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			‘Life-affirming, self-affirming . . . left me with a spring in my step’ Sophie Ranald

			Bella Edwards wants to change her life.

			With a significant birthday just a month away, Bella is aware that life isn’t quite panning out the way she thought it would – or the way that the lives of everyone around her seem to be (if their constant social media updates are to be believed).

			In a moment of madness – or absolute clarity – Bella calls quits on her job and her life in London and hops on a plane to New York, seeking the comfort and wisdom of her best friend, Esther, who sets her a challenge. Bella is going to spend the next thirty days saying yes to every new date, following her wildest dreams – and finding out what will make her truly happy.
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			HOLY SHIT! 

			What have I done?

			While the rest of London busy themselves at their desks, here I am sitting on the floor, amongst an overwhelming number of joss sticks that smell like cat wee, waiting for a fortune teller. Yes, that’s right . . . a FORTUNE TELLER! A fortune teller who goes by the name of Mary Rose is about to read my palm and predict my future. 

			An hour ago, I told my boss to go and fuck himself. 

			My mother would be appalled. ‘Bella Edwards, there is never a need for that sort of language,’ I can hear her say. ‘You’ve made yourself look like a potty-mouthed tramp.’ And she would be right. I am a potty-mouthed tramp.

			‘Go and fuck yourself.’ Oh God, it’s horrific. I’ve never in my whole life told anyone to go and ‘fuck themselves’ before. Ever. ‘Bugger off!’ is about as profane as it gets. Or maybe, if I’m very cross, I might manage something as threatening as ‘Up yours!’, but these instances are few and far between and, certainly, in light of today’s outburst, fairly minor offences. I’m pretty sure that by telling my boss to go and fuck himself I have, in no uncertain terms, completely outdone myself.

			So here I am, sitting quietly yet semi-hysterically, waiting for a fortune teller. It’s almost completely silent except for what sounds like whale music playing from an old CD player in the corner of the room. I can hear sirens outside, which, ironically, I find more comforting than the whale music. Other than these minor audio distractions, I am left alone with my thoughts – my muddled, confused, partially inebriated, nonsensical thoughts. The most salient of which – I have completely lost my fucking mind.

			Not only have I just turned down a promotion, quit my job and suffered what can only be described as a complete emotional meltdown, I now find myself sitting in a room that calls itself a ‘spiritual sanctuary’ but in reality is more like a crack den. To top it all off, I’m about to seek counsel from a con artist, out to make a quick buck off the vulnerable and the needy, a demographic that, as of an hour ago, I have put myself firmly amongst.

			This is officially the new low point of my day. 

			And how I find myself in this shady predicament is once again through the power of clever advertising.

			 Are you lost? Are you in need of spiritual direction? (Have you just been offered a promotion and responded by telling your boss to go and fuck himself?) Then maybe you need the help of Gypsy Mary Rose – £28 for half an hour – CASH ONLY!!!

			The smell of joss sticks is making my throat itch. It’s probably to mask the smell of illegal sex and crack cocaine. I wonder whether it’s possible to get high from burning incense but decide it’s probably not; otherwise, most of Asia would be permanently off their heads. Maybe they are. Maybe I should move to Asia. Maybe I should move into an ashram and ‘find myself’ like Elizabeth Gilbert when she Ate, Prayed and Loved. That could be me. Or maybe I should do something less extreme and try and get my job back. Would it even be possible? Would I actually be able to salvage anything from the wreckage that is now my career, my life? 

			There is always a chance it isn’t as bad as I think. Maybe Larry Hill – that’s my boss, or ex-boss now – thought I was being assertive. He’s always telling me I need to be more assertive, more trusting in my own judgement and intuition. I could say I was taking his advice, tell him he should be proud of himself, he should see this whole sordid business as a compliment to his mentoring skills. By tomorrow maybe, with enough grovelling, this could all be forgotten? Maybe I could walk back into that office with my head held high. Sure, I’ll probably need to make some sort of an apology to Larry for my bizarre behaviour, but I could do that. If that’s what it would take. I could even see whether that promotion is still on the table, once the dust has settled, of course. Whatever it takes. I just can’t lose my job, because if I lose that, I’ll have lost everything – I’ll have lost me. 

			I am seconds away from clambering to my feet and making a run for it when suddenly there is movement. The curtain masking what I can only imagine is the bedroom, or possibly the kitchen, certainly some sort of living quarters, dramatically swings open, revealing – Gypsy Mary Rose.

			Good Lord!

			She looks an absolute fright, hardly the Earth Mother I was hoping for. We stare at each other, trying to work out what exactly we’re both being greeted with here. It’s hard to know whose face is more troubled. At last, Gypsy Mary Rose waddles over to where I sit. She sounds like a recycling truck. She clatters and clangs with all the jewellery laden over her limbs. Chunky gold bangles jingle around her chubby wrists. An arm cuff pulled all the way up to her flabby bicep on closer inspection turns out to be a snake wrapping itself so tightly around her arm her skin has turned purple and blotchy. It is so tight that folds of flesh spill from the snake’s venomous grip. It is disturbing. Her fingers are decorated with oversized rings. Her nails are painted fluorescent pink but the varnish is chipped and reveals dark yellow stains beneath. She also wears a fluorescent shade of eye shadow, liberally applied, extending all the way up to her painted-on brows. Her thick foundation makes her face glow a warm shade of orange. The overall look she’s achieved here is basically that of a transvestite. She is nothing short of terrifying, but I can’t help but love her immediately, which is possibly telling of my state of mind.

			‘I got a dodgy back, sweeedhart,’ she growls in her thick cockney accent, looking at me as I sit awkwardly on the floor. ‘I ain’t gonna last five minutes down there.’ 

			She has the voice of someone who smokes about three packs of cigarettes a day and is permanently on the cusp of a coughing fit. I scramble hastily to my feet as she informs me that the tie-dye rug is more of a prop to ‘set the scene’ and what we really need are some chairs. 

			Now that she’s made her grand entrance she has no problem yanking back the curtains, destroying any thin illusion she might have created by revealing the backstage area. As it turns out, it’s the kitchen. Gypsy Mary Rose then disappears, returning a few moments later dragging two bar stools that she positions opposite one another. Awkwardly, she mounts herself upon one stool and makes a gesture suggesting I should do the same.

			‘Well . . .’ is all she gets out before collapsing into an inevitable fit of coughs. After two revolting minutes of listening to this woman hacking up her lungs, she lets out one final, violent roar, with so much force I nearly come off my stool, and then, finally, she continues, ‘You look like you’ve ’ad a shitty day. What do you say to a little vodka, sweeedhart?’

			I say totally inappropriate. I am paying twenty-eight quid for this woman’s professional service and her plan is to sit here and get drunk together.

			‘I’d love one.’

			She clambers down off her perch and once again disappears into the kitchen, returning with two tumblers of neat vodka in one hand and the bottle in the other. I feel giddy but grateful just looking at them. Placing one of the tumblers in my hand, she quickly clinks the glasses aggressively, causing the vodka to spill from my glass, drenching my hand. Gypsy Mary Rose fails to notice – she’s far too focused on making her toast.

			‘’Ere’s to good ’ealf and being able to drink vodka on a Tuesday afternoon. Cheers, sweeedhart,’ she slurs.

			‘Cheers,’ I reply, pouring down the liquid, squeezing my eyes shut as it burns my throat.

			‘So then, young lady, what brings ya sweet-self ’ere?’

			And so I begin. I recount the entire woeful tale of my afternoon. Gypsy Mary Rose laps it up with pure glee. When I eventually arrive at the end of my story, which is right here, sitting and staring into the glazed eyes of a fortune teller, desperately looking for her to tell me it’ll all be all right, she doesn’t. Instead, she says absolutely nothing at all. She just shakes her head, attempts to take another sip of her drink, which has long since disappeared, and then, after a good few minutes of complete silence, she speaks.

			‘Sweeedhart,’ she rumbles, looking me square in the eye. ‘D’ya not fink ya might ’ave overreacted a little bit?’

			Good grief, you stupid woman! I was offered a promotion and responded by telling my boss to go and fuck himself. Yes – I overreacted. This surely can’t be the depths of this woman’s wisdom; if it is, I’m demanding a refund. Recently unemployed, I refuse to pay for someone to simply state the painfully obvious. 

			‘I think it’s entirely possibly, yes,’ I respond politely. 

			‘All right, then, giv’ us yer ’and and let’s see what’ll become of ya, yer daft ole cow.’

			She snatches my hand, bringing it close to her face, but even at this close range it seems that, whatever it is she’s looking for, she can’t find it. She’s probably either too blind, too drunk or doesn’t have a clue what she’s looking for in the first place. I fear it could be all three. Attempting to resolve this problem, she lifts my hand, looking for some light – the new problem being that we’re in a windowless room and there is no light. Momentarily grappling with this issue, she reaches into the pocket of her smock-like gown for an alternative solution. She then presents a mini-torch, the type of torch you get free if you spend more than twenty quid at Halfords. I’m becoming increasingly sceptical about the professional standards of this place. Gypsy Mary Rose, still holding my hand firmly within her own, traces the torchlight over my palm as if she’s searching for a splinter. She does this slowly at first but then becomes more vigorous until, suddenly, the tiny beam of light stops. The torch hovers, semi-steadily for a woman with the tremors, over a tiny area of my palm. She lowers her entire face so that it’s just centimetres away from my hand.

			This is unpleasant! I can feel her stale breath on my skin. Instinctively, I retract my hand, but that’s met with a sharp slap. I don’t move my hand after that.

			‘Ooooh,’ she says, now totally absorbed in her own charade. ‘I see an awful lotta alcohol in your future, sweeedhart.’ 

			Again, not instilling any confidence in this woman’s ability to read palms. It’s 3 p.m. on a weekday and we’ve both just necked a beaker of straight vodka. It’s a pretty safe bet to suggest there might be alcohol in my future.

			‘Go on,’ I say sharply. 

			And so she does. ‘Oh yeah, I see it clear as day. The booze is gonna play a big part in your future, gal, you mark my words.’

			Losing all patience, I decide to just do it. I ask her the big question ‘Do you see any . . .’

			But for some reason I can’t do it. I can’t get the words out. Despite not believing a word this woman says, the question I really want to ask, the answer I desperately need to know, feels too weighty. The stakes are too great. It is, after all, the root of my entire future happiness. There’s a lot riding on this. I try again, and this time the words come out as nothing more than a breathy whisper.

			‘Do you see . . .’

			The fortune teller leans in closer, her eyes willing the words from my mouth. 

			‘Do you see . . .’

			‘Go on, luvvie . . .’ encourages the fortune teller.

			‘Do you see a man?’ I manage to spit out. ‘I mean, does my palm say I am going to meet someone?’ I add casually, trying not to sound as desperate as I feel. ‘Eventually, I mean . . . at some point in my future, I do meet someone, don’t I?’ I ramble hopelessly. ‘I do meet “The One”, don’t I? I do find him?’

			And there it is. The question that seems to lie at the root of pretty much everything these days. I squeeze my eyes tightly shut and wait for her answer. 

			The silence is endless. Except for those fucking whales that won’t pipe down.

			And then, finally . . .

			‘No,’ she says bluntly. ‘You don’t.’

			What the heck?!

			‘I don’t?’ I mouth back in horror. 

			Definitely not the answer I was expecting. Sure, I always say I’m never going to meet anyone, but that’s in a clichéd ‘woe is me, when will it be my turn’ sort of way. We all say that kind of stuff when we’re single. No one, deep down, believes it’s true. I certainly didn’t think it could be true, that I really won’t meet anyone, that I truly am destined to be single for ever. It’s surely a matter of time, not destiny. 

			‘Well, not in the common way.’

			‘What?’ I splutter.

			‘I don’t see ya meetin’ a man in the common way, I don’t. You might wanna bit more voddy as I explain this one to ya.’ 

			My eyes ping wide open. I automatically extend my glass in the direction of the vodka.

			‘What does that mean, exactly? Do you, or don’t you?’ I say, sounding like a woman on the edge. The fortune teller clumsily fills my glass with one hand and with her other continues to clutch mine desperately. Except now she’s holding it like someone who is about to break some very bad news.

			‘Now, sweeedhart . . .’

			Oh, just spit it out, you old hag.

			‘One day,’ she begins. Oh, for God’s sake. This doesn’t need ramping up for dramatic effect. This isn’t an episode of a soap opera – this is my life and my entire future happiness.

			‘Go on,’ I snap. I can’t take much more of this.

			‘Well, one day, ya gonna choose the wrong road.’

			‘Wrong road?’ I repeat her words in frenzied dread. ‘What does that mean?’

			‘Well, if ya’d shut up a second, sweeedhart, I’ll explain, so I will.’

			I immediately do as I’m told.

			‘That road, luvvie, it’ll be dark. It’ll be very dark and it’ll be very dangerous.’ The words ‘dark’ and ‘dangerous’ hang ominously in the air. ‘And you’ll be scared, and you’ll be desperate and you’ll feel all alone.’

			‘Scared, desperate and alone,’ I repeat quietly back to her. She nods, satisfied I am taking it in. ‘On a dark and dangerous road?’

			‘That’s right, luvvie,’ she confirms solemnly. ‘And, sweeed­hart . . .’

			‘Yes.’

			‘You’ll be in serious danger.’

			‘Serious danger?’ I mouth it like a small child being told a horror story, which is exactly what this is turning into.

			‘That’s right,’ says the fortune teller, raising her voice in thundery doom. ‘Deep, dark danger, and you won’t have anywhere to turn.’

			‘Nowhere to turn?’

			‘And you’ll be so desperate to be saved you’ll just reach out.’

			‘I will?’

			‘Yes, darlin’. You will. You’ll reach out to be rescued and . . .’

			‘Yes . . .’ I beg, leaning my entire body towards her, my mouth open, my eyes fixed on her eyes.

			‘And, sweeedhart . . .’

			‘Yes?’ I whisper again.

			‘Rescued you will be!’

			‘Oh, thank Christ.’ I exhale in relief. I hadn’t realized I’d been holding my breath this whole time.

			‘Well, it’s funny ya should say that, because that is exactly who rescues you,’ the fortune teller continues.

			‘I don’t understand.’

			‘Christ, sweeedhart,’ she says, pointing vigorously in an upward direction.

			‘I still don’t understand what you’re saying!’ I snap, my nerves frayed and jangled.

			‘CHRIST!’ she roars back at me. ‘It’s Christ that will save your sorry self.’

			She then lowers her voice to a hushed whisper, pulling herself even closer to me, and looks me right in the eye. Her breath makes me want to retch.

			‘Christ will save you and, through him, you’re gonna find your faith.’

			Satisfied with her work, the fortune teller shuffles back on her stool. She reaches into her smock pocket.

			‘When?’ I ask, in a small and frightened voice, like I’m asking how much longer I have to live.

			‘By the time you reach thirty,’ she says, lighting an already half-smoked cigarette she’s managed to find in the pocket.

			My blood runs cold.

			‘I turn thirty in thirty-three days!’ I say in a trance, my voice shaking. I know this because I’m counting. I’m counting down to turning thirty, like I’m counting down to the end of the world. 

			‘Well, Christ will be waiting for you then, sweeedhart.’

			‘And that’s it? That’s all you see?’ I ask in quiet despair.

			‘Yep. That and an awful lotta booze!’

			‘You said that already.’

			‘Just want to paint the full picture for ya, luvvie.’

			Gypsy Mary Rose looks at me as if she’s expecting me to be rejoicing in my Cinderella story but instead sees my expression of horror at my life of celibacy, alcoholism and new-found faith in Christ. And the only words I can find in this moment of painful discovery . . .

			‘Please may I have some more vodka?’

			It seems I’m already well on my way to fulfilling her prophecy.

			When I burst out of the fortune teller’s front door, the winter sun hangs low in the sky. Having spent the last half an hour in a black box, I’m blinded by the daylight. Standing shakily in the bustling street, confused, disorientated, I steady myself on the building I have just stumbled from, acclimatising to the outside world. It’s a world that suddenly looks very different to me. I imagine this is how those Lion, Witch and the Wardrobe children must have felt after their adventures in Narnia, resurfacing from the cupboard only to discover that, although everything is as they left it, nothing will ever be quite the same. Reality has shifted. And now all I want to do is get as far away from my new reality as I possibly can.

			I begin to walk. I have no idea where. I just walk. Sucking in deep breaths of air, I walk faster and faster so my thoughts can no longer keep pace. Thoughts of quitting my job, thoughts of the fortune teller’s bleak and terrifying predictions, thoughts of my fate, my future and myself are all banished from my mind as I try desperately to outmanoeuvre them. And maybe if I had enough stamina I would. In reality, the only thing I manage to outmanoeuvre is some ambling pedestrians and an elderly man driving a motorised wheelchair. My thoughts keep up, never letting me out of their sight. 

			I finally give up the chase and come to a defeated stop at the bottom of Primrose Hill. Collapsing on the damp winter grass in a crumpled heap, I swallow thick gulps of cold air, focusing only on my breath. This is an exercise my mum always recommends to ‘quieten the mind’. She does it at the beginning of all her art classes, it’s a way of ‘neutralising oneself’, apparently. Well, I need to be neutralised. If I can’t outmove these stubborn, disturbing thoughts, perhaps I can expel them from my body altogether, replacing them with thoughts of nothingness. I can obliterate them. One by one. Exhale steady stream of despair. Inhale absolutely nothing. And repeat. 

			It takes some time. In fact, it takes a very long time. There is an awful lot of neutralising that needs to be done today. Miraculously, though, after enough deep breaths, something starts to happen. A slight shift in my thoughts, in my consciousness. A gentle ripple of calm begins to nudge me. It’s a nervous calm, tentative, unsure how close it can come before the dark thoughts, now pretending to be asleep, wake up and scare it away. The residue of crazy is like the gatekeeper of my mind, refusing to allow friendly visitors to enter.

			No sudden moves!

			 I breathe in nothing – I breathe out crazy – I repeat. 

			Then, from behind the foggy haze of my mind, clarity begins to emerge. And with it, a clear, strong voice. A voice I don’t recognise speaks to me. 

			‘Damn it, Delia. Come on!’

			I imagine this voice must come deep from within me. It’s worryingly masculine and very aggressive and not at all what I imagined my inner voice to sound like. And who the hell is Delia? Then I hear the voice again, and this time it ricochets across the entire park, which is when I realise this cannot possibly be my inner voice. Rather, it’s the voice of a big, burly man standing a few metres away from where I sit. The man is wearing a leather jacket and his sleeves are pulled up, exposing arms covered in faded tattoos. He is standing so close I can see that stamped on his knuckles are five single letters, spelling out the name D.E.L.I.A. The letters are clear thanks to his tightly clenched fist which is gripping a metal chain stretched taut in front of him. At the end of that chain is Delia – a bulldog. 

			Delia is defiantly straining against the pull of her lead, clearly not wanting to be moved from the patch of grass she’s currently enjoying. The man has other plans. He pulls harder on the lead. Delia plants her paws into the wet grass and braces herself against the force of her owner. Her paunchy face becomes swallowed by thick folds of fur until her eyes are completely covered and she can’t see a thing; she’s blinded by her own forehead. With one last and final wrench of the lead, it’s all over. At the risk of being throttled, Delia has no choice but to admit defeat. She lets out a disgruntled snort and then obediently follows in the direction she is being pulled in.

			Poor Delia, I think, not in charge of her own destiny. Pulled in a direction she doesn’t want to go but with no choice but to follow.

			Son of a gun . . . I’M FUCKING DELIA! 

			I see it now. As clear as I see the chain around my own neck, my lead gripped by a tight-fisted Larry Hill. Only Larry Hill doesn’t look like himself any more, he looks like Jesus Christ. And his knuckles are tattooed not with the word D.E.L.I.A. but the word B.E.L.L.A. Larry and Jesus are both pulling on my lead. It’s like a tug of war, both pulling me towards my destiny. Unfortunately, this is where it gets a little confusing and the dual personality of Larry Hill morphing into Jesus Christ throws me. Is Jesus Christ pulling me towards him and the future the fortune teller predicted, or has Larry Hill forgiven me and is now pulling me back towards him and my career so that I can continue on with my present? 

			‘A-ha!’ I exhale dramatically, at last making sense of it.

			I am at a crossroad. I am being pulled in two different directions, pulled towards a future I have no say in and a present I don’t want. This realisation causes my mouth to drop open, because it’s only right now, in this very moment, that I realise I don’t want this present, not the one I woke up living this morning, and definitely not if it’s leading me towards that future. So, is it my present that’s holding me back from a future I do want? 

			I think all this breathing has somehow elevated my emotional intelligence. That or the fortune teller drugged me. 

			‘Delia!’ For just a split second I think it’s my inner voice again, until I see her. I see myself – sprinting up Primrose Hill. Delia is making a run for it. She’s broken free. She is choosing a different destiny for herself. She is making her own rules.

			‘You go, Delia!’ I shout.

			This has to be a sign. I have to make a run for it too. I have to get away. If Delia can do it, so can I. I’m neither going to try and get my job back, nor am I going to accept the fate the fortune teller has laid down before me. Just like Delia, I’m going to make a run for it, in the opposite direction. Right now, I have no idea what that direction is – all I know is that I have thirty-three days to do it, thirty-three days before I turn thirty and my fate is sealed and I’m single for ever. I have to do this. I have to run because, even before the fortune teller brought me face to face with my future, one thing has never been clearer to me: my present isn’t the future that I’d imagined it was going to be, and my disturbing proximity to a pile of dog crap I’ve just spotted right next to me seems to suggest the same. 

			I retrace my route back to Camden Underground, my mind spinning. I have no idea where to go from here, what I should do now. What I need is another sign. Just one last clue from the universe to point me in the right direction because, if it comes down to me alone, quite frankly, I’m screwed. I’m about to enter the Tube station when I hear my phone ring. Retrieving it from the depths of my bag, I see the caller name and, as much as I hate to, I know I have to answer it.

			‘Hi, Dad,’ I chirp, feigning cheerfulness, masking all trace of the hellish realities of my day. 

			‘Bella, thank God,’ comes his familiar voice, a mix of worry and relief. ‘Are you okay?’

			‘I’m fine,’ I reply gingerly. 

			‘Thank God,’ he says again. I can almost feel his entire body exhaling, loosening with relief. ‘I got so worried, little one.’

			He knows! 

			I don’t know how he knows, or what he knows, but I know he knows. 

			‘And why’s that?’ I casually reply, downplaying everything.

			‘Bella, is there anything you want to share?’ He sounds like a hostage negotiator trying to safely release ‘my truth’.

			‘No,’ I say thoughtfully, pretending to wrack my brains. ‘Nothing I can think of.’ 

			God, I’m good at this. If I hadn’t lived through it, I would even have myself believing today was a typically uneventful day.

			His mood switches.

			‘Funny that,’ he says, sounding suddenly cross. He knows I’m lying, withholding my truth. 

			‘Is it?’ I waver, now sounding uncertain. I’m losing my nerve.

			‘Yes, it is, Bella Edwards, because I have just come off the phone to your HR department.’

			Oh, no – this is bad. 

			‘They felt the need to alert your next of kin – sadly for all of us, that’s still me – that you have apparently suffered a “nervous breakdown” today.’

			Oh God, this is really bad.

			‘No one quite knows what it was triggered by. “Bizarre and deeply worrisome” were the words the HR woman kept using.’

			Worse than bad. This is a living nightmare!

			‘They wanted to inform me that you had fled the building, that they have no idea of your whereabouts but that they were extremely anxious for your safety and, potentially, the safety of those around you. Bella, sweetheart, what the hell is going on?’ 

			Damn Human Resources! And damn being a grown woman and still having my dad as my next of kin. Moving forward, I am updating all records, changing my next of kin to my mad next-door neighbour with the pet tortoise. He would be totally unfazed by all this. 

			‘Bella?’ my dad presses, demanding some sort of response. 

			‘I don’t know what to say, Dad.’

			‘Well, that’s unfortunate, Bella, because HR certainly had more to say.’

			Make this stop. 

			‘They told me that you verbally assaulted your boss.’ He sounds very disappointed in me now. ‘Verbally assaulted your boss. Bella, is this true?’ 

			No, I wouldn’t say it’s true. It’s utterly embellished by those spiteful HR women. Sure, I swore at my boss and dropped the f-bomb, but that is a far cry from verbally assaulting him.

			‘You need to talk to me, Bella. I thought you loved your job – you live for that job. Tell me what on earth happened today.’

			How can I, when I don’t even know what happened today? 

			‘Bella, did you tell your boss to go and fuck himself?’

			‘Dad!’ 

			My dad stops talking and waits for me to speak, thinking there is more to come. There isn’t. ‘Dad’ seems to be the extent of what I have to say. Forced to elaborate but not able to continue with this conversation, I say the only thing I can think of that is true. 

			‘I have to go.’ 

			‘Go where, Bella?’ I’m pretty sure the only place he thinks I’m going right now is directly to his house for an emergency family summit, which is the very last place I plan on going. But then, I still don’t know where I’m meant to be going. Silently, I look to the sky, pleading for the universe to step in. There is a long pause at my end while I scramble for an answer. Any answer will do. But nothing. 

			My dad waits patiently.

			More silence, except for the general hubbub of Camden Market street life. Stall owners selling their fruit and veg provide a comforting backdrop of noise, easing the excruciating silence.

			And then it comes. The universe has answered. She’s spoken, and I hear her loud and clear. 

			‘New York,’ I say. ‘I am going to New York, Dad, and so I really do have to go.’

			As I walk into the Tube station a few moments later the noise from the market fades into the distance. The last thing I hear as I disappear underground is that same voice. 

			‘Big apples, we got great big apples, ladies and gents.’ 

			Maybe when you’re looking for a sign, you’ll find one just about anywhere.

		

	
		
			2

			‘Good morning, madam. May I see your boarding pass?’

			No turning back now.

			The perky air hostess smiles sweetly at me as I hand her the assortment of papers I have been clutching. After patiently shuffling through them, she finds my boarding pass and makes a hand gesture in the vague direction of seat 34A, which is halfway down the plane, on the left and, by the look of things, directly over the wing. Fan-fucking-tastic!

			She hands me back the papers.

			‘Have a wonderful flight, madam,’ she offers cheerily, marking the end of our pleasantries and instructing me to go and find my seat.

			I doubt I’ll have a wonderful flight. I hate to fly. I really do. Everything about it fills me with dread and a morbid sense of doom. Which is why, prior to boarding this particular flight, I decided to steady my nerves, treating myself to a cham-pagne breakfast. My reckless extravagance knows no limits, so I found myself casually sinking two Bloody Marys on top of the three glasses of champagne I casually guzzled, but it was only house champagne, and one glass was included with the breakfast, so that doesn’t count. Not that I need to justify my morning binge. I was self-medicating for a chronic case of nervous-flyer syndrome. Some take Valium; I take copious amounts of alcohol with tomato juice. Big deal. Besides, nerves apart, I felt like celebrating – this is the start of a big adventure. I think! 

			I suspect this indulgence is why I’m not remotely fazed that it’s taking an unreasonable amount of time to get to my seat as I wait for my fellow passengers to clumsily shove their luggage into the overhead compartments. A simple act that starts off measured and generally good-spirited quickly descends into unbridled fury. Grown men struggling to squeeze a family’s worth of bags into a space equivalent to a shoe box. Mature adults transformed into red-faced ninjas in their angry war on hand luggage. I find it funny. Or maybe the fact I find it funny is the surest sign I’m drunk.

			As I wait for the bottleneck of people to clear I keep myself amused by looking around the cabin to see who my fellow passengers are today. I wonder what their stories are, what’s taking them to New York. I wonder if there is anyone else like me, on their way to New York because they’ve been told by a fortune teller things weren’t going to turn out quite as they’d hoped and then they’d heard a greengrocer trying to flog his big apples.

			I suspect not.

			As the human traffic jam begins to dissolve I am finally able to reach my seat. As predicted, it is directly over the wing and the enormous turbine engine that I will now fixate on for the entire flight. I snap the window blind shut and attempt to settle in, feeling instantly anxious, my jovial mood now replaced with uneasiness. The realisation is beginning to dawn on me that I am going to be on this plane, stuck in this seat, for the next eight hours and twenty minutes. My palms feel clammy. My tummy feels skittish and my breath keeps catching in my throat. It feels like it might close up on itself. Worryingly, the more I entertain that thought, the tighter my throat becomes. Self-induced asphyxiation threatens. 

			God, I hate to fly.

			I decide to be practical. The seat next to mine is still not occupied, so I take advantage of this by getting myself organised. I reach into my bag and pull out an assortment of essential flying paraphernalia: a large bottle of water, an eye mask, ear plugs, a magazine, headphones and snacks, all of which I tuck into the now-bulging seat pocket in front of me. I find my flight socks and awkwardly replace my normal ones. Luckily, even if only momentarily, these distractions prevent my throat from caving in on itself. And, once all this is done, I pull out my phone so I can switch the setting to flight safety mode. I might not be able to prevent an unforeseen engine fire, but I’ll be damned if it’s my phone signal interfering with flight control that single-handedly downs this plane. I see I have three unread messages. Two from my mum:

			‘Bella, sweetheart, I’ve spoken to your dad and we’re all very concerned. We want an emergency family summit as soon as you land. I’ll email you the dial-in details. Love you. Love, Mom x’ 

			‘PS. I hope this wasn’t triggered by our announcement. We really thought you’d be expecting it, sweetheart. Love you. Love, Mom x’

			I choose to ignore these messages and instead move right on to message number three, which is from Malcolm. Malcolm being my brand-new tenant. His message simply reads:

			‘Thanks again, Bella, have fun Stateside. M’

			Although I have no idea what I am going to do in New York, beyond some serious R&R with a friend who lives there, one who just happens to be my go-to in all man-related matters, I do know I don’t want to be in London. Plus, as the recent events and surprise announcements of the past few days have revealed, I have to be in California at the end of the month anyway. Lying low in New York, taking a sabbatical from my life, pressing my own personal ‘reset’ button, seems like an excellent plan. Even if it does lack a little detail. 

			It is for this reason I felt unnervingly confident about renting out my flat. Reaching out to my entire vast and sprawling social network, I managed to get two leads. One was Malcolm. Malcolm was the loose acquaintance of my loose acquaintance, a guy I met in a bar a few years ago, befriended on Facebook and then forgot entirely until he responded to my message, introducing me to Malcolm – his loose acquaintance. This almost non-existent connection was the extent of Malcolm’s character reference. Of course, under normal circumstances, this would not have been sufficient to let him move into my apartment but, given the suspect credentials of the second candidate, Malcolm was the clear favourite.

			Candidate number two was the shameless, troublemaking girl from the HR department, probably the very same one who called my dad.

			Needless to say, Malcolm got the room.

			I’d quickly invited Malcolm over to view the flat and, of course, to check him out face to face. He arrived carrying an excessive number of carrier bags. At first, I presumed he’d just been for his weekly Tesco shop and was conveniently nipping by on his way home but, as it turned out, Malcolm didn’t have a home. In fact, until yesterday, Malcolm was pretty much destitute. The Tesco bags were not full of shopping but rather the entire contents of his life. It quickly transpired that Malcolm had been ‘between addresses’ – these addresses being the back of his friend’s camper van parked up a side street in Wandsworth and his office canteen which doubled up as the staff room. He had found himself in these rather unfortunate circumstances because, a week ago, Malcolm’s wife had caught him playing around with a co-worker and responded by kicking him out of their marital home.

			Malcolm was a mess. And because being a mess is something I can, of late, relate to and, more importantly, because Malcolm was so desperate not to spend one more night camping he was prepared to pay double the rent, it was a no-brainer. Malcolm was therefore my new tenant. The offer did come with a very strong warning that I would not have my home being turned into a seedy love nest and his sidekick was most definitely not welcome. After all, if I wasn’t able to turn my own flat into a seedy love nest, I’d be damned if I was going to let a stranger do it. Malcolm reluctantly agreed and, because he had already brought his bags, he moved straight in.

			‘You’re very welcome, M,’ I quickly type. ‘Please don’t forget to feed the terrorist next door.’

			I then switch my phone to flight safety mode before tucking it quickly back in my bag.

			TORTOISE! 

			Shit, I meant feed the tortoise! 

			God, I hate to fly.

			I’m about to turn my phone back on to correct the mistake but notice the air stewards are already on their rounds. There is no time to text Malcolm now. I reach for my safety belt instead. Alarmingly, mine is broken. It won’t fasten. This is all I need – there being a sudden unexplainable drop in cabin pressure and me being the only person onboard with a dodgy ‘safety’ belt, tossed like a weightless rag doll to the ceiling, breaking my neck on the overhead ventilation system and dying. Not a great start to my big adventure. When does the trolley service begin? I need my medicine. I am just about to call for some safety-belt assistance when something unexpectedly beautiful happens.

			I look up from my seat in a hot panic and I spot a tall, deeply handsome man walking towards my row. Could he be the occupier of seat number 34B? Is it possible? Could life really be this kind? My heart stops as he hovers teasingly around my seat. I look skittishly between him, the seat next to me, which is still, tantalisingly, unoccupied, and his crotch, which just happens to be directly in my line of sight.

			And then, dashing all hope, he casually walks on.

			Bollocks.

			Of course he does. I mean, when in real life does it work out that you end up sitting next to the most beautiful man on the plane, possibly in all international airspace, for an eight-hour-twenty-minute flight? Never, that’s when. I go back to my safety belt, pulling at the straps with a new-found vengeance, irritated that, just for once, life can’t be more like the movies.

			‘Hey there!’ A deep, gravelly voice echoes all godlike from just above my head.

			Holy Lord in heaven – it’s the handsome man. It’s him, he’s come back.

			What do I do now? He must have walked straight past his seat number – a bit of a worry, given the logical pattern of seat numbers but, as he is so beautiful, I won’t judge. Instead, I will savour the sweetest of possibilities that this godly creature might actually be sitting next to me for the next eight hours and twenty minutes.

			The gorgeous man, who looks to be in his late thirties, smiles down at me, revealing a set of beautifully straight, incredibly white teeth haloed by the most delicious set of lips which I immediately find myself wanting to kiss. Calm down, Bella, for God’s sake. A perfect layer of dark stubble accentuates his strong, chiselled-to-perfection jawline. His hair is dark and messy and a little dishevelled, like he just got out of bed. Instinctively, I want to run my hands through it. I resist the urge to do so. His eyes are a dark, greenish-brown with dense black eyelashes, like someone has drawn round them with a Sharpie. He has the look of an urban lumberjack, if such a thing exists. He’s wearing a checked shirt, buttoned over a white T-shirt, rolled up at the sleeves. The untucked shirt hangs over a pair of jeans in a ‘too cool to care’ sort of way. 

			I want to smile and say hello but instead I just stare.

			He stretches his arms above his head, placing his bag in the storage locker, and as he does his shirt lifts up in unison with his arms, exposing the most exquisite stomach beneath. A neat patch of dark hair leads invitingly towards the zip of his jeans and then disappears down into his pants.

			Holy crap!

			My jaw drops wide open.

			I attempt to look away but my eyes remain fixed. I think I have a little dribble coming from my mouth. The beautiful lumberjack lowers himself into the seat next to mine. Oh my God, this is really happening – he’s sitting next to me. I attempt to get a hold of myself, but it’s too late for that. Sinking back into the seat, he runs both his hands through his hair as he lets out a small sigh, a sigh that my brain instinctively associates with sex but which probably has more to do with relief because he’s caught his flight. He smiles at me, as if to say, That was a close one, then casually extends his hand in my direction.

			‘I’m Michael John,’ he says simply. His muscular forearm, strong and tanned, hangs suspended in the air, waiting for me to do something with it. He has an American accent. Which makes sense now – no Englishman would dare introduce themselves to the person they have to sit next to for eight hours; it’s just asking for trouble. And with his hand still expectantly stretched out towards me, I sit there like I’m mute. A motionless mute!

			A peculiar and painful amount of time passes before I am able to answer.

			‘Hello. I’m . . .’ I splutter, ‘a . . . Bell,’ I manage, and then in horror realise I have somehow managed to get the syllables of my own name back to front and mispronounced it.

			‘—a,’ I offer randomly. ‘I mean, I am not “A bell”, like a church bell. I am Bell-A.’

			He looks at me curiously.

			‘I just momentarily got confused over the placement of the “a”.’ It happens sometimes.’

			Yeah, if you’re a dyslexic five year old. God, I hate myself nearly as much as I hate to fly and now as much as I hate my own name. I pray for that drop in cabin pressure so that I might break my neck and be put out of this misery. Seems unlikely, seeing as we haven’t taken off yet.

			‘Let me start again. I’m Bella,’ I say as I extend my own arm to meet his and firmly shake his hand. I sound very British next to his American accent.

			‘Cute name.’

			Is it? Heck, now what do I say to that? I force myself not to grin like a teenage girl.

			‘Thank you,’ I offer primly.

			We exchange smiles: his, a pleasant yet dazzling one; mine, an awkward, deeply uncomfortable one.

			‘Ya gotta hell of a good grip on you there, A-Bell.’

			Oh fuck, I am still shaking his hand!

			‘Thank you,’ I say, just as primly as before.

			I have no idea why I saw fit to respond to ‘You’ve got a good grip’ with ‘Thank you’, as though it were intended as a compliment. My cheeks turn hot, no doubt also turning a deep shade of crimson. Rather on impulse, I decide to shift the attention from me and my ridiculousness to Michael John by asking a question . . .

			‘So, Michael John,’ I say, now sounding like a chirpy Girl Guide trying to rally the troops, ‘what is it that’s taking you to New York today?’

			‘Well I, um . . .’ He hesitates, as if he is trying to come up with an answer to match the enthusiasm of the question. ‘I live there.’

			Which is anticlimactic.

			‘Cool,’ I say, because I can’t think of anything else to say.

			And therein ends that conversation. Not the most dynamic exchange I’ve ever had.

			‘MJ.’

			‘Sorry?’

			‘You can call me MJ.’ It must be very clear I haven’t got a clue what he’s talking about, as he elaborates. ‘You can call me MJ rather than Michael John – bit less of a mouthful.’ 

			This is a very good sign, one I am taking to mean two things: one, Michael John, or rather MJ, is clearly planning on a lot more conversation during the course of this flight if he thinks we need name abbreviations; and two, any grown man who voluntarily goes by the name MJ is suddenly a lot less intimidating than he might have appeared to be three short minutes ago.

			And A-Bell is back in the game!

			‘Okay, MJ it is,’ I say confidently. After all, I do at least have a name that’s “cute”.

			This brief exchange of pleasantries is followed by two glorious minutes – possibly the most exquisite two minutes of my entire life – during which we undertake a full search-and-rescue operation for the other half of MJ’s safety belt. This is followed up by a playful debate as to whether the rogue safety belt is his or mine, ultimately shedding light on the earlier issues with my own belt. We share a moment of general accomplishment when the mystery of the safety belt is resolved and, before we know it, MJ and I are on our way to becoming fast friends. Possibly soulmates.

			With the excitement of names and safety belts behind us, we fall into a comfortable silence. And just when I think my faith in flying is gently being restored, something terrible happens. There is an announcement. Apparently, the flight is temporarily delayed due to an undefined technical fault – the very worst kind of technical fault, as, by its very nature, it will never be fully resolved on account of never really having been identified in the first place. A nervous but ultimately unfazed titter sounds around the cabin. Except, that is, in seat number 34A, my seat, where certain hysteria is about to be unleashed.

			‘Everything all right, Bella?’ MJ asks sweetly.

			‘I . . . just . . . I . . . really . . . hate . . . to . . . fly,’ I say, choking on my own breath, my throat swelling back up. MJ laughs in a kind but patronising sort of way and then goes on to tell me how planes are the safest mode of transport and that I’m more likely to get killed crossing the road. The textbook response calm flyers give nervous flyers to provide reassurance and comfort. It does neither. I pretend, to the best of my anxiety-ridden abilities, that his words are soothing, but they’re not. I can feel the ugly grip of terror taking hold. 

			‘Seriously, Bella, are you sure you’re all right?’ MJ now sounds genuinely concerned.

			‘Huh?’ I answer distractedly.

			‘Are you okay, Bella? You look sort of . . .’ He takes a moment before cautiously adding: ‘. . . clammy.’

			He’s being polite. I am more than clammy. I’m sweating like a pig. 

			‘It’s a little stuffy in here, isn’t it?’ I remark casually, simultaneously ripping off my sweat-ridden cardigan and frantically undoing the top buttons of my blouse. I’m playing the situation down. Stuffy! It’s like the tropics. I look to the window for air, instinctively pulling up the window blind, only to be tormented by that turbine engine again and the glaringly obvious fact that these are not proper windows but solid blocks of Perspex. They don’t open. I’m trapped. We’re all trapped. My throat is now the equivalent of a straw as I rapidly and desperately suck skinny strands of thin air. Air I can’t seem to get enough of. Even thoughts of being trapped with this gorgeous man are not sufficient to curb my levels of stress, which are now rising at an almost uncontrollable rate.

			MJ acts quickly. Stretching up, he directs the two fans above our heads right at me, which, though it’s a valiant gesture, ultimately does very little to help. He then grabs a sick bag from the pocket in front of him and instructs me to hold it to my mouth and breathe deeply, slowly, in and out. Gently, he pushes my body forward, which actually crumples my lungs – a slightly counterintuitive move. He then very gently starts rubbing my sweaty back, drawing comforting circular patterns with his hand. I don’t object. 

			‘Nice and calm now. In and out. Good girl,’ he says steadily, as if I were a cow in labour. 

			It’s as if we’ve known each other our entire lives rather than for the five minutes we’ve been sitting next to each other. 

			 When I think it’s safe to do so I remove the sick bag long enough to make an unexpected demand: ‘Let’s talk about something.’

			‘Okay . . .’ says MJ uncertainly. ‘What would you like to talk about?’

			‘Anything, please,’ I beg quickly between gulps of my sick bag. ‘Tell me something about yourself, something interesting. Anything, I just need a distraction.’

			‘Well, my sister is a crack addict.’ 

			‘Huh?!’ I stare at him, surprised, lowering the bag and sitting back up. What a random thing to say. 

			‘Yep. Into all the hard junk. She’s a real mess.’ MJ becomes lost in his own thoughts, most probably thoughts of his poor sister and her steady demise into the world of crack cocaine.

			‘Well,’ says MJ abruptly, jolted back into the present, ‘I’m not sure that’s interesting or just a bit screwed up, but you put me on the spot there. I didn’t know what else to say.’

			This is suddenly super-uncomfortable. And not what I had in mind at all. MJ is clearly embarrassed for saying far too much, and I don’t blame him – he did. He has overshared. I was more thinking along the lines of having an extra toe or going to school with Bon Jovi’s cousin, not sharing intimate family business. This is very American behaviour.

			‘That’s why I’ve been in London, trying to persuade her to come home.’

			Oh God, he’s going to carry on. 

			‘That’s just awful, MJ.’ 

			‘Isn’t it?’ We both shake our heads in dismay at this woeful tale. ‘She came over here to study for a year. Then, you know how it goes, she gets in with the wrong crowd and is now addicted to all sorts of junk.’

			I’m not actually sure I do know how that goes. For me, getting in with the wrong crowd would be as rebellious as going to a nightclub on a Tuesday night and missing the following morning’s lecture, not becoming a crack addict. This seems extreme. She must be a very impressionable individual.

			‘I’m so sorry, MJ,’ I say on behalf of London, feeling personally responsible for leading this poor girl so far astray. ‘I guess your plan didn’t really work then?’ I go on softly, attempting to pull him back from that sad world he’s become lost in. 

			‘Too far gone,’ he says bluntly. ‘So I’ve left her to it.’

			‘Oh!’ I splutter, slightly shocked by MJ’s response. This doesn’t seem very brotherly behaviour and, considering he’s spent the last five minutes rubbing a sweaty stranger’s back out of the goodness of his heart, this seems uncharacteristically uncaring of him. 

			‘Ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain speaking. Turns out we haven’t got a clue what the technical fault is but, sod it, let’s risk it anyway. Cabin crew, prepare for take-off.’ 

			Okay, so perhaps these were not the captain’s exact words, but they were definitely the gist of them. Immediately, I’m catapulted back into my state of angst, which MJ had, up until this moment, rather miraculously managed to pull me out of. I raise my sick bag. I begin sweating again. As we taxi along the runway my entire body tenses, as if the G-force is pinning me to my seat. My hands grip the arm rests so aggressively I notice my knuckles turn white. MJ notices this too.

			‘I’ve now just discovered that not only is she addicted to crack, she is
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