of 
sausages?”
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We both laughed. “Do you think  she’ll like me? Honestly?”
“Honestly, I think  she’ll love you.  There’s nothing not to love.”
If that was his way of saying he loved me, I’d take it. It  wasn’t perfect, 

but it would do. He  hadn’t said it properly yet, but we’d been together for 
less than two months, so I chose to see it in the  things that he did, like 
showing up at my office at lunchtime with a sandwich for me to have at 
my desk. Or when he turned up at the flat when I had a cold, and laid on 
the bed with me as I sneezed and sniffed all over him.  Those  things  were 
surely worth more than three stupid  little words? Anyone can say them 
and not mean them. Actions speak louder, was my philosophy, and I was 
sticking to it,  until of course he said the immortal, “I love you,” and then 
actions  wouldn’t mean diddly- squat.

We headed out to the A21 listening to Smooth Radio; it was his mum’s 
favorite station, he said. It would help get me in the right frame of mind. 
I could have done with something to think of other than meeting his 
mum, rather than channeling her favorite tunes into my head.

“So, what’s she like?” I asked.
He considered this for a moment, and rubbed at the bristle on his chin. 

“She’s like any  mother, I suppose. A homemaker, peacemaker, fiercely 
loyal and protective of her  children. I hope I offer the same loyalty in re-
turn. I  won’t hear a bad word said about her. She’s a good  woman.”

If I  wasn’t already feeling the pressure of needing her to like me, his 
comment compounded it even further. And God forbid, if I  didn’t like her, I 
already knew I was on my own. I had to make this work for both our sakes.

I was thankful when  Will Smith’s “Summertime” came on the radio, 
and we both sang it, word for word,  until the line “the smell from a grill 
could spark off nostalgia.”

“It’s not ‘grill.’ ” He let out a laugh. “It’s ‘girl’!”
“Oh,  don’t be ridicu lous.” I retorted. “Girl? The smell from a girl sparks 

off nostalgia?  They’re at a barbecue,  they’re not  going to have sausages 
sizzling on the rack and comment on a passing girl’s aroma, are they?”

He looked over at me as if I  were mad. “What kind of grill smell would 
spark off nostalgia?”

“I  can’t believe  we’re even having this conversation. Every one knows it’s 
‘grill.’ ”
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“ We’ll Google it when we get to Mum’s.”
I liked the way he said “Mum’s” rather than “my mum’s.” It made me 

feel more included. “This Smooth Radio is a revelation,” I said. “I  didn’t 
have your  mother down as a fan of Big Willie Style. Who knew?”

His face changed and a chill filled the car. “That’s my  mother  you’re 
talking about,” he said, an edge to his voice. “I  don’t think that’s very ap-
propriate, do you?”

I laughed, assuming he was playing me along. Though, as I watched his 
features change from soft to pinched, I should have sensed that it  wasn’t a 
joke.

“Ooh,  don’t go getting on your high  horse.” I chuckled, waiting for his 
face to crack, but it remained taut.

“ You’re being disrespectful.”
I suppressed a giggle. “Christ, I was just—”
“You  were just what?” he snapped. He indicated over to the slow lane 

and my chest tightened as I played out the next few minutes in my head. I 
could see him turning around at the next exit. Me being left on the pave-
ment outside the flat, while he sped off. How had we gone from joking 
around to him rearing up like this? How had it all gone so horribly wrong 
in such a short space of time?

His knuckles  were white as he gripped the steering wheel with both 
hands. I reached across and  gently placed my hand on top of his. “I’m 
sorry,” I offered, though I  didn’t  really know what I was apologizing for.

“Do you want to do this or not?” he said, his voice softening. “ ’Cause 
we can just cancel if  you’re not ready . . .”

He made it sound like I was the subject of some kind of test. Perhaps 
I was.

“I’m sorry,” I said softly. I  didn’t want my voice to sound so concilia-
tory, but I was so shocked I  couldn’t help it.

He flicked the radio over to Kiss FM and we drove the rest of the jour-
ney in silence.
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“I always vowed I  wouldn’t be the kind of mum that would do this, but 
just let me show you this one.”

Adam groaned as his  mother flicked through the large maroon leather- 
bound photo  album resting on her knee.

“Oh, stop moaning,” she chastised. “You  were the cutest baby.”
She patted the floral fabric of the seat beside her on the sofa, and I sat 

down.
“Look  here.” She pointed. “That’s Adam and James in our garden, 

back in Reading.  There’s thirteen months between them, but you  can’t 
tell them apart, can you? They  were such good babies. All the neighbors 
would say what bonny  faces they had, and you’d never hear them cry. 
They  were perfect.”

I looked up at Adam, who had tutted and wandered over, hands in his 
pockets, to the bookcase in the corner of the room. His head tilted to one 
side as he read the spines of the twenty or so  albums gracing the shelves, 
each carefully documented by year.

“It’s lovely to have so many photos,” I commented. “Ones that you can 
 really look at.”

“Oh,  you’re so right, dear. Nobody even prints them anymore, do they? 
They just take them on their phone  things and prob ably never look at 
them again. Such a shame. This is the way photos should be displayed.” She 
stroked the plastic film that separated her from the photo of a beaming 
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four- year- old Adam proudly holding a fish, albeit a tiddler, aloft. A man 
grinned into the camera lens from  behind.

“Is that Adam’s  father?” I asked tentatively.
Adam had apologized for snapping at me earlier, but I still felt on edge. 

I’d never seen that side of him before. I wondered if I’d been “inappropri-
ate” by asking about his  father, but he  didn’t turn around to face me. He 
stayed stock- still, shoulders set.

 There was a momentary pause before his  mother answered. “Yes,” she 
choked. “That’s my Jim. He was such a good man, a real pillar of the com-
munity. ‘ Here come Pammie and Jim,’ every one would say, wherever we 
went. We  were the perfect  couple.”

Her chest began to heave and she quickly pulled out a hankie from her 
cardigan sleeve. “I’m sorry, dear,” she said, as she blew her nose. “It still 
gets to me now, all  these years  later. So silly of me, but I  can’t help it.”

I reached my hand across to hers and gave it a squeeze. “Not at all. It 
must be terribly difficult for you. I  can’t even begin to imagine. Your hus-
band was so young too,  wasn’t he?”

“Come on, Mum,  you’re okay,” said Adam softly, as he came over and 
knelt down in front of her. She immediately dropped my hand and held 
his face between hers, her fin gers stroking his two- week beard. Tears 
rolled down her cheeks, and he  gently wiped them away. “It’s okay, Mum. 
It’s okay.”

“I know, I know,” she said, pulling herself up straight, as if the gesture 
would give her more strength. “I  don’t know why I still get like this.”

“I’m sure it’s perfectly normal,” I offered, as I removed my hand from 
where  she’d dropped it on her knee.

I tucked a loose curl  behind my ear and, as I looked at Pammie, a wave 
of guilt washed over me. I’d spent the best part of three days planning 
this  whole event in my head: what I was  going to wear, how I wanted to 
be perceived, how I should act, and what I should say. How selfish of me. 
This  woman, no  matter how well she looked  after herself, could never hide 
the years of hurt and grief that quite literally made her shoulders stoop 
with the weight. The feathered hairstyle, cut close around her face and 
neck, with its en vogue streaks of gray, so evenly distributed that it could 
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only have been done in a salon, could never disguise her pain. Nor could her 
porcelain- smooth skin that fell into deep creases around her sad, hollow 
eyes as she looked at me, biting down on her bottom lip. The shock and 
grief of losing her beloved husband all  those years before, so soon  after 
becoming parents, was still  etched on her face.  Here was a  couple who had 
been embarking on a new and exciting chapter in their lives, but then 
 she’d been widowed and left on her own to cope with two  children. The 
importance of how I looked, and what I should wear, now seemed pathet-
ically trivial. So too did Adam’s sharp words earlier.  There was a much 
bigger picture  going on  here, and if I wanted to be a part of it, I’d be wise 
to remind myself what was impor tant and what  wasn’t.

“And I suppose  we’ve got this lovely girl  here to thank for this new 
addition?” she smiled half- heartedly while still ruffling Adam’s beard.

I held my hands up in mock remorse. “Guilty as charged,” I offered. “I 
love it. I think it  really suits him.”

“Oh, it does, it does,” she crowed. “Makes you even more handsome.” 
She pulled him to her and nestled against his shoulder. “My handsome 
boy. You’ll always be my handsome boy.”

Adam awkwardly extricated himself from her, and looked at me, his 
face flushed. “ Shall we get some lunch? Is  there anything we can help you 
with?”

Pammie’s sniffs  were beginning to subside. She pulled at the arms of 
her cardigan and smoothed down her tartan skirt.

“Not at all,” she said, wagging a fin ger. “It’s ready, I prepared it all this 
morning. Perhaps, Adam, you could help me fetch it in from the kitchen?”

I began to get up from the sofa. “No, no,” she insisted. “You stay  here.”
She carefully laid the photo  album on the cushion next to me and 

followed Adam into the side room. “We  won’t be a moment.”
I  didn’t want to carry on looking through the pictures without Pam-

mie or Adam being  there—it somehow felt intrusive— but I allowed my 
eye to fall on the open page that was laid bare in front of me. Top right 
was a photo of Adam with his arms wrapped tightly around a  woman, 
his lips softly brushing her cheek. My heart lurched as I picked it up for a 
closer look. The  couple exuded happiness as the camera captured the 
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candid shot. It  wasn’t posed or set up, it was a spontaneous moment 
caught on film, the pair oblivious to the prying lens. I fought the tightness 
in my chest, and staved off the vise- like grip that was threatening to snake 
its way up my throat.

I knew he’d had girlfriends before me—of course he had— but that 
 didn’t stop the insecurities from creeping in. He looked so relaxed and at 
one with himself; I thought he was happy when he was with me, but this 
was a dif fer ent expression, one I  hadn’t seen before. His hair was longer, 
and his face fuller, but most of all he seemed carefree, smiling at life. The 
girl was equally at ease, soft brown curls falling around her face, and her 
eyes laughing as Adam’s strong arms engulfed her.

I found myself asking if that’s what we would look like if a photo was 
taken of us. Would our  faces show the same abandonment? Would our 
feelings for each other be clear for all to see?

I chastised myself for allowing doubt and petty jealousy to sneak in. If 
 they’d been that happy they  wouldn’t have split up, would they?  They’d 
still be together now, and our paths would never have crossed.

“That’s life,” Adam had said when I’d asked him, three weeks into our 
relationship, why he and his last girlfriend had broken up. “Sometimes 
 things happen and you have no way of understanding them. You try to 
find a reason to justify it, but  there  isn’t always an answer. It’s just life.”

“You make it sound like you  didn’t want to break up,” I’d said. “Did 
she call it off? Did she cheat on you?”

“No, it was nothing like that,” he’d said. “Let’s not talk about it. That 
was then, this is now.” He’d put his arms around me, pulling me in to him. 
He’d held on as if he never wanted to let me go, inhaling my hair and 
kissing my head. I’d looked up at him, taking in his features: his hazel eyes, 
tinged with green specks, that glistened  under the streetlamps of Borough 
High Street, and that strong jawline that I’d once called chiseled, to which 
he’d laughed and said, “You make me sound like something in a toolbox.” 
He’d held my face in his hands and kissed me,  gently at first, but then 
more deeply, as if  doing so would stop anything from coming between 
us. Ever.

That night, our lovemaking had felt dif fer ent. He’d held my hand as we 
climbed the stairs to his apartment above the market. We’d rarely made it 
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much past the hallway without losing at least two items of clothing, but 
that night we waited  until we  were in his bedroom, where he undressed 
me slowly. I’d reached out to turn off the lamp on his bedside  table, keen 
to keep the parts of me I  didn’t like in the dark, but he’d caught my hand. 
“ Don’t. Leave it on, I want to see you.”

Still, my hand lingered, my insecurities at odds with a desire to do what 
he asked.

“You are absolutely beautiful,” he’d whispered, as he ran his thumb 
across my lips. He’d kissed my neck as his fin gers trailed down my bare 
back, feather- light touches that sent pulses through my body. His eyes 
 didn’t leave mine as we made love. They bored into me, searching for 
something hidden within. For the first time, he gave me something he’d 
never given before. What it was, I  can’t explain, but I’d felt a deep connec-
tion with him. An unspoken commitment that what we had was real.

Now, as I looked at the photo in front of me again, I wondered if she 
was the  woman he had been trying to get away from that night. Was he 
throwing away the manacles that had bound him to her? Had he chosen 
that time to sever all ties?

Pammie and Adam came back into the living room, Adam ducking 
his head to get through the beamed door.

“ Here you go,” said Pammie, as she placed a tray on the  table in front 
of the win dow. “This  will fatten you up.”

I closed the  album as I stood, but not before I caught a fleeting glimpse 
of the caption written under neath the photo: Darling Rebecca— miss you 
 every day.
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