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		1

		Every self-respecting young woman needs two essentials to navigate the sea of life. I learned this lesson young. At the age of twelve I went to boarding school, where I quickly learned a survival strategy that was dependent on copious amounts of chocolate and a pair of tatty black patent stilettos from Oxfam. The chocolate provided a sedative cushion against the brutal reality of life away from home in an ocean of teenagers, while the high heels convinced the proprietor of the local off-licence that I was old enough to purchase the alcohol and cigarettes that proved vital bartering tools in a world where prefects charged punitive penalties for the slightest misdemeanour.

		There’s a whole list of luxuries that sweeten life’s taste: hair straighteners, black eyeliner, sex, a girlfriend who can be relied upon to appear with a box of tissues and a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc in moments of high stress – to mention just a few. But without chocolate and high heels, I imagine the world itself would stop turning. I don’t know. I’ve never tried to live without them.

		Today boarding school is a distant memory, obscured by the mists of time. But I’m still tottering in high heels. This time, they’re not second-hand black patent stilettos, though. This time, they’re a pair of impossibly high platforms made of navy-blue silk. And the tottering is not because I’m a stiletto-virgin carrying too many bottles of cheap German Riesling. This time, the stumbling gait is because I’ve spent the evening drinking my way through an expensive bottle of New Zealand Sauvignon at a charity fashion show on the rooftop of one of Kensington’s posh clubs.

		The event had been a mecca for rich kids, offspring of the great and the good, jumping on the philanthropy bandwagon and strutting their stuff for a noble cause while an assortment of hacks and hangers-on stood around and engaged in less noble pursuits – namely, drinking and smoking. These were the halcyon days before the smoking ban compromised all paeans to hedonism.

		My taxi vomited me into the thin night air outside my fashionable Marylebone address just after midnight. Now I’m unsteadily making my way towards the front door of my pied-à-terre. I fumble around for my key. My clutch bag has become a veritable cavern hiding a multitude of sins – but not my front-door key, it seems. Eventually, I find it. I try to fit it in the lock – without success. I crouch down until my face is inches from the door so I can see what I’m doing more clearly.

		Suddenly it’s opened.

		I’m level with my boyfriend’s crotch – a scenario whose potential is not lost on him.

		I look up. Dusky blond hair. Iridescent blue eyes. A flicker of a smile crossing a face that is bending towards me. Edward Montgomery effortlessly scoops me up into his arms, kicking the door shut behind us.

		He strides through the flat – a homage to minimalism, beige, cream and Bang & Olufsen – and tosses me on to the immaculate bed. Smiling eyes. Laughing lips hungrily searching for mine. He undoes his belt with one hand and pulls up my baby-pink mandarin dress with the other. He’s in a hurry. I gasp involuntarily as I feel him inside me, taking me. He moves fast, sighs in my ear. I can’t keep up. My initial excitement gives way to inertia, the fog of inebriation suffocating my heavy limbs.

		‘Ah,’ he sighs.

		‘Um,’ I say, willing myself to join in.

		‘Yes,’ he whispers. ‘Baby,’ he says, more urgently now.

		It’s no use. It never is. I lie back and replay the evening in my head.

		Lying in bed half an hour later, he sports what I believe is called a post-coital glow while I nurse a consolatory cup of tea and a couple of blocks of Green & Black’s.

		‘Are you sure you don’t want a coffee?’ Edward had asked wryly as he sauntered off to the kitchen while I admired his taut, naked physique.

		I’m telling him about my evening; he’s half listening.

		‘Prince Harry turned up halfway through the catwalk show,’ I say. ‘Everyone stopped talking and turned to watch him walk to the VIP section. The Ladies was full of screaming debs who’d worked themselves up into a complete frenzy. I’ve never seen anything like it: very uncool star-fucking,’ I pronounce with derision.

		Edward doesn’t respond. Instead, he picks up a book I’m reading. A simple card pamphlet slips off the top of it; he catches it during its journey to the floor. On the front is a picture of a filthy teenager wearing a brightly coloured square hat and a wide smile, and holding a lamb in the crook of her arm.

		‘Discover Peru, the “land of smiles”,’ he reads out loud, raising an eyebrow. ‘I thought Thailand was the land of smiles,’ he adds sarcastically.

		He turns the leaflet over and studies the blurred photo of a stout, middle-aged woman with dark skin, dishevelled black hair and an even broader smile than the young girl’s. Then, for the first time in the conversation, he turns to face me.

		‘Are you still thinking about this?’ he challenges.

		‘It’s an idea,’ I shrug defensively.

		‘It’s an idea!’ he guffaws. ‘How on earth would you manage in the Third World, Anna?’

		‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I hiss, grabbing the offending flier.

		His words cut me dead after the intimacy we’ve just shared.

		‘Darling,’ he begins, adopting the supercilious tone of voice parents reserve for petulant children, ‘London is your home. You interview celebrities for one of the highest-selling newspapers in the country. Most evenings you’re out at a party or a restaurant opening. You have expensive tastes …’ He pauses. ‘You never even did the gap-year backpacking thing.’

		I smile, remembering turning down the opportunity to go InterRailing around Eastern Europe with four Cambridge chums during our first summer vac in favour of swanning around Saint-Tropez instead.

		‘Peru is primitive and dirty,’ he snorts. ‘God alone knows what diseases that child has! You wouldn’t even be going with friends,’ he adds. ‘It would just be you and this Gabby woman – and you don’t know her properly. I don’t know her properly either.’

		In this, Edward has a point.

		Gabby Barazani, a forty-something psychologist with a successful practice on Harley Street, is in the throes of a midlife crisis. Disillusioned with life in the Great Smoke, she’s decided that she wants to organize yoga trips to her native Peru instead. Unfortunately, yoga and South America aren’t immediately obvious bedfellows, and the inaugural trip has so far resulted in a single booking – mine. She’s asked me if I’d like to go trekking with her for three weeks instead and, on an impulse, I’ve told her I’ll think about it – even though we’ve only met each other twice.

		‘Anyway, I thought you were going to visit Hels at that spa in India,’ Edward is saying.

		‘I was,’ I reply defensively.

		‘So, why are you now planning on heading to the other side of the world? Hels is one of your best friends, and you haven’t seen her since she left London on sabbatical six months ago.’

		‘I don’t know,’ I shrug. ‘The leaflet caught my eye …’ I pause. ‘I want to do something different, I suppose.’

		Suddenly I catch sight of a huge black shadow above my head.

		‘Ugh!’ I squeal, jumping out of bed and spilling tea everywhere.

		‘What?’ Edward asks. ‘What is it?’

		‘There’s a spider!’ I scream.

		He raises his eyes heavenwards, nonchalantly reaches up and grabs the offending creature in his palms.

		‘See what I mean?’ he says, when he’s thrown the arachnid out of the window, I’ve changed the soaking duvet cover and we’re finally back in bed.

		‘Look, I need a break, Edward,’ I retort. ‘I’ve burned out –’

		‘Burned out?’ he sneers. ‘Where do you get this crap, Anna? You’ve read too many of those self-help books.’

		‘I’ve read one on my doctor’s advice,’ I reply. ‘The diet he put me on to try and sort out this candida hasn’t worked, so he’s told me I need a break,’ I repeat. ‘And he’s right, Edward. I can’t remember the last time I woke up feeling well and enthusiastic, as opposed to exhausted and stressed and with these dreadful tummy cramps all the time. My life’s all work, work, work – and I’m only twenty-nine. I can’t face another thirty years like this.’

		‘You have a great life, Anna,’ Edward scoffs. ‘You love your job, you’re bloody good at it, and we have a great relationship. What more could you want? A lot of your problem is in here.’ He taps the side of his head.

		I look at him incredulously, momentarily stunned into silence.

		He doesn’t notice.

		‘One thing’s for sure,’ he continues. ‘Slumming it in some God-awful Peruvian backwater isn’t going to do you any favours.’ He speaks with authority.

		Finally, I find my voice.

		‘Well, I’ve got to do something, Edward,’ I retort. ‘I’m not well and I can’t believe it’s my destiny to feel like this for the rest of my life.’

		He looks at me. Raises an eyebrow.

		‘Destiny?’ His laugh is hollow. ‘Destiny is dead, Anna. You’re in control of your life, not some imaginary guy with a grey beard upstairs …’ He pauses. ‘Next you’re going to tell me you’re searching for some kind of spiritual epiphany.’ He sighs. ‘It’s the twenty-first century, Anna, not the bloody Dark Ages.’

		We glare at each other for a while. Edward breaks the silence.

		‘What you need is a bit of pampering,’ he announces airily. ‘We should go on holiday for a couple of weeks. That’ll sort you out.’

		‘We are going on holiday. But you can’t take any time off until Christmas.’

		‘Can’t you wait?’ he presses.

		I shake my head. ‘No. Christmas is over six months away. I need to do something sooner. And I need more than a two-week holiday. I can’t go on like this.’

		‘Oh whatever, Anna,’ he mutters in exasperation, rolling over and ending our tête-à-tête peremptorily.

		Edward’s high-handedness has had the effect of pissing me off and sobering me up, with the result that now I can’t sleep. I lie on my back and stare at the ceiling. My mind begins sifting through our conversation. It’s true, I have a great life. It’s the life I’ve always wanted – the life I thought would make me happy.

		I think back to myself at the tender age of twelve. At the same time as I pioneered my stiletto and chocolate mantra, I also decided that happiness would be living in London with a boyfriend blessed with good looks, intelligence and the Midas touch. A man who earned a cool £500k a year doing a job that left ample spare time for jet-setting, shopping and shagging would be the perfect partner for the hotshot journalist I was set to become. Edward isn’t a shopping aficionado, but experience has taught me that you can’t expect everything in one package. And besides, he ticks all the other boxes.

		What I wasn’t to know at twelve, however, was that those boxes come at a price. And I’m no longer sure it’s a price worth paying.

		Edward flings his arm over to my side of the bed, making me jump. He’s now sprawled across the mattress. And he’s snoring. Loudly.

		As I roll over in exasperation, my thoughts drift to our first jaunt abroad together – a long weekend in Rome. No visit to the Eternal City is complete without a visit to St Peter’s, and no visit to St Peter’s is complete without a few minutes in the presence of Michelangelo’s beautiful Pietà. In my mind’s eye I hold the image of Mary’s alluringly gentle dignity as she cradles her crucified son in her arms. The sculpture is one of my favourite works of art, and its quiet poise moves me to tears every time I stand in front of it. Even now, years later, I cringe with embarrassment as I remember Edward’s response to my emotion. Horrified, he’d started sniggering into his hand. I hug my knees to my tummy as I remember how hurt I was.

		It dawns on me that I’ve hidden my true feelings from Edward ever since, burying my emotions and my romantic nature in places where he won’t find them. Unfortunately, it’s a strategy that no longer seems to be working. Sacrificing a huge part of who I am for the greater good of our relationship and our ‘successful’ life isn’t feeding me any more. Instead, I just feel bereft, like an empty eggshell that’s somehow misplaced its yolk, its reason for being.

		My thoughts drift to our perfunctory sex earlier this evening. Edward’s the proud possessor of the highest libido I’ve ever come across. During our first few weeks together, this was a thrilling discovery and I couldn’t get enough of my new lover. But we’ve been together for two years now and I’m craving some variety, some intimacy. Edward’s a head-turner – with the confidence that comes from knowing it – and he’s yet to realize the importance of technique, let alone actually learn some.

		My sigh becomes a smile as I turn over to face him. Gabby’s leaflet wasn’t the only flier I’d picked up at my yoga studio a few days ago. An advert for a tantra workshop promising to improve sexual intimacy between couples had also caught my eye. In a moment of naive optimism, I’d popped one in my handbag. But I’d thrown it away once I got home. Trying to talk to Edward about our sex life is impossible. My boyfriend isn’t blessed with the ability to listen, and his libido is more than matched by his stubbornness. Edward can’t take being contradicted. And I’m not up for yet another fight. Secretly I’m scared that once we open that particular Pandora’s box, we won’t have anywhere else to go. And my relationship with Edward and his certainty about everything and everyone is the glue that’s holding my life in London together.

		Without that glue – well, I don’t want to think about it.

		It dawns on me that Edward’s certainty is the reason he’s so anti-Peru. In entertaining the possibility of taking some time out – especially time out in the company of someone he doesn’t know – I’m making a decision for myself without him. I’m refusing to be controlled by his ideas. Worse still, I’m making an emotional choice, not a rational one – something Edward will never understand. Or respect.

		To tell the truth, I don’t know how I feel about it either. My approach to life has always been responsible and measured, and I’ve never entertained the idea of doing something on a whim before. But there’s something utterly compelling about the idea of hitting the pause button on my busy, unsatisfying life and rediscovering my joie de vivre. About turning my back on the status quo and going somewhere completely different for a decent amount of time with someone new – as opposed to spending a couple of weeks in yet another plush but soulless hotel with a dear friend. About opting for surgery to clear the malaise that’s infected me – as opposed to grabbing a plaster and hoping that it will do.

		Thoughts continue to play around my head and so, grabbing my book, I decide to get up and make a pot of lapsang souchong. Edward, who is always in a rush, can’t understand my love of a loose-leaf tea. He dismisses it as a waste of time. But Edward can’t distinguish between Taylors of Harrogate’s Afternoon Darjeeling and bog-standard PG Tips. Alone in my kitchen in the early hours, I indulge my love of the tea-making ritual, waiting patiently until the steaming water has the appearance of molten molasses before pouring myself a cup. I’m carrying it into the sitting room, when I stop myself. Smiling, I turn tail and head into the spare bedroom. Three bright-yellow Selfridges bags stand in a neat line behind the door. I eagerly haul out of their crisp papery depths a new dress, a pair of thigh-high boots and a pair of red patent stilettos. I’d had a particularly ferocious attack of the
			butterflies and the blues earlier that morning, and a shopping spree had been my self-prescribed ‘pick-me-up’. I’d hidden my purchases from Edward in an effort to avoid the ‘Why are you such a compulsive shopper?’ conversation.

		I try on the shoes and admire their ability to transform my kimono into a thing of elegance, bathing in that rush of excitement known to any woman who has ever bought a pair of stilettos with a hefty price tag. Shoes are my self-help bible of choice. And they’re foolproof. My confidence has taken a beating from Edward’s put-downs and cynical questioning. The stilettos restore my self-belief. Instantly. By the time I snuggle up in the spare bed with my book, my lapsang souchong and the rest of the chocolate, all is once again right with the world.
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		It’s eight weeks until Gabby leaves for Peru. I still haven’t decided whether to join her: I can’t work out whether it would be a stupid mistake, or herald a wonderful new adventure. My mind is engaged in an ongoing battle with itself over the pros and cons. In a bid to assuage my stress at the enormity of the decision, I’m throwing myself into work.

		And so, a couple of days later, I am sitting at my desk in the office, in mid-conversation with one of the newspaper’s columnists, a beautiful brunette whose day job comprises advising A-listers on fashion, fitness and alternative therapies. We are discussing the subject of her next column – that perennial female bugbear, cellulite. I’m trying to convince her of the merits of writing a piece explaining that men suffer from it too, using her famous ex-boyfriend’s battle against the ‘orange-peel effect’ on his arms as an example. She’s worried she’ll be breaking an unwritten behavioural code between exes if she dishes the dirt. I point out that since her ex is ensconced somewhere in the South Seas to avoid police questioning over a dodgy business deal back home, the ‘code’ probably doesn’t apply in this instance.

		Eventually, she agrees and I grab a taxi to Anouska Hempel’s plush Kensington hotel to interview a celebrity with a product to push and a story to tell.

		The journey takes me through Hyde Park. In a wonderful moment of respite from the concrete jungle in which I live, I watch the sunlight glinting through the trees, multiple fingers exploring their leaves with the intimacy of a caress. Time stops, the glamorous merry-go-round of interviews and networking pauses for breath, and I feel my shoulders drop a few inches. For a millisecond, I’m at peace.

		And then the lights change.

		And now we’re pulling up at the hotel and I’m being shown into a vast suite dominated by two imposing black leather sofas squaring up to one another. I perch on one of them. A few minutes later, a stocky man with huge hands and a nose bearing a dent the size of a crater walks into the room and throws himself down opposite me. My fingers are still smarting from the boxer’s handshake when we start talking about his run-in with the police in Mayfair a few evenings earlier. They had found the boxer pinning a scrawny businessman to the ground, making an impromptu citizen’s arrest of a man he alleges is a crook. All the tabloids had covered the news story; I was the only journalist to get an interview with the man himself, though.

		As someone who gets light-headed at the mention of blood and has never felt even the slightest urge to watch a fight, I’m not a natural choice as the interviewer. But the PR girl is a friend and the interview is a coup. And so, here I am.

		‘So, this con man’s coming straight at me,’ he says.

		He leans forward, warming to his theme.

		I try to feign interest; as far as I’m concerned, this story is a prelude to finding out about the man behind the carefully cultivated boxer image. I’m biding my time, softening him up. It’s going well. Suddenly, though, the door is opened and a dark-haired, sensible-looking woman marches into the room, kisses the boxer and ensconces herself next to him on the sofa.

		‘Don’t mind me,’ she says with a smile.

		But I do mind her. The boxer has a certain reputation for being both lewd and fiery, and these are character traits I want to explore for my story. His wife’s presence is going to make that hard to do.

		I hurriedly rattle off a few mental calculations, then lean forward and place my hand on her knee. ‘Shall we have a drink?’ I beam, before the boxer has time to resume his tale.

		‘Sure,’ she replies with enthusiasm. ‘Let’s get a bottle of champagne.’

		We both know she’s trying it on, testing the water. But right now I’ve got bigger fish to fry than worrying about how to clear my expenses account with my editor. I nod eagerly.

		Before I can say anything more, the boxer turns to his wife and interjects into the conversation, ‘Go and order for us.’ He utters his command in an imperious tone. I think the way he’s talking to his wife is rude. She disappears without a care in the world, though.

		I smile to myself – this is going to be easier than I thought. I’d imagined I was going to have to drag out the interview while I waited for the alcohol to work its magic. Now there’s a chance I can get my story before they even get to taste their champagne.

		‘I was badly injured during the fracas,’ the boxer claims, seamlessly resuming his tale the moment his wife is out of the door. Attempting to prove the point, he stands up. ‘Look!’ he says, thrusting his thigh in my face and simultaneously dropping his trousers with relish to reveal a bulging lunch box accentuated by the tiny, tight, bright-blue briefs he’s sporting and two tiny puncture marks on his right thigh. He watches me watching him.

		Stifling my giggles, I change the subject. I need to move quickly. I introduce the subject of boxing, subtly hinting that I think it’s little more than a socially acceptable blood sport.

		‘No, no,’ he says earnestly. ‘You’re mistaken. Boxers are warriors. Boxing is a noble art.’

		‘Don’t you think it’s quite an aggressive sport for a noble art?’ I venture gently.

		He shakes his head. ‘Boxers harness their rage. We control our aggression.’ He speaks with conviction.

		I nod earnestly. So far, so good. Now for the hard part.

		I pause.

		He looks at me expectantly.

		‘You’ll understand I have to ask about the recent tabloid sting –’ I begin.

		‘I was set up,’ he interjects in an icy tone.

		‘Oh, am I mistaken?’ I ask innocently. ‘Didn’t you try to seduce the two women?’

		‘I’m a happily married man,’ he retorts defiantly. ‘I’m a king in my home with my wife and children,’ he adds.

		‘I’m sure,’ I say.

		His jaw is clenched so hard it looks like the bone might crack; I watch a single vein throbbing insistently against his right cheek.

		‘But you were stung by the reporters, weren’t you?’ I continue. ‘There were photos.’

		The boxer promptly explodes. ‘Tabloids will do anything for a story,’ he blurts out angrily. ‘And people will say anything to get their names in the press with mine. I wasn’t misbehaving. The camera lies … What did you say your name was again?’

		‘Anna,’ I smile, amused at his put-down.

		‘The camera lies, Anna,’ he repeats.

		‘The girls have given interviews, though. And if the allegations are false, why haven’t you taken the paper to court?’

		‘This interview is supposed to be about my life today,’ he ripostes, angrily.

		We sit in silence. The vein is now throbbing so violently, it threatens to burst. I’ve got my story and the interview is in the bag. But I can’t resist one final dig. I lean forward conspiratorially.

		‘So, tell me,’ I ask quietly, just as his wife reappears with a bottle of Moët and three glasses, ‘is this what you call harnessing your rage?’

		The bully is desperate to let rip again, but he can’t.

		Beaming broadly, I stand up, shake their hands and leave them to crack open the bottle.

		‘Aren’t you going to stay for a glass?’ she trills.

		‘No, that’s okay,’ I reply happily. Secretly, I’m relieved. Moët’s never been my tipple. I’m more of a Laurent-Perrier Rosé girl myself.

		I saunter out of the hotel and into the cab summoned by a bellboy. I’m elated at getting my story. No one else has managed to get a comment from the boxer on the tabloid sting. I’ve got the exclusive on the citizen’s arrest too. My editor will be happy. Interview etiquette normally troubles me: I don’t like stitching people up, and I worry about the effect of what I write. But the boxer’s a bully and a chauvinist, and I feel a sense of triumph at being able to expose him. Today – for once – I’m one of the good guys.

		The taxi pulls up outside The Dorchester. The London institution is playing host to the press launch of a supermodel’s new lingerie collection. I walk into a room decked out like a boudoir and crawling with scantily clad, worryingly thin waitresses modelling the autumn collection. Immediately one of them pounces on me. She’s holding a huge silver tray with an array of champagne flutes. She hands me one of them and explains that the cocktail has been created especially for the occasion.

		‘How did the interview go?’

		I spin round. My editor’s standing next to me. It’s my moment.

		When I tell him I’ve got the exclusive about the citizen’s arrest, plus a comment about the tabloid sting, he stares at me. Lights flicker over the surface of his dark eyes.

		‘Well done,’ he nods, eventually. ‘We must talk about your job title,’ he adds as he wanders off.

		Smiling to myself, I turn to the glass in my hand. The cocktail’s suitably pink and fizzy. It’s also rather unsuitably disgusting. But I don’t care. As I knock back a second glass, I convince myself that a promotion’s the obvious long-term solution for these bouts of the blues. At the very least, it will make funding my ever-increasing shoe collection – the shopping remedy is proving effective short-term – a lot easier. I remind myself that I’m living the dream. I live in one of the most glamorous cities on the planet, I’m dating an eligible, affluent City boy and my career is on the up. My work is my life. My love affair with journalism has outlasted every relationship I’ve had with a man so far. What’s more, it gives me independence, status and purchasing power.

		I have nothing more in common with the boxer and his unfortunate wife than I do with the fragile beauties handing out drinks. But they belong to a world that’s fast-paced, glamorous and aspirational. And I belong to it too.

		I’m London’s Carrie Bradshaw with a closet full of stilettos, a larder full of Green & Black’s and a proverbial tiara on my head.
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		Unfortunately, trying to talk myself into being happy never works for long. Within an hour – a couple at most – my true feelings about my life faithfully resurface. My one consolation is that I’m not alone in my disillusionment. None of my friends have a solution to the conundrum of how to find simple happiness among the sophistication, glamour and ‘success’ of metropolitan life. Hels’ approach has been to take time out to find herself in India, while Lulu’s is to conduct a sustained campaign to find Mr Right.

		In this spinning whirlwind of a life we’re far too busy to have dinner parties. Instead, our social set’s mode of fraternizing comprises evenings out at swanky private members’ clubs. Lulu, the jaded owner of a music PR company who’s desperate to jack it all in and get hitched, organizes proceedings as part of her ‘Find Lulu A (Wealthy) Husband Campaign’. She provides a gaggle of well-connected girls who turn up fashionably late and look beautiful, while our friend Guy, a merchant banker at Goldman Sachs, takes responsibility for getting together a group of colleagues with vast appetites for hedonistic excess and deep wallets to fund it.

		Tonight, though, is different. As usual, we’re meeting up with Edward and some of the funders of the FLAWHC later in the evening. But first, we’re going speed dating. Lulu has decided to up the ante in her quest. She’s persuaded me to go along on the grounds that that’s what best friends do. My boyfriend thinks we’re going out for a girlie drink – an easy yarn to spin because, in Edward’s book, such soirées are an essential panacea for the hormonal woman. And truth be told, I’m quite excited. For a woman as addicted to her purchasing power as myself, window-shopping is not without allure.

		I’m late leaving the office and, by the time I arrive, a sea of people are milling around the entrance to the Imperial War Museum. I look for my friend among the cliques of self-conscious men wearing suits without ties – I presume in deference to some attempt at dressing down – and eager-looking women wearing expensive perfume and too much foundation.

		‘How was Monaco?’

		I spin round.

		Lulu sidles up to me in an explosion of chesnut-brown curls and an elegant cream trouser suit. ‘God, it’s so good to see you,’ she gushes, handing me a glass of champagne. ‘I want all the gossip,’ she trills. ‘How was the Grand Prix? And how was the ball? Did you wear the Amanda Wakeley or the Stella McCartney in the end?’

		‘The Amanda Wakeley,’ I giggle. ‘Though we got so drunk at the ball I fell over on the way back to the hotel, and ripped the hem. I’ve taken it back to see whether it can be repaired, but I think it’s ruined,’ I confess with a smidgen of embarrassment.

		‘I’m sure you can persuade Edward to buy you another one,’ Lulu chuckles.

		We smile at one another and drain the contents of our glasses.

		‘Another what?’ interjects a plain woman with thin blonde hair.

		Lulu introduces the brains behind the evening. Jane is a born-again Christian who works as an accountant and is engaged to a guy she met on a Landmark self-improvement weekend. In the face of such right-on credentials, I’m thinking to myself that I must appear a complete renegade, when Jane tells us that it’s time to go through.

		The opulent, high-ceilinged drawing room is filled with tables for two. Lulu and I begin looking for our place names. Fortunately, we find ourselves on neighbouring tables.

		‘Great!’ I say enthusiastically, as I sit down opposite a small-boned man who looks inoffensively charming – and turns out to be utterly boring.

		We talk about our respective credentials for three minutes, before a bell sounds, Mr Boring gets up, and a new man sits down in his place.

		A quarter of an hour in, and I’m beginning to tire of sharing the same information with different faces. My latest companion gets up and I turn to Lulu. She seems to be enjoying herself. She’s rocking backwards and forwards on her chair excitedly.

		‘Careful of your chair,’ I smile, eyeing the flimsy legs.

		Lulu doesn’t respond.

		A man has sat down opposite her. He’s tall and carries a certain charm. She’s clearly smitten. I look up expectantly at my new arrival. Unfortunately, he’s an unattractive, portly man with tightly curled ginger hair. Stifling a giggle, I look over at Lulu, quip at the ready. She can’t take her eyes off her partner, though. She’s rocking backwards on her chair even more violently in her excitement.

		‘So, you’re the celebrity journalist,’ the ginger man booms.

		I turn my attention back to him. ‘How do you know that?’ I gasp.

		‘I overheard you two girls talking earlier,’ he announces without a trace of embarrassment.

		I don’t know whether to be more amazed at his blatant eavesdropping or his spectacular lack of shame in admitting it.

		‘You swung an invite to the Monaco Grand Prix last weekend,’ he continues.

		I look up at him. He is eyeing me shrewdly.

		‘That’s a hot ticket,’ he declares in a flat tone.

		I take his comment as a compliment. ‘Thank you,’ I reply.

		‘Where did you stay?’ he presses. ‘Most hotels are booked out a year in advance.’

		‘The Mirabeau,’ I reply.

		‘Where did you watch the race from?’ His tone is brusque.

		‘A private yacht.’

		He nods, as though satisfying himself of something. ‘Go to the ball?’

		‘Yes,’ I reply.

		His exhaustive and unsubtle questioning is beginning to annoy me. I resent it, so I change the subject. ‘What about you? Do you work in the City?’

		‘I work at a small investment bank called J. P. Morgan,’ he responds haughtily. ‘You might have heard of it.’ He chortles to himself. In no time, he’s convulsed with laughter at his own joke.

		I think his arrogance is insufferable. But there’s no time to retort because, at that moment, the atmosphere is shattered by a crash and a scream.

		Lulu’s chair has fallen over backwards and my beloved friend is lying on her back, legs in the air, unable to move. Her ‘date’ doesn’t move a finger to help her. Neither does mine, for that matter. I rush to her side.

		‘Shit, Lulu, are you okay?’ I ask.

		My question is met with riotous laughter.

		I collapse in hysterics too, and it’s some time before we actually manage to combine our respective resources and I haul her to her feet.

		‘Oh God, my trousers,’ she manages to blurt out, clutching at the waistband with one hand and grabbing my arm with the other. It isn’t until Lulu has frogmarched me into the Ladies that her predicament becomes clear.

		‘The zip’s broken,’ she announces.

		‘I wouldn’t worry,’ I say. ‘Your jacket’s quite long.’

		‘No, darling, you don’t understand. I’m not wearing any knickers. The trousers are too tight,’ she adds by way of explanation.

		I’m convulsed with laughter again.

		‘Have you got a safety pin or something?’ she splutters.

		‘Not on me,’ I snigger.

		Of all the people in the room, it’s obvious that the only person remotely likely to have a safety pin is Jane. Sure enough, she has a travelling sewing kit in her bag. I procure a needle and some cotton, and head back to the loos.

		As I commence stitching Lulu into her trousers, I wonder why this debacle had to happen with the gorgeous date – as opposed to the ginger bore. Edward has always dismissed Lulu as a good-time girl. I’ve always defended my friend vehemently. But as I think about Lulu lying on her back with her legs in the air and without her knickers on, I have to admit she’s a one-off.

		Edward and Guy are deep in conversation and their main courses by the time we saunter up the steep steps of the Soho members’ club a couple of hours later. Some friends are seated across from them, and a guy I don’t recognize returns to the table as Edward gets up to welcome us.

		‘Grey’s an important contact,’ my boyfriend whispers in my ear, as he motions for me to sit next to the new face.

		Fine grains of white powder lace the edge of Grey’s right nostril. Oblivious, he reaches across me to grab some bread, brushing his hand against my chest in the process even though I flatten myself against my chair in an attempt to make room for him.

		Conversation has turned to the merits of education. Having established that I studied at Cambridge, Grey proceeds to lambast the English attitude to learning.

		‘I did my MBA at Harvard,’ he announces. ‘There’s nowhere else in the world to study if you’re a serious player.’

		I exchange wry looks with Lulu. Edward beams at me as he pores over the wine list.

		‘Can I interest you in a bottle of Clos de Tart Grand Cru, Grey?’ he asks his guest.

		‘Anything expensive,’ comes the reply.

		‘Three hundred quid a bottle do you?’ Edward laughs.

		I find mutual showing off between men with too much money grotesque and dispiriting. Taking a hefty sip of champagne, I realize that Edward is spending more on a bottle of wine that they’ll polish off in half an hour than I spend on a pair of designer stilettos that will last for years.

		As I continue to half listen to their chatter, a familiar feeling of depression settles over me. I look around our group. Lulu’s throwing herself into the conversation – but I don’t want any of these men for my friend. She deserves much better.

		My thoughts drift to work. I’ve secured the promotion and the salary increase. But rather than alleviating these bouts of the blues as I had hoped, my new status has only increased them. In order to create my new role, my editor has siphoned off some of the other executives’ responsibilities – and the attendant power. As well as creating challenges for me on a personal level, these extra responsibilities mean I’m now working even longer hours. Any semblance of intimacy with Edward has to be snatched from time when I should be doing other things – usually at 1 or 2 a.m. when I get home drunk from a long evening out networking, and all I really want to do is sleep.

		I’m surviving on crumbs of emotional sustenance.

		If this was a temporary state of affairs with a definite end date – if it was down to a new launch at work, for example – I could take it in my stride. I love my job, after all. But there’s nothing temporary about my lifestyle, nothing temporary at all. I realize there’s so little fat on my life, that if just one unexpected or unplanned event occurred – if one of my family was taken seriously ill, for example – I don’t actually know how I would find the time to help. Worse still, I wonder what emotional reserves I would have left to draw upon. My life is so full, so crammed with work and events and expensive meals out – and at the same time, I’m so impossibly empty.

		This contradiction doesn’t make sense.

		Every day I struggle to convince myself that my life is great, that it’s how a successful life is meant to look. But it’s getting harder and harder to delude myself.

		Yesterday evening flits into my mind. As normal, I hadn’t been able to sleep. As normal, I’d ended up in the spare room with my lapsang souchong and my MacBook. I smile as I remember the hour I spent in Peru – transported to the rainforest and then to the mountains, to a host of different cultures, a host of different tribes. I recall the moment when Machu Picchu had inevitably flashed across my screen, and I found I couldn’t take my eyes off the city hidden for centuries from the outside world by the jungle undergrowth.

		I daydream about what it would be like to fly to the other side of the world.

		Would I still feel like me? I wonder.

		In London I’m constantly stressed and tired, with no real time for anything or anyone. I’m starting to like this London me less and less.

		Would I like myself better in Peru?

		I look up. Edward is watching me intently. He wears a puzzled expression on his face.
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		My predicament comes to a head while I’m waiting in the reception of London’s chicest yoga studio for my weekly chat with my life coach. Krishna is indecently good-looking and hip. I’d be happy paying for an hour just to sit and stare at him, let alone confiding my innermost thoughts.

		Normally I arrive late and waste the first fifteen minutes of my appointment trying to rapidly decompress – an oxymoron if ever there was one – and change persona from stressed hack to introspective young woman. But today, in a rare moment of good fortune, I’ve left work on time, and I can even make my favourite yoga class before my appointment too. Yoga provides solace from my busy life, and I emerge from the studio feeling as though someone has spent an hour kneading the knots in my body and mind into oblivion, leaving me in a state of such relaxation, I feel a bit like a jellyfish.

		There’s half an hour between the end of the class and my appointment, so I order a cup of lapsang souchong at the small organic café and sit down. As usual lately, the therapeutic effects of my yoga class are short-lived – my mind promptly fires up and seizes on the opportunity to dissect my week. In the face of a series of incidents over the last seven days, any remaining hopes I might have harboured of continuing to bury my head in the sand about work have been dashed. In isolation these incidents would have been unexceptional, and I would have successfully talked myself round with the usual palliatives rooted in common sense – ‘You’re earning a great salary, Anna’, ‘Your career’s on the fast track’, ‘This is what you’ve always wanted to do with your life,’ etc. Combined, they have acted as a catalyst, forcing me to honestly appraise where I am in my
			career and, far more importantly, where I am going – what I am on the path to becoming.

		My week had kicked off with breakfast with an old colleague who’s now working as an editor for another paper. During casual conversation he confided that, on his first day, he had discovered the previous editor at his desk – with no knowledge that he’d been replaced. In the end, they both held the same title for six months in a crude ‘fight to the death’ before he was given the position autonomously and the other guy – poor sod – was fired.

		I found this piece of news utterly shocking, and I walked into the office feeling demotivated and distracted.

		My week had subsequently got worse.

		A couple of days later, I’d been working on a feature at my desk when a writer had rushed past me in tears. I’d never seen this particular woman – a kind and sensible fifty-something, an amusing source of gossip and someone I happen to like a great deal – reduced to such a state. Concerned, I followed her into the Ladies.

		It was a while before she could speak. ‘I let slip to one of the execs that I mentioned a feature I’m struggling with to a friend, who works on another section,’ she said in a quiet voice.

		‘What’s the problem with that?’ I asked. ‘Is the other section going to run a spoiler? Do we have to spike your piece?’

		She shook her head.

		‘Well … what, then?’ I pressed.

		‘I don’t know. My friend’s a PA, not a writer or editor, and there’s no overlap whatsoever between her section and ours. Besides, we’ve known each other for over twenty years, so she wouldn’t do the dirty.’ She swallowed a sob. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever been given such a dressing down, Anna.’

		As I looked into my friend’s red eyes, I felt anger rising in my chest on her behalf. The media world is a tough and competitive one, and I accepted that. But this situation was ridiculous. The apparent rationale behind the aggressive culture on some newspapers was that it ensured all of us performed to our best. But the environment of insecurity and stress it generated – and the very obvious human cost – left me cold.

		I stayed behind after the writer had left. I splashed cold water over my face and looked at myself in the mirror – at my unhealthy pallor and the huge bags under my eyes. The previous evening I’d cancelled supper with Lulu and waited until 3am for a correspondent to file a feature about celebs and their pampered pooches. The piece was already two weeks late, we were now a day behind the press deadline too, and my inbox was still empty. Words couldn’t describe my frustration. I was compromising my life for a feature that was the very epitome of innocuous to no avail, and ultimately I would carry the can for the writer’s failure to meet the deadline too.

		Half an hour later, one of our in-house designers and I were sitting opposite three middle-aged men at a design agency’s ultra cool Soho HQ. As my colleague began rattling through our editor’s critique of their redesigns of the magazine, he was met with a muted response that conveyed the designers’ impatience at ‘words people’ interfering in the business of visuals.

		‘There’s no way we can do this much work in a week,’ the senior agency bod announced.

		There was an irony to his comment: we’d been trying to have this meeting for the past two weeks.

		‘We can’t do it,’ he re-iterated, leaning back in his chair, arms behind his head. ‘End of.’

		Awkward silence descended on the room. My colleague buried himself in his notebook, the three designers looked at the ceiling and my tummy did a nervous backflip.

		‘What can be done?’ I ventured in a conciliatory tone.

		The designer shrugged. ‘Very little.’

		I held his gaze, forcing myself to resist the temptation to break the awkward silence a second time. ‘Half,’ he eventually conceded.

		‘My editor’s problem is that he’s got to present the designs next week.’

		The designer eyed me shrewdly. ‘That’s not my problem.’

		‘I think it’s probably everyone’s problem.’ I tried to smile. ‘I know we all really want to make this work. Unfortunately to do that, we have to re-design these pages.’

		‘The problem’s not the editor,’ the designer announced to the room. ‘It’s this one.’ He pointed at me.

		His colleagues smirked. My colleague looked at me sympathetically. And I was so incensed, I wanted more than anything to get up and leave. Walking out of here without getting the result my boss required wasn’t an option, though.

		‘I’m not sure that’s true,’ I replied, forcing myself to smile and feign nonchalance. ‘So what’s the solution?’

		Again, silence.

		‘We’ll try,’ he said eventually.

		‘I appreciate that. Shall I give you a call mid next week, to see how you’re getting on?’

		The moment I was out of the meeting, I remembered the pooches. I checked my inbox – still no email. Simultaneously I also remembered my doctor’s appointment. I was already ten minutes late. Shit! I thought, as I dialled the surgery.

		‘You missed your last appointment as well,’ the friendly male voice pointed out.

		I’d been too busy at work then too.

		‘I know,’ I replied. ‘I’m sorry.’ I felt useless and embarrassed.

		‘When can you get here?’

		‘Twenty minutes.’

		‘I’ll wait,’ he said without hesitation.

		When it became clear that the diet and the supplements just weren’t shifting my terrible tummy cramps, my doctor again reiterated what I already knew. ‘You can’t go on like this, Anna.’

		The waitress plonks a cup of steaming tea down in front of me. As I lose myself in its amber depths, I realise I’m compromising everything – my friendships, my values, my health – to hold down my job. And for what? I ask myself, as I take a sip. I can’t give up work, though, I reason. I don’t want to, either. But I can’t entertain the idea of getting another position straight away. What if I end up somewhere just as pressured? I smile as I realize that the one benefit of having held down my job for so long is that I don’t need to. I’ve saved more than enough to take a few months out. I must leave with a purpose, I decide; I must leave for something. My mind seizes on the conundrum of Peru.

		Could I really make it happen?

		I catch sight of my book in my bag. The leaflet is tucked inside the dust jacket. I haven’t looked at it since that infamous conversation with Edward a month ago. I study the smiling teenager holding the lamb. I doubt she has a single pair of stilettos to her name. What’s more, she’s clearly about to hit the trauma of puberty – if she hasn’t done so already. And yet, something about the uninhibited and unconscious freedom of her smile mesmerizes me. She effortlessly exudes something I yearn for. And I can’t take my eyes off her.

		‘Anna! How are you?’

		Gabby is standing next to me. Dressed in tracky bums and an oversize red T-shirt, she appears out of place in the yoga studio with its gaggle of stick-thin ashtanga devotees milling around. At the same time, she exudes tangible warmth and kindness. And rather like someone offered a cold beer in the middle of the desert, I’m compellingly drawn to her.

		‘Have you decided?’ she breezes. ‘Are you up for Peru?’

		When faced with what we intuitively know is one of life’s momentous choices, we endlessly mull over the pros and cons until we practically destroy our ability to think. But then, when it comes to the moment a decision has to be made, we’re forced to answer from our gut. And it’s surprisingly easy.

		I look at Gabby.

		Look at the leaflet.

		Look at her again.

		And without hesitation I say, ‘Yes.’
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		A month later, I’m on all fours, pulling myself along an unforgiving path that zigzags its way up an enormous clay pyramid. I don’t recognize myself. I’m 6,000 miles away from my wardrobe of stilettos and skinny jeans and I’m wearing a shapeless fleece, mud-encrusted combats and unfashionable walking boots. It’s not a good look. It’s made worse by being teamed with Gabby’s fuchsia waterproofs in a pathetic attempt to defend myself against the torrential rain. But what drags it to the top of the league of ‘Anna’s Worst Fashion Faux Pas’ is my hair: the downpour has transformed my silky straight blonde bob into a mass of unruly curls, and I’m having the equivalent of fifty bad hair days simultaneously.

		Gabby and I are ten days into an exhaustive exploration of the North of Peru, following an itinerary that could have been designed by Christopher Columbus on speed, and involving all modes of transport known to man: plane, boat, car, foot, horse and – my personal favourite – night bus. (Think nine-hour journey in an airless cabin with no air con, no toilet and no suspension. Think waking up halfway through the journey from hell to discover a little old man has fallen asleep against your shoulder and a pool of his drool has collected at the base of your neck.) All this to get to Túcume: an un-esthetic town made up of dusty streets lined with simple adobe bungalows whose defining characteristic is the smell. Túcume reeks of poverty – that unique aroma of faeces, rubbish and flea-ridden animals. For the last two days we’ve been staying at a modest two-roomed hostel with no electricity (normal) and no running
			water (not normal) with the result that I can’t use a hairdryer (tolerable, just) and I can’t wash (intolerable, completely). Túcume is not my destination of choice.

		By the time I haul myself on to a small sandy ledge just beneath the pyramid’s apex, I’m an out-of-breath, sweaty, frizzy-haired mess. Standing with my hands on my hips, I survey the view. I’m surrounded by pyramids. Thirty in all. Over the millennia since their construction, the clay has cracked in the sun, forming deep grooves in the walls that leave me feeling as though I’m standing in a city of giant honeycombs. Forgetting myself for a moment, I’m struck by the sheer beauty surrounding me. It’s captivating. But then it dawns on me that the view from Primrose Hill is quite beautiful too – and getting there doesn’t involve a 24-hour journey, a six-hour time difference and a wealth of Third World paraphernalia to contend with.

		While Lulu had perfectly understood my decision to take a three-month sabbatical, kicking it off with six weeks in Peru, and – after a temporary stalemate – my editor had given me his blessing, offering me unpaid leave with an associate editorship upon my return, Edward had made no bones about telling me I was an idiot and that I’d regret it the moment I stepped off the plane. I was beginning to think he might be right.

		I sigh as I perch against a wall. Unfortunately, the reality of being in the Third World and the unquestionably dodgy nature of my appearance are, in fact, the least of my problems. After probing me about the physical and emotional symptoms of my burnout, Gabby has concluded that working with a shaman is the obvious foolproof fix. She reached this conclusion within an hour of my touching down in Lima and has returned to the subject daily with zealous enthusiasm, wilfully ignoring my cynical protestations that I don’t subscribe to the concept of being ‘healed’ by a so-called medicine man.

		Gabby’s metamorphosis from alluringly warm mother figure into no-nonsense shamanic enthusiast had culminated in an inevitable showdown a couple of days earlier over lunch – if a bowl of gruel with a couple of unidentifiable pieces of meat floating on the surface merits that title.

		‘I’m arranging for you to spend a few days with Maximo Morales,’ she’d announced enthusiastically.

		‘Who’s Maximo Morales?’ I asked nonchalantly.

		‘A shaman I know.’

		‘What?’ I gasped incredulously.

		‘He owns a lovely healing centre just outside Cusco,’ she continued, before noticing my horrified expression. ‘You’re flying down there after I’ve left anyway, Anna, because that’s how you get to Machu Picchu,’ she declared in an authoritative tone. ‘Besides, I’ve emailed Maximo and he’s really looking forward to meeting you.’

		‘What do you mean “emailed”?’ I interjected, momentarily diverted from my cynicism by my incredulity: this didn’t fit with my image of a shaman as a primitive savage wearing a loincloth and living in a yurt.

		‘Maximo’s pretty sophisticated, Anna,’ Gabby laughed. ‘He’s a professor of archaeology. One of Cusco’s most successful businessmen too.’

		I stared at her, amazed.

		‘He’s Peruvian but he’s extremely well travelled. He speaks six languages.’

		This man sounded too good to be true.

		‘Is he married?’ I wanted to know.

		‘Used to be. His wife died.’

		‘How?’ I was shocked.

		‘During an operation. Maximo’s only in his mid-forties, but he’s been a widower for over ten years …’ She paused. ‘Maximo’s got quite a reputation, Anna,’ she confessed. ‘Don’t forget that. He’s fascinating, though,’ she breezed. ‘And you’ll like him. He’ll like you too,’ she added enigmatically.

		The late afternoon sun hangs low in the sky, a burning orange dome that sets the clay honeycombs around me alight. I turn my thoughts back to this Maximo Morales. I admit that Gabby’s description has piqued my interest. But the fact remains that a shaman is a shaman, and I simply can’t get my head around the proposition that one of them can help me. Burnout is a 21st-century phenomenon.

		How can someone from the Third World, who doesn’t know anything about life in a busy First World metropolis, even understand it – let alone do anything about it?

		I don’t need help anyway, I remind myself, with the resolute determination of someone who knows, deep down, that what she’s telling herself isn’t quite true. I just need space. That’s why I’ve come to Peru – to have a break, get away from London and reassess where I’m going.

		Suddenly I catch sight of two curly-haired children. Within minutes, the little ledge is filled with a steady stream of schoolboys. They stare at me unashamedly. I smile at them tentatively. None of them smile back. I start to feel highly self-conscious.

		Eventually, one of them blurts out, ‘You have blonde hair! You have blonde hair like David Beckham!’

		‘David Beckham isn’t blessed with curls like these,’ I whisper under my breath.

		‘David Beckham’s my idol,’ another one pipes up. ‘Do you know him?’

		‘Yes.’ I grin. ‘I live next door to him.’

		‘Really?’ the entire group say in unison.

		A surge of male bodies hurtles towards me, firing questions.

		‘What’s he like?’

		‘How long have you lived next door to him?’

		‘You must be very rich!’

		Gabby arrives to find me surrounded by schoolboys, as I try to explain that I’m joking. She starts laughing uncontrollably. Not for long, though. Hot on her heels is the stubby, balding, middle-aged chauvinist who also happens to be our guide. Sidling up to her, he launches into a running commentary on the area, pausing only to instruct her to start translating the local dialect for my benefit.

		‘He’s just boring me with info about the crops that grow around here,’ she says simply.

		He looks at her, clearly puzzled that his lengthy diatribe has been condensed so succinctly, and then carries on.

		Suddenly Gabby starts chuckling. ‘He’s just told me …’ she begins, before dissolving into hysterics, ‘he’s just told me … that the pyramids are called “I Pyramidi” – The Pyramids – because of their pyramid-like shape.’

		Giggling, I shake my head. Our guide has effortlessly stolen the ‘Most Boring Man on the Planet’ crown from my speed date. In an attempt to control my laughter, I look into the distance.

		A group of tourists standing on a ledge just beneath us catches my eye. There are fifteen women and one man – who I decide is rather brave. They fit firmly into what can only be described as the hippie mould – long unkempt hair, ill-fitting trousers and T-shirts, lots of brassy gold jewellery, that kind of thing. And they’re standing in a line with their arms outstretched and their eyes closed. As I watch them, my curiosity piqued, I’m boosted by the realization that in Túcume fashion sense is a relative concept and that in comparison to these tourists, at least, I look like I’ve just stepped off a catwalk.

		A man with thick shoulder-length black hair is standing in front of the hippies with his back to me. He holds a rattle in his hand. The moment he starts shaking it, the entire group start groaning and swaying from side to side. Excessive self-consciousness leads to a lack of spontaneity and is not a good thing, in my book. But, if anything, a lack of it is even worse. I’m wondering who these people are and what the hell they’re doing when, all of a sudden, the stranger turns round.

		I notice his smart black leather loafers first. They cut a uniquely dashing look in the unfashionable wilderness around him. My gaze moves slowly up the low-slung jeans covering his long legs, up the tailored black shirt possessively hugging his taut, muscly pecs, up higher still until I’m staring into two large, clear, amber eyes set in a face of alluringly androgynous, delicate features.

		He’s the best-looking Peruvian I’ve ever seen.

		And he’s staring straight at me.

		He doesn’t smile, he doesn’t stop shaking the rattle, he just stares. I feel myself start to burn up under his shameless scrutiny. But I can’t look away. I’m utterly transfixed.

		And then, suddenly, the beautiful stranger winks at me, before turning back to the hippies.

		I’m utterly intrigued.

		I want to know who he is. Where he’s from. Why he’s with this bunch of rather strange tourists. But inevitably, by the time our guide eventually wraps up for the day, the demigod and his coterie of hippies are nowhere to be seen.

		The following morning, I’m dragged out of my uneasy slumbers by an out-of-tune brass band. There’s still no water and so, for the third day running, I’m unable to wash. Grimacing, I wander outside to find out what’s going on.

		‘It’s the Festival of the Virgin,’ the owner of the hostel, a young woman with a broad face, hooked nose and thick black hair gushes as she frogmarches me into the lane outside.

		A huge effigy of Mary is being paraded along, accompanied by much fanfare courtesy of a motley group of musicians decked out in threadbare uniforms that have faded to a dull grey from too many washes. They come to an abrupt stop outside a large farm. On cue, a tiny old man sporting a beige beanie and an irrepressible grin appears at the entrance and escorts them into a dusty courtyard that’s home to a couple of pigs, a dog and a tiny chapel. The Virgin’s bearers carry her inside, bashing her head somewhat unceremoniously against the door frame in the process. No one else seems to notice, though, and soon another discordant musical medley announces the arrival of a second brass band, this one dressed in green.

		For a while, there’s a stand-off as The Ariel Automatics and The Robin Hoods play different tunes simultaneously. The little courtyard explodes in a cacophony of noise. Eventually, the first band begrudgingly retreats down the road and the second takes over.

		Suddenly I notice the elegant demigod from yesterday.

		He’s talking to the little old man and they’re laughing riotously at some shared joke. As I watch them, I find myself smiling too.

		‘What are you looking at?’ Gabby is beside me. She follows my gaze and, before I have time to answer, she cries out.

		‘Are you okay?’ I ask in concern.

		But she’s looking past me. ‘Maximo! Maximo!’ she exclaims.

		The demigod turns to face us.

		Our eyes lock.

		Smirking, he winks at me. Again.

		Gabby doesn’t notice. ‘What a coincidence!’ she gushes. ‘We’ve been talking about you.’

		‘You’ve been talking about him,’ I want to interject.

		‘Maximo Morales,’ she goes on, ‘This is –’

		‘I know who this is,’ he interjects.

		His voice is deep, husky. It fits the package. Perfectly.

		With complete confidence, the demigod strides towards me, takes both my hands in his and stares into my eyes. Up close he’s even more gorgeous. I’m too consumed by his presence, by his power, to even feel self-conscious – this despite my disastrous appearance.

		As he leans towards me he whispers, ‘What took you so long? I have been waiting for you, Annita.’

		From the outset, I was his ‘Sweet Anna’.
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