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      I’d had the dream again.

      I woke in a flurry of hot sheets and damp skin, trying to ground myself back in reality, rather than my dreams which had become far too vivid recently.

      Too late: my heart was banging against my sternum and all I could see was her.

      I didn’t have to touch myself to know I was wet.

      For the past three months, my dreams hadn’t held back, telling me everything I needed to know, everything I desperately wanted to ignore.

      The sheets next to me were still warm: Jake was up and in the shower, already deep into his daily routine. But today, I had no plans, nowhere to be. It was the middle of July, and this particular Saturday was special because it was day one of the summer holidays, and six weeks with no teaching stretched ahead of me like a long, sandy beach, the sea my day, glittering with excitement. I could either dive in or sit on the edge. It was up to me.

      The shower shut off.

      I tensed as I heard the curtain being pulled back. In two minutes, Jake would be in here, being perky.

      He was a morning person, and I was not.

      Scrap that — Jake was a morning person, an afternoon person, and an evening person. Constantly upbeat, always ready with a smile. In the year and a half we’d been together, I could count his down days on one hand.

      And even saying ‘down days’ was a lie.

      Jake didn’t have down days: he just had marginally less upbeat days.

      Unlike me, who was having a cluster of what-the-fuck days of late. On top of all that, I’d got a massive spot on the end of my nose that felt like it had doubled in size overnight. When I peered down, I could see it winking at me, my own face mocking me.

      “Morning sleepyhead!” Jake walked into the bedroom from the en suite, steam following him from the doorway.

      He never remembered to open the bathroom window.

      He walked round the bed and bent to kiss me: I winced as our lips connected, but Jake didn’t notice. I was sure he’d be able to taste the hesitation on my breath, but he was oblivious — of the hesitation, and of my spot.

      Jake never saw my bad points, only the good.

      Lately, it was a habit that was starting to grate.

      Seconds later, his head was buried in his wardrobe, and he was pulling out clean shorts and a workout top, slipping them on while I yawned.

      Jake was a personal trainer, so this was his office wear. As his head reappeared out of his top, his curls sprang out, then back. His hair hadn’t changed since he was a kid – I’d seen the photos. He was cute then and he was cute now.

      It’s just, I wasn’t sure Jake’s brand of cuteness worked for me anymore.

      “Morning.” I finally managed to get some words out, before stretching my arms above my head, trying to appear relaxed, normal.

      Inside, I was anything but.

      “What time’s your first client?”

      “Eight,” Jake replied, checking his watch. “So I better get moving. What are your plans till I come get you later?”

      I stared at him, his biceps rippling under Lycra. When we’d first started going out, his strength had been one of the things I’d found attractive.

      I shrugged. “Nothing big — I’m easing in slowly. Maybe some TV, some tea and crumpets.”

      “Take it slow,” he said, with a grin. “Work up to the bigger goals.” He grabbed his work bag, striding over to me. He smelled like musk and honey, his favourite shower gel. “I’ve got clients till 11, but then I’ll come pick you up to go to Ikea.” He looked down at my book, watch and rings sitting on the thick, beige carpet. “It’s time for the next step in our relationship — proper, grown-up bedside tables with drawers and everything.”

      He kissed me again, this time leaving his lips inches from mine.

      I tried not to flinch, but even that action felt dishonest.

      Jake didn’t deserve dishonesty.

      He really didn’t deserve any of this.

      “You smell delicious,” he added, his smile undimmed, his gaze caressing my skin. “Shame I have to go.”

      I reached out and touched his stubble, ever-present, along with his chestnut waves.

      Beside me, my bedside lamp flickered, and Jake glanced at it.

      “Might get you a new lamp, too.”

      I couldn’t wait. “Have a good morning.”

      One that isn’t soaked in life questions and self-doubt.

      He gave me a wink, then turned and left the room.

      The front door slammed and I relaxed for the first time that morning. I spread my legs in the bed, then my arms, wriggling over to the middle, revelling in the space. It’s what I needed more than anything right now.

      Space to breathe, space to think.

      The school holidays had come at just the right time. Although too much time to think might send me into a tailspin, and I didn’t need that.

      I wanted to scream at the universe, to ask what was happening to me.

      Why couldn’t I just carry on with Jake and be happy? Plenty of women would be.

      But deep down inside, I knew what was happening.

      And her name was Rachel.
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      Two months earlier…

      

      “Babe, you need to look at the camera as well as Rachel when you’re chatting. Remember, you’re talking to the audience as well as being Rachel’s muse.” Jake’s head was cocked as he gave me direction from behind the video camera. He needed a haircut, but I’d told him that for the past two weeks and he kept telling me he was too busy.

      I nodded. “Okay, I’ll try.” We’d just done a run-through of this week’s cookery section for our YouTube channel, Fit & Tasty, but none of this was easy, with Jake’s lens trained on me, and Rachel standing next to me.

      It used to be way easier, but recently, not so much.

      I was beginning to feel a little uncomfortable around Rachel.

      Perhaps uncomfortable was the wrong word.

      What was the right word?

      Nervous?

      Flighty?

      And then a word landed on my tongue: aroused.

      I stalled at my own internal dialogue.

      Aroused? Really?

      If Rachel knew what I was thinking, she’d die laughing — that much I knew.

      Over the past year, we’d become close friends, and I wasn’t about to tell her she made me aroused, especially when that seemed preposterous.

      Rachel didn’t arouse me, she was my friend. And where did that language even come from? Was I turning into a Victorian-era cliché? Would I start wearing Pride And Prejudice-style bonnets soon, wafting my many-layered undergarments as I walked?

      I was parking ‘aroused’.

      I had a boyfriend, after all. Although that fact didn’t seem to be the barrier it once was, with my body reacting in all sorts of weird ways every time Rachel was nearby.

      Perhaps flustered described it better. That, and tongue-tied, which was the last thing I wanted when Jake was staring at me.

      Rachel — the one who was making me flustered, tongue-tied and whatever else — skidded back into the kitchen, breaking my thoughts. Her short, dark hair was styled to perfection, her pale skin carrying just the right amount of make-up for the camera. She’d lost weight since we began filming: I hadn’t thought she’d had any to lose, but she’d reacted to seeing herself on-screen, describing herself as a “hefty lump”.

      It was the last thing I thought she was. With her strong arms and fierce cheekbones, I thought she was exquisite.

      And there was another new word I was using when I thought about Rachel.

      It was certainly better than aroused.

      Rachel’s sparkling blue eyes made me think of summer days and endless nights.

      Damn, that was new, too.

      This time last year, I was just getting to know her, after we’d ended up being left together when our two best friends, Tanya and Sophie, began seeing each other. Within months, we’d become firm friends, fuelled by our love of food — Rachel was a chef, and I just loved to cook and eat. We became once-a-month restaurant buddies, trying out all the new openings around town.

      And then, six months ago, Rachel and Jake had decided to team up and create a whole new sideline, dreamed up in this very flat over a meal that my oldest friend Tanya had cooked.

      I could still remember the night: Tanya and Sophie on one side of the table, Jake and I down the other, and Rachel presiding over us, getting more excited by the second as the idea was tossed around. Jake wanted to share his personal training secrets, while Rachel wanted to demystify cooking with her flavour-packed recipes — and their YouTube channel, Fit & Tasty, was born.

      So, in a way, this was all Tanya’s fault. Especially because she then volunteered her flat with its massive kitchen as our filming base, which meant any excuses we might have had to stall the launch vanished.

      Somewhere along the line, I’d been pulled in front of the camera and was now a regular feature on Rachel’s cooking segment, as well as being camera operative and video editor. I’d taught myself video editing as part of my role as Head of Art & Design at the local college a couple of years previous, so I was happy to help. It was being in front of the camera that was tipping me out of my comfort zone.

      “Found them!” Rachel said, brandishing solid wooden salad tongs in her right hand. Over the past few weeks I’d noticed how long and slim her fingers were, and how they were covered in scars from encounters with knives and hot plates — a hazard of being a chef according to her.

      Rachel shared a flat ten floors below with Sophie, her best friend and Tanya’s girlfriend — which meant if she couldn’t find what she needed at Tanya’s, it was easy for her to nip downstairs to retrieve it from her own kitchen.

      “I still don’t understand why you need those tongs,” Jake said.

      I didn’t need to glance at Rachel to know she was giving him a look. “That’s why you’re the muscle in this relationship, and I’m the brains.”

      Jake grinned. “And I have no problem with that.”

      The relationship between Rachel and Jake warmed my heart: it was like the cutest brother-sister match-up ever, without any of the history and family angst. They had the perfect, goofy, on-screen chemistry.

      Rachel and I used to have the perfect on-screen frisson, too, but lately, something had changed and I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was.

      She was cooking a delicious yet simple pasta with mozzarella, tomatoes and basil, and her fingers were slick with olive oil as she mixed the ingredients in a glass bowl with her bare hands. The sweet smell of the tomatoes was making my stomach growl: Rachel had bought them from her special supplier and the taste was off-the-charts good, the kitchen smelling like it had just been punched in the face by an Italian.

      It really was true what they said: if you started off with the best ingredients, the food was always going to be great. The buffalo mozzarella Rachel was using was so ripe, it was almost walking off the plate. My dad, an Italian by birth and happiest when he was creating in the kitchen, would adore everything Rachel did.

      Between the ingredients and the chef, I’d be hard-pushed to envisage a more perfect lunch.

      And there I went with my new, weird thoughts again, blood rushing to my cheeks as I processed them.

      Maybe ‘aroused’ wasn’t too far off the mark.

      Had Jake noticed? I hoped not.

      I glanced at Rachel who was washing her hands, oblivious.

      I was doing a good job of sitting on my emotions, squashing them down until they couldn’t breathe.

      “Sorry to be a pain, but can you give me two more minutes? I need the loo.” Rachel dried her hands on Tanya’s bright orange tea towel. Then she walked down the hallway, leaving Jake and I alone.

      On this fresh May morning, the flat was flooded with buttery sunshine even though the temperature outside was only just clambering into double figures. Tanya’s flat, our base for Fit & Tasty, had a wall of glass on one side, which sucked up the sunlight on the 30th floor, making our show look sun-kissed, rich and gorgeous. Her open-plan kitchen and marble-topped island made our cookery segments pop, too, and we were all beyond grateful she’d agreed to let us use it to get the channel up and running.

      As soon as the bathroom door shut, Jake walked over to me and my stomach flipped, but not in a good way.

      “You seem a little tense today, a bit stilted,” he said, reaching out to rub my arm. “Everything okay?”

      I nodded, giving him a tight smile, before smoothing out its jagged edges as best I could. “Just a bit tired, that’s all.”

      Tired of all these emotions swirling in the sticky silence. Tired of wondering what the hell was going on in my head.

      “You look gorgeous, so just pick it up for the recording,” he replied. “Give the camera some love. And remember, I’m behind the camera, and you love me, so it should be easy, right?” He gave me a peck on the lips, before resuming his position.

      Not for the first time today, everything that came out of his mouth was an irritant, but I ignored it. Jake was purely directing the shoot as normal but, somehow, it felt like he was intruding on ‘us’. An ‘us’ that only included me and Rachel.

      My world view had been tipped on its head and I was struggling to make sense of anything I was thinking or feeling.

      Rachel reappeared, her cheeks red, her blue eyes on me like a laser. My heart thudded in my chest as I wriggled out of their grip.

      Jake clapped his hands to grab our attention. “Okay, let’s take it from the top — I’ll get a close-up of you mixing the ingredients in the bowl before panning out for your introduction, okay?”

      Rachel nodded, giving me an encouraging glance before resuming her position, hands in the bowl.

      “In three, two, one, action.”

      “Welcome to another episode of Fit & Tasty — emphasis on the Tasty! — with me, your host Rachel Cramer, and my able assistant, Alice Di Santo!”

      Rachel spun around to grin at me, and I gave a hesitant wave.

      Hi everyone, my name’s Alice and I’m having a crisis of confidence and sexuality!

      I really hoped my wave didn’t convey that.

      “Alice goes out with the cameraman, so watch carefully as she gives him a full-on stare every time the camera turns on her,” Rachel said, which made my stomach churn and my cheeks flare.

      I might go out with him, but it wasn’t him that was making my equilibrium wobble and my hands shake.

      “Today, we’re cooking a really simple pasta dish which is terrific after a big workout session, so make sure you watch one of Jake’s Fit videos before you try this tasty dish.” Rachel gave the camera a grin, then swivelled on her right foot, remembering her mark for the camera, making sure to keep her head up and smiling as much as she could. After five months of doing this, she was a pro.

      “Alice, have you got some mozzarella all chopped and ready to go?”

      I stared at her, then at Jake, then back.

      Whereas this seemed to be getting easier for Rachel, for me, every shoot seemed to be a trip into ever denser unknown.
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      Half an hour later, we were done with our shoot and then it was Jake’s turn. He was soon out on Tanya’s balcony, pumping his arms as he got into his stride during his latest high-intensity workout. Jake liked to record at least two 20-minute sessions a week, as well as doing daily motivational shout-outs to keep his followers on track, which they loved.

      This time, I was behind the camera, with Jake squat-jumping, which had to be one of the most sadistic exercises around.

      “So what’s going on with Hercules out there?” Rachel whispered, her arms folded, watching Jake from the balcony door.

      My heart rocked as I looked at her, a mix of heat and confusion twisting in my veins.

      What was wrong with me? I steadied myself before replying, not trusting myself to do otherwise.

      “He’s gone into machine mode,” I replied, as we both watched.

      “He’s pretty amazing,” Rachel whispered back. “Although I prefer yoga — I do too much heavy lifting at work, so when I get home, I like my workout to be more gentle.”

      Jake did his final repetition, and then jumped up, bouncing on his toes. “And that’s it for today with me your host, Jake Best. Just remember, do your workouts regularly, eat Rachel’s food and you’ll be a polished diamond in no time!” He grinned as I switched off the camera and gave him a thumbs-up. “And we’re done,” I told him, giving him a clap. “Good job, you made me exhausted just watching you.”

      “That’s the plan — if you get exhausted watching, you may as well join in, right?” His phone vibrating on Tanya’s balcony table interrupted us, and Jake ran over to get it. He rolled his shoulder as he relaxed into conversation, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. He was always happiest after a workout, and today was no exception.

      I turned to Rachel, gulping as I caught a whiff of her perfume. I had no idea what it was, but I’d smelt it on a woman in the supermarket the other day, and had involuntarily found myself following her to the frozen vegetable aisle before I knew what had happened.

      “What perfume do you wear?” I folded my arms across my chest to stop my hands doing anything stupid. My heart was leaping about in my chest. “I’ve been trying to work it out — it really suits you.” It was an effort to speak without tripping over my words.

      Rachel’s face lit up with one of her gorgeous smiles — her teeth were the straightest thing about her. “It’s Ralph Lauren’s Romance. I’ve worn it forever, but I still love it.”

      I nodded, staring at her perfect skin, inhaling the scent of her again. I could easily get addicted. It was mesmerising, just like her full, glossy lips, so perfect and kissable.

      Shit, why was I thinking that?

      “Have you got any plans today in the,” Rachel checked her watch, “seven hours till we meet to go for dinner?”

      Tonight was our monthly restaurant date, just the two of us. It had slowly become my favourite day of every month, when I got to spend a whole evening with Rachel.

      “Nothing big. Jake wants to go shopping for new towels and bed linen, but I’m trying to put him off. I can think of so many other things I’d prefer to do.” Plane my shins. Pluck my pubes out one by one. Eat an entire plate of offal. “How about you?”

      “I’m meeting my sister for lunch — she’s got a new girlfriend, so that’s going to put me to shame, again. My baby sister can get a woman, but I cannot. That’s the trouble with having a lesbian sibling — she shows up all my deficiencies. Without her, I’d just be the lesbian sister. Now, I’m the single, lonely lesbian sister.”

      I had no idea how that could be. I’d already come to the conclusion that lesbians in London were stupid, blind, or both.

      If I was single, I’d… Actually, I’d no idea what I’d do.

      Besides, I wasn’t single, was I?

      As if underlining that, my boyfriend walked up to us, a small white towel now wrapped around his neck, his bare muscles on show.

      Rachel squeezed one of Jake’s biceps, shaking her head as she did. “You are a walking advert for your mantra, sir. I hope you’re ready for women and men to swoon when we start getting more views. Especially if you keep doing your routines with your top off.”

      “I don’t think it’ll be anywhere near what you’ll get when you do your cooking section topless,” he said, breaking out his trademark grin.

      Rachel let out a cackle of laughter. “If we need the views, I’ll consider it,” she said, before looking down and grabbing her breasts.

      My breath caught in my throat and I concentrated hard on my mouth not falling open.

      “Although I’m not very well endowed in that department.” She glanced over at me. “Alice, on the other hand…”

      I held up the palms of both hands, in tandem with my eyebrows. “I don’t think that was in my job description.”

      Suddenly, an image of Rachel’s hands on my breasts flashed through my mind and heat rose in me, starting in my feet and finishing in my hair follicles.

      I was rooted to the spot: this was definitely a new thought, too.

      I was having an avalanche of them today, and I couldn’t quite shuffle my thoughts and reactions into working order, my breathing accelerating and decelerating like a learner driver with a foot twitch.

      Rachel gave me a look I couldn’t quite pin down. “I’m all for tearing up job descriptions,” she whispered, before walking back into the kitchen, shuffling her ingredients on the worktop.

      She was all for tearing up job descriptions? What did that mean?

      “Anyway, enough boob talk, although perhaps it’s something I could work into my script if I try hard enough.” Rachel paused, putting a hand on her hip, giving me a look that could stop wars. There she went being all exquisite again.

      “Although is that too much of a lesbian stereotype?” she asked.

      “Do whatever comes natural,” Jake said. “Lesbians like food and exercise, too, right?” He glanced at me, giving me a wink. “We still need to do the intros for this week’s show. So you want to do me on the balcony first, Alice, or Rachel in the kitchen?”

      And with that, my mind went completely blank.
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      I bit into our main course and savoured the flavours — because they really were like nothing I’d tasted before. Cod with celeriac, black vinegar and caviar, and it was a taste sensation. Coming on the heels of the opener of rhubarb, salted ricotta and buckwheat, it was almost taking my mind off the fact I was sitting opposite Rachel, who looked good enough to eat, too.

      When she glanced at me with her intense turquoise stare, I admired her daring gold eye shadow, how it was smeared upwards, like she was in a band, about to go on stage. I ignored the steady uptick of my pulse when I was around her and concentrated on the impressive food.

      That, after all, was the reason we were here.

      Rachel’s friend Adam was the chef at this new venture in Hackney. The restaurant was stylish and cosy, the space formerly a haberdashery store now converted to a ten-table ode to modern British cuisine. Bare wooden tables mixed with shiny cutlery, and the wafer-thin wine glasses shone bright under the low, shaded metallic lighting. Artwork from a local artist adorned the walls, sitting atop bare brick. But for all the skilled design that had gone into this place, the food was the star.

      “This is amazing, by the way.” I pointed at the cod while a party kicked off in my mouth.

      Rachel nodded. “I know — did you see the review in The Observer Food Monthly last week? Adam is on the up. And did you know he knows Jess?”

      I furrowed my brow. “Jess who owns the café near you? As in Jess and Lucy?”

      Rachel nodded. “Adam used to work in a call centre with her, would you believe? Small world.”

      I swallowed my food. “They both worked in a call centre and now they’re both serving up great food. Makes you think what other talent is hiding in call-centre cubicles, doesn’t it?”

      I put down my knife and fork as a waitress in jeans and black T-shirt bustled past, carrying the first course to a table nearby. The low hum of other guests’ chatter permeated the air, along with satisfied sighs over appreciated food.

      “My parents would love this place — I should tell them to come here. My dad would moan about the portion sizes, but he’d appreciate the flavours. He can’t help the first part, being Italian. You’ll never go hungry in our house.”

      I smiled as I thought about my dad, who loved nothing more than to recreate Italian classics for an appreciative audience — which me, my mum and my sister Sabrina always were. Dad had become especially insistent since his parents had died in the past five years. It was as if he was trying to invoke their spirit through food, making all Nonna’s specialities to keep her flame alive.

      “I’d love to meet your dad,” she said, her gaze making me wriggle in my seat.

      I smiled. “I’ll invite you round one weekend, I promise. My dad’s Italian dishes are a thing of beauty. Jake and I are going for lunch on Sunday, along with my sister, her husband and their toddler terror, Flavia.” I winced as I spoke. Somehow, saying that sentence to Rachel felt wrong. “Dad promised us tiramisu on our family WhatsApp group this week and he makes the best tiramisu.”

      “Like I said, whenever you want to invite me, I’m available.”

      “I’ll let you know when there’s an open spot at the table,” I lied. There was no way I’d subject her — or me — to that scrutiny.

      “So how was lunch today with your sister?”

      Rachel’s eyelids briefly fluttered shut as she recalled her day. Then the corners of her mouth turned upwards, and, not for the first time, her smile threw a lasso around my heart, tugging on it so tight I could barely breathe. I pressed my feet into the floor to ground myself, and hoped my thoughts weren’t seeping through my skin by accident.

      “It was the usual. Her telling me to go out there and find a woman, and me rolling my eyes. She’s had such a different experience from me and we’re not even that far apart in age. She came out at 16, she’s always had a girlfriend, and she wouldn’t know internal struggle if it bit her on the arse. I took a little more time to come out and was a little more worried about what everyone thought. I’m not sure Becca’s ever worried what anyone thought.”

      Was that what I was experiencing? Internal struggle? Maybe it was.

      “Sounds like Becca’s had an easy ride so far.”

      “She has, but that’s her own doing. She sees what she wants and she goes for it — I’m a little more cautious.” Rachel’s gaze was fixed on me as she spoke.

      My stomach flip-flopped, and I cleared my throat to cover it up.

      “Which is annoying when she’s 23, and I’m supposed to be the older, sorted one,” Rachel added, before looking away.

      “Families are always fun.”

      She gave me a rueful smile. “But this woman won’t last, and I told her so.”

      I scrunched my face. “And how did she take that?”

      “Not well. She told me I needed to get out more and get laid. And she might have a point.” Rachel grinned before continuing. “However, this woman won’t last because she’s not properly out, so this isn’t even a case of me playing my mystic psychic card again.”

      “But I love it when you tell me you’re psychic.” Rachel’s belief in her psychic abilities was legendary — even if they didn’t often come true.

      She rolled her eyes. “I’ve had some wins. I told Sophie that when she met someone, it was going to be big — and she and Tanya are.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “That wasn’t very specific though, was it?”

      “I’ve had other successes, too. But anyway: Becca’s new girlfriend is your age—”

      “—ancient, then.”

      “—nearly pensionable,” Rachel grinned. “And this is her first relationship with a woman.”

      Coming out at 35: I’d always thought that was ridiculous until now. Like you should have known earlier, surely?

      That is, until the many cases of being flustered and tongue-tied around my current dinner partner.

      “Is coming out late such a crime?” Did I sound too defensive?

      Rachel shook her head. “Of course not — people come out at all ages, I know that. A friend of mine recently came out at my age, 30. But Becca’s girlfriend’s family don’t know, her colleagues don’t know and she wants to keep it all quiet for now. I told Becca that’s a bad sign, but this has never happened to her before; she’s 23, she’s invincible. But not being who you truly are ruins relationships. I told her that and she told me to stop being so sanctimonious.”

      “Sounds like she might have a point.”

      Rachel frowned. “It’s just a bugbear of mine. I’ve been out with women before who weren’t committed. You have to be comfortable in your own skin for relationships to work, otherwise nothing does. But Becca’s going to have to find out the hard way.”

      “Or it might work.” Somehow, Rachel being so down on this woman wasn’t what I wanted to hear.

      “You know what, it might. I’d love to be proved wrong, so let’s hope this woman does just that.” She sat forward. “And I’m not being cynical, I’m just being honest because I’ve seen it a million times. But maybe, just maybe, this one will work. I’d love it to — I have faith in happy endings. Maybe we’ll be going to her and Becca’s wedding this time next year.”

      “I’m coming, too?”

      “Yes, because you’re on Gwen’s side — that’s her girlfriend’s name. She’s Welsh, and a vet.” Rachel threw me a resigned smile. “Maybe I’m just jealous because I never meet Welsh vets when I go online. Or perhaps I do just need to get laid.”

      My head filled with white noise and my teeth clamped together as I processed that gem, tiny frissons of something shooting up my arm and making my shoulders twitch.

      I picked up my wine and took a healthy slug.

      And then another.

      “You’ll meet someone soon, I have no doubt. You’re a YouTube star, and look at you, you’re gorgeous. I mean, what right-minded woman could resist?”

      But that right-minded woman was not me.

      Because I was straight and in a relationship with Jake.

      Check all my social media, ask any of my friends.

      Rachel held my gaze as my words danced around my peripheral vision.

      For a moment, our eyes locked, and I entertained the fact she could see right through me, see exactly what I was thinking.

      But then I snapped out of it, because that was folly.

      She was gay, I was straight, and never the twain shall meet.

      Rachel sat back, another of her luminous smiles framed perfectly on her face.

      Damn those smiles of hers.

      “So says the woman who’s happily shacked up with a gorgeous man,” she said, shaking her head. “Honestly, sometimes I wonder what I’m doing wrong, and how I can fix it.” She paused, biting her lip. “Like I was saying to Sophie only the other day, I’d love to meet someone, I really would. Someone like you would be fabulous.” She waved her hand at me. “You’re beautiful, cultured, and you love food. A lesbian version of you would be great.” Another pause. “I’ve checked you haven’t got a sister, right?” She smiled as she finished.

      It was all I could do not to offer myself to her then and there, on a plate. “I do, but she’s married with a kid.” I tried to keep my voice even, my body still. Even though every part of me was shaking from her words.

      “Always the way,” she said, grinning. “But I don’t dwell too much, because where does it get you? I’m still doing my positive affirmations every morning, and I know that soon they’re bound to come true.”

      “Affirmations?”

      She nodded, then tucked her chin in, bashful. “It’s going to make me sound all hippy-dippy.”

      I grinned. “I happen to love hippy-dippy. Always remember, I’m an art teacher.”

      Her laugh coated the air like honey. “I forget sometimes,” she said. “At the risk of sounding like a loon, every morning I get up and tell myself I am worthy of love, and I will get a girlfriend this year.” She sat back. “But this year is moving fast — it’s May and still nothing. But I have faith in my affirmations.”

      “You should,” I said. “If you say something enough times, it’s going to come true, right?”

      I wondered if I should take up some affirmations as part of my daily routine.
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      It was a gorgeous mid-summer morning, nearly the end of June and only two weeks till I broke up for the summer — and if this weather held, I couldn’t wait. The A levels were over, my students were finished, so I was spending this Friday morning doing some familial bonding with my sister, Sabrina, walking among the greenery of north London on Primrose Hill. The air was already bone dry, wrapping itself around us as we prepared for high-summer action.

      Sabrina had Fridays off work, so she was making use of her free time, bringing her three-year-old daughter Flavia out for a walk with her Aunty Alice. Although right now, Flavia really wasn’t taking part in the outing, being fast asleep in her buggy, mouth open and clutching Peppa Pig in her tiny arms.

      Sabrina was two years older than me and happily married. She wasn’t known for her wisdom, but when it came to relationships, I had to assume she had one up on me.

      “You know you and Simon,” I said, as we began walking up the incline to the top of hill.

      “I do know him, seeing as he’s my husband.” Sabrina squinted into the sunshine even though she was wearing sunglasses, a few strands of her dark hair caught in one of the arms.

      It was only 9am, but already I could feel sweat on my back — today was going to be a scorcher. The pre-glow of sunshine to come hung in the air, but the park was surprisingly clear, just a few stragglers dashing by on their way to work. I loved London in the summer, especially later on when half the population went on holiday and the city cleared out. I especially loved it in the sunshine.

      “When did you know?” I winced. I knew how it sounded, and what did I want Sabrina to say, anyway? To tell me the secret to everlasting love? To show me how to stay fully in love with Jake, and not have my head turned by a certain chef?

      She had no control over that and, it was turning out, neither did I.

      Sure enough, Sabrina stopped pushing the buggy and turned to me.

      “When did I know?” she said, her voice rising at the end to show what she thought of my question. “When did I know what? That he should never drink gin because it makes him sob? That he does a very impressive Robbie Williams impersonation?” She narrowed her eyes. “Or when did I know he was the one for me?”

      I blushed and nodded, keeping my eyes focused on the pavement beneath my feet, on the warm air stroking my arms, on the London that was spread out ahead.

      Anywhere but Sabrina’s face, and the many calculations I knew my sister’s mind was already processing.

      “Let’s see.” Sabrina resumed the buggy pushing up the incline, a satisfied smile creasing her face. “It was probably when he bought me flowers when I had toothache. Or perhaps when he bought me a banana holder for my bananas. It’s the little things that mean people are keepers.” She paused, turning her interested gaze on me. “Are you thinking you might have found your one?”

      I so wished I could nod and beam at her, tell her that one plus one did equal two.

      But I couldn’t.

      I’d found Jake, but now my heart was washing its hands of him and reaching out for someone else.

      Someone new.

      Someone completely unexpected.

      And that was so scary, sometimes it made me catch my breath.

      I shook my head slowly. “Not quite. It’s just lately I’m wondering if I should know by now. I mean, we’ve been together a while, should there have been a moment when I knew he was the one for me?”

      Sabrina took a moment before she replied. “I think you just know,” she said. “I mean, not in a lightning-bolt kind of way, but more of an over-time kind of way. I got together with Simon, we had loads of sex, and when that wore off, you have to think whether or not you’re happy with what you’re left with. That’s the crux of any relationship.” She paused. “Only you know the answer, but I’d say what you’re left with is pretty good. Jake’s kind, considerate, he’s got arms of steel and looks hot in a pair of jeans. You could do a lot worse.”

      I could do a lot worse. But was that reason enough to stay with someone? My head said Jake was the safe bet, but my heart wasn’t just having second thoughts; it had drawn a line in the sand and was standing there, arms crossed, pouting.

      We reached the top of Primrose Hill and my mind went back to our childhood, when Mum used to bring us both up here to look at London when we visited. Our parents had met here, but moved out when they had us, bringing us up in the Surrey countryside. However, as soon as we’d flown the nest, they’d moved back in. They were Londoners through and through, just as we were now, too.

      “Remember when we used to come here when we were kids?” I ran my fingertips along the metal plaque that showed what you could see in the skyline ahead.

      Sabrina nodded. “And now we’re bringing Flavia. Who looks really interested, by the way.” She put her arm around me and squeezed hard. “Who knows, if things do work out with Jake, maybe you’ll be bringing your kids up here soon, too. A little springy-haired boy in tight shorts — I can picture it now.”

      I knew she meant well, but her comments ran through me like a chill wind, even on this heated morning. I was pretty sure it was what Jake wanted — to settle down, get married and have children. He hadn’t come out and said it, but he’d been dropping hints.

      Only, every time he did lately, I closed him down, changed the subject.

      When I was growing up, meeting a man like Jake, getting married and having kids was all I was focused on. However, now he was here and offering me that future, I wasn’t sure I wanted it.

      I was on the verge of dumping all my carefully planned dreams because of a new feeling, one that scared the hell out of me and sent me into a tailspin all at the same time.

      Feelings for another woman. Feelings I wasn’t meant to be having at all.

      “I’d love that, you know — a little cousin for Flavia,” Sabrina said, as her daughter stirred in her buggy.

      We both looked down, but it was a false alarm, the toddler merely moving in her sleep.

      “I’m not exactly thinking along the same lines.” I sounded vague, which fairly reflected the state of my mind.

      “Right!” Sabrina squeezed my arm. “I get it. You want to get married first.”

      My heart fell into my shoes.

      Not quite. “That’s not happening any time soon.”

      I should just tell her, but it wasn’t as easy as it sounded. And what would I say?

      That Rachel and Jake were on my mind, 24/7, but it was Rachel who was making my heart boom, not my boyfriend?

      “I just think life was a lot easier when we were kids, when Mum and Dad were bringing us here, when we used to race to the top of the hill and collapse, nothing else to worry about later on.”

      Sabrina scrunched up her face. “You make your life sound terrible. Things aren’t that bad, are they? Cheer up, you’re on holiday for six weeks soon. I’d love a bit of that!”

      “I’ve just been wondering if there shouldn’t be something more, something that makes my life stand out, something that takes my breath away.” I paused. “I guess that’s it — I want something to take my breath away and I don’t have that right now.”

      Sabrina bit her lip, her knuckles whitening as she gripped the buggy tighter as we made our descent.

      “Breathtaking is asking a lot,” she said. “Simon took my breath away the other night when he made me a cup of tea without me asking. That’s the kind of thing that inspires me.” She glanced my way, trying to work me out. “Maybe you should get Jake to give you a personal training session. That’d be sure to take your breath away.”

      I gave her a tight smile: that was kinda the issue. Jake was lovely, but our relationship had always felt safe. Whereas Rachel was the opposite: every time I saw her, I forgot how to breathe.

      Sabrina stopped and glanced at me. “But I thought everything was going so well. You’ve got a lovely flat, you like your job, and you’ve got a great boyfriend — and a new role in a hit food and fitness channel. Who’d have thought you’d be a YouTube star this year?”

      “Not me.” But the channel was part of my problem.

      “That Rachel seems lovely, too, I’d love to meet her. But most of all, I’d love to have her cook for me — does all her food taste as good as it looks?”

      “Better,” I said, thinking back to the past weekend when Rachel had done wonders with some chicken, mustard and spinach.

      “And have you been out at any swanky restaurants lately? You being such good friends really jumps off the screen — your chemistry is a big draw.”

      She had no idea.

      “That’s what Jake says,” I said, feeling the blood rush to my cheeks. “Along with all the YouTube comments.”

      “I know, I was reading them the other day. Some people have got some nerve writing what they do — they know you’re going out with Jake, yet they want you to get it on with Rachel? It’s a food and exercise channel, not Porn Hub.”

      I shrugged, like I hadn’t been reading them incessantly. “Online comments are the province of anonymous keyboard warriors. They can say what they like, they’re not going to get caught, are they?”

      “It’s a bit rich though, isn’t it?” She paused. “How does Jake feel about it?”

      I shrugged, squirming under such scrutiny. I knew she was asking out of concern, but this was a bit too close to the bone. “You know Jake, he’s very chill about stuff generally.”

      Sabrina glanced my way, and was quiet for a moment. “And is there any truth in the comments?”

      I screwed up my face in outrage, but didn’t dare look at her, just in case she could see right through me. Make no mistake, my sister had that superpower.

      “Of course not, why do you say that?”

      But she wasn’t about to be thrown off so easily. “You’re not sure about Jake, and I’ve got eyes. Yes, I can see you’re good friends, but you’ve chatted more about Rachel over the past year than you have about any other friend. Nobody else gets as much air time, not even Jake. And Rachel’s a lesbian, so—”

      “—so we’re bound to get it on? Come on, Sabrina, I expect more from you than that.” I kicked a stone down the hill and we watched it scuttle off the path, into the fading grass. I knew my outburst was more to do with me than Sabrina, but I wasn’t going to tell her that.

      She stopped pushing Flavia’s buggy as we got to the bottom of the hill, coming to a standstill beside some trees in full bloom — Mum would know what they were called, but I hadn’t mastered that art yet.

      “I’m not just saying that because Rachel’s a lesbian — I know full well that lesbians don’t hit on every woman they meet.” She put her hands on both hips in punctuation, her stance defensive, her stare direct.

      “All I’m saying is that it seems like you might like her. And I get you’re defensive, it’s a scary thing. But if you do like her, I’d say it’s best to tell Jake before anything happens. Because if it does and you’re on screen together, I’ll be able to tell. And after that, it’s only a matter of time before everyone else can, too. And then, I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes when the comments start rolling in.”

      I bit my lip before answering, my thoughts scattered, my brain stuck as if jammed, its warning light flashing.

      “You’re barking up the wrong tree here, sis.” I dug my heels in where they didn’t need to be dug. “Yes, I’m questioning things with Jake, but it has nothing to do with Rachel. She’s gay and I’m not. End of story.”

      Sabrina gave me a look I recognised, one that told me she was happy to park it for now, but also, she didn’t believe a word coming out of my mouth.

      And honestly, I can’t say I blamed her.
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      Seeing Sabrina had shaken me up, brought my feelings into razor-sharp focus. I’d been fending them off for so long, but I was growing tired. How long could I fight without my feelings striking back? And didn’t I owe Jake more than this? He’d been nothing but patient, but even he was beginning to wonder what had changed.

      Last night at dinner he’d asked what was wrong, asked me to talk to him, but I hadn’t been able to. Mainly because I couldn’t. Talking to Sabrina had been the first step. The next step was admitting it to myself, and then taking action. Because what I was doing now wasn’t fair to anyone.

      To me, to Jake, or to my heart.

      I exhaled, pushing my sunglasses up my nose, coming to a stop in the middle of Finsbury Park. The traffic roared by on both sides of the green space, and I settled myself underneath my favourite oak tree, shielded from the late afternoon sun. It was the final week of school, the term winding down to a close. Work stresses were fleeing my mind and now real life was stamping its feet, waiting for some attention.

      It’d been waiting for a long while, and as I settled down on the faded, pale yellow grass, I knew this was the perfect place to do a stock-take of my life. Chiefly, of who I was now and what the hell my next step should be.

      Because with every day that passed, it was clear I was not the same person I was six months ago. Or even two months ago. Or even yesterday.

      It was high time I lifted the lid, became brave.

      If I was going to move forward, bravery was everything I needed.

      These new feelings had been brewing just under the surface, but I’d been steadfastly ignoring them. And while I was at work, or with anyone else who wasn’t Jake or Rachel, I could manage them. It was almost too easy. I was adept at giving the impression that everything was fine. Nobody had caught on, and I was developing an impressive talent for acting.

      I was Alice di Santo, the straight girl with the cute boyfriend. I blended in with the crowd.

      Everything about me spelt normal, content; I had a boyfriend, I was the norm.

      Only, it wasn’t true, was it?

      And that came flooding out whenever I was around Jake or Rachel. Spilling out of every pore, leaving me in wild panic, questioning everything I’d ever believed about myself: had my whole life been built on a lie? And why was it choosing to announce itself now?

      I couldn’t carry on as I was: I was hurting myself and everyone around me. If I kept on without changing anything, one day something would happen and I would shatter into a thousand tiny pieces. And by then, I might be so fractured, it would be impossible to piece myself back together again. I didn’t want that to happen.

      I wanted to be the best version of me I could possibly be, and I knew there was only one way to do that.

      Accept who I was becoming and see what I should do about it.

      I chewed on my thoughts and stared up into the pastel blue sky. It was a perfect summer’s day, while I was a perfect summery mess.

      Yet only I had the power to change things.

      But giving up everything I’d always thought was mine to take, and going on a different journey scared the shit out of me. Taking the road less travelled, rather than the road laid out for me since birth.

      If I stayed with Jake, I knew every inch of road, every divot. I’d driven down it many times before. If I turned right with Jake by my side, it was the move everyone expected. The option I’d expected forever.

      I’d always thought it would be the easiest move, seamless, smooth.

      But every time I tried, my heart stalled. Far from being easy, staying with Jake was ringing every warning bell in my body, the clanging growing increasingly loud.

      From being the easiest route, suddenly staying with Jake was the route that left me frozen with fear.

      Fear of not living a full life, a true life.

      A life I really wanted.

      But also a life I never expected in a million years.

      If I turned left, I didn’t know the other road at all. I’d never driven it and my GPS couldn’t find it. This road might be paved with gold, but equally, it might be paved with heartbreak and uncertainty.

      My head had been telling me to stay on the more certain road, to go where I was expected. But now, even my head was being turned.

      Apparently, in my thirties, I was staging a protest.

      I’d always been a good girl. I remembered birthdays, flossed most days, I’d got a degree and then a boyfriend.

      But now, every time I saw that boyfriend, I clammed up.

      And every time I saw the object of my desire, her, I clammed up for very different reasons.

      I couldn’t carry on — I saw that now as brightly as the sun above.

      Did that mean I was heading down the road less travelled? Maybe.

      Was I scared? Out of my tiny mind.

      Was I excited? A petrified excitement that made me want to pee every time I thought about it.

      Did I feel like I was alive?

      Yes, and the feeling was so huge, it felt like it might swallow me whole.
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      As promised, Jake picked me up after his Saturday morning of training, coming out of the shower smelling of musk and honey again, just as he had this morning. He was chirpy, in nesting mode. Jake loved shopping for homeware, whereas I did not.

      Despite that, I was doing some of my best acting again, having spent the morning drinking a vat of tea and making concrete decisions.

      I couldn’t carry on, and with a whole summer ahead of me, I had to change things.

      I was going to tell him.

      I’d come to that conclusion yesterday, bottled out last night when he didn’t get in till late and was tired, so it was going to be tonight. We’d go to Ikea, get the tables he was hell-bent on buying, then come back and I’d sit him down.

      It was the right thing to do.

      The only thing to do.

      But it didn’t stop me chewing on my nerves as we sat in the Saturday traffic on the first day of my summer holidays, wishing I was anywhere but here.

      Blazing summer days were not supposed to be spent on the North Circular in a microwave-hot car, thinking about how you should split up with your boyfriend.

      “I’m still not sure why you want new bedside tables,” I said, not for the first time since we left.

      “Because I want you to have one — take it as a sign of my ongoing commitment to us.”

      He was joking, I could tell from the lightness in his voice. But when he said it, he might as well have slapped me.

      “We’re a couple, and I just thought you might like a say in what you wake up to every morning.” He turned his head and I could see my reflection in his black sunglasses. “But maybe I’m wrong, because you seem less than pleased about the prospect.” He paused, pressing on the accelerator as the traffic eased forward and a sign to Ikea hoved into view. “If it offends you that much, we don’t have to do it.”

      I shook my head, clenching my toes, staring ahead at the clear blue sky. “No, it’s fine. I’ve just got a lot on my mind.” I shrugged. “What to do with my impending summer holidays, that sort of thing.”

      Like, become a lesbian?

      Jake reached across and squeezed my thigh, leaving his hand there as he did.

      I tried not to flinch, as an avalanche of guilt and mayhem slid down me.

      I didn’t want Jake’s hand on my leg, on my anywhere. I wanted to scream and I was pretty sure that soon, I would.

      “I’m sure you’ll think of something.” He paused. “And if you don’t, we can always give you more work to do for Fit & Tasty. Wait till your students get hold of it, you’re going to be more of a superstar than you already are.”

      I wasn’t sure I was prepared for that — a few of my students had already found the channel and had been over-excited about my role in it. And with ratings for the episodes starring Rachel and I going through the roof, it looked like my involvement was only going to increase.

      We pulled into the packed Ikea car park half an hour later, and I tried to unlock the tension in my body as I got out of the car, rolling my shoulders as I squinted into the July sunshine.

      Jake slammed the door of his black Nissan and walked to the front, holding out his hand to me.

      I bit the inside of my cheek and put my hand in his, looking for all the world like just any other couple: care-free, happy, together.

      Up ahead, a man and a woman walked hand in hand, the girl leaning in to say something, the guy laughing.

      I clung to Jake, searching my mind for something funny to say to him, but it was blank. I couldn’t come up with a single gambit, my thoughts a blizzard of emptiness just swirling round and round.

      Ikea was its usual cavernous self and stuffier than the car, pointedly reflecting my mood this morning: hot and bothered. It smelt of dust and wood, and the tinny background music did nothing to lift my spirits. All around, couples brandished tape measures, and stressed parents clutched hastily written lists while kids jumped on colourful sofas, the harsh strip-lighting glaring overhead.

      Jake led me through the maze of showrooms, stopping to ask my opinion of a few bedside tables along the way. I gave vague opinions and he looked at me like he didn’t believe a single word falling from my lips, but he let it go.

      We made it through to the warehouse and Jake was bouncing on the balls of his feet, peering at the number he’d keyed into his phone, trying to locate the tables he wanted.

      “I can’t find it, can you see it on your side?”

      I was peering at the lower shelves, but I couldn’t see them either. I shook my head.

      “I guess we could see if that other one is around here — the one with the thicker handles. Did you like that as much, though?” Jake held my gaze from across the other side of the shelf.

      “Yes, you can have a hot dog later, but Mummy has to get her things first,” said a woman behind me.

      I turned my head, before focusing back on Jake and his expectant face.

      Suddenly, it was all too much. I couldn’t do this anymore. I couldn’t buy a new bedside table with him, because it wasn’t going to be my bedside table, was it? This was the first decision Jake was going to have to make on his own, and he needed to know why. Doing anything else would be leading him on, and I didn’t want to do that.

      I was tired of keeping it all in.

      “Jake, we need to talk.” I frowned at him through the gap in the shelf. In front of me was a stack of floating shelves, and a woman with red hair elbowed me out the way with some force to get to them. I decided not to remonstrate with her: I had enough on my plate.

      He smiled through the gap. “You’re taking this table shopping very seriously,” he said. “If this is wigging you out too much, we can stop for the day. Although maybe now we’re here, it makes more sense to get something. Even if it’s just a hot dog.” He grinned, but I could see the confusion in his eyes. “You like Ikea hot dogs. I’ll even throw in an ice cream afterwards because that’s the kind of guy I am. All heart.”

      “I agree, you are the best boyfriend ever.” My heart was thudding in my chest. I was standing on a precipice, ready to jump, but Jake kept holding me back, offering me a safety net. I so wished I wanted to take it, to run into his arms, to let him smooth out my jagged edges, but I didn’t. “But you’re just not the best boyfriend for me.”

      There, I’d said it.

      I flicked my gaze up and stared across the gap in the shelves, into the eyes of the man I’d been with for the past 18 months.

      I didn’t want to hurt him, but staying silent was hurting him, too.

      Jake frowned.

      “Did you hear what I said?” A shiver of dread ran through me, every hair on my scalp standing on end. Even though this was the right thing to do, it was never going to be easy. At the very least, I needed him to be able to hear me, so I didn’t keep having to repeat the words over and over.

      Jake nodded, wordless, before looking down and putting his phone in the back pocket of his jeans.

      “Why am I not the best boyfriend for you anymore?”

      He was still standing on the other side of the shelving unit and, somehow, I couldn’t have choreographed this any better if I’d tried. Distance and a physical object between us at this stage was exactly what I wanted. Because if he’d reached out to touch me, if I’d looked into his eyes and seen the hurt up close, it would have been too much.

      So this was perfect, even though I knew it wouldn’t last.

      “It’s not you, it’s me.” Lame, I knew.

      “Spare me,” he replied, walking around the shelves towards me.

      Panic rose swiftly.

      I wasn’t ready to deal with him yet.

      Hell, I was barely ready to deal with myself.

      He appeared at my side, his face hardened. “What’s going on? Why are you saying this? Talk to me and I’m sure it’s something we can fix.” He was trying so hard to understand.

      I shook my head, the overhead lights seeming brighter than the sun outside. “There’s nothing to talk about.”

      He bit his lip as he stared at me, his face creased with confusion, his grey eyes still the kindest I’d ever known. “I think there is. You can’t just tell me out of the blue in Ikea that you don’t want me anymore.” He paused, the skin around his eyes crinkling. “Is there someone else?”

      “No!” I said, my voice punching the air as I shook my head. “No, there’s nobody else. This is about me, nothing to do with you.” I touched his arm, and it was his turn to flinch. “Jake, you’re everything, you’re amazing. But this is my stuff, not yours.”

      He eyed me now as if for the first time, trying to work out my emotional password, to say the right thing. “Look, if this is a freak-out about the tables, we don’t have to buy them. Let’s get out of here, drive home and we can talk about it there.”

      I nodded, my emotions icing over. “Yes please to getting out of here.”

      I turned sharply, nausea bubbling up inside me. I walked blindly, ignoring all the people and the noise, stumbling down the aisle, desperate to get out of Ikea. Out of this relationship.

      A small child screamed somewhere behind me, but I didn’t turn my head. The waft of hot dogs drifted into my nose as we sidestepped the queues at the checkout, before I lurched outside, the sunshine stifling.

      Jake appeared at my side, his smile vanished, his expression crushed.

      We walked across the sea of cars in deathly silence, the heat scorching my skin. It was lunchtime, but today had taken on a timeless quality.

      When we arrived at the car, Jake unlocked it remotely with a beep. We got in simultaneously, sitting in the boiling interior without a word, the slamming of our respective doors sealing us from the outside world.

      I sat still, not even daring to shrug my handbag into the footwell: all normal actions seemed fraught with meaning, as if doing it would say to Jake I was getting on with my life, so why wasn’t he?

      But that wasn’t true: from the moment I’d told Jake I no longer wanted him to be my boyfriend, everything had changed.

      Across from me, Jake raked both his hands through his wavy hair, shaking his head slowly. “Is this really it? Eighteen months together and it’s over, just like that? Is there nothing I can say to change your mind? Because I’m struggling here, Alice.”

      He let out a deep sigh. “I woke up this morning with a girlfriend, and now I don’t have one.” He shook his head. “I’m having a little trouble getting my head around this.” He reached out a hand and put it on my arm. “Explain it to me at least, so I can understand. Otherwise, it’s making me doubt everything I thought I knew.” He looked at me. “Why am I not enough anymore?”

      I swallowed down, selecting my words carefully.

      I hated the pain that was filling up the car, stabbing at my skin, my heart.

      I reached over and took his hand. I was beyond claustrophobic, but I was trying to keep it under control. “It’s not about you, Jake, as much as it’s a cliché to say.”

      He snorted. “It’s a total cliché and you know it.”

      My heart winced as he spoke. “I do, but there’s nothing more I can say. I was going to tell you this week, and I should have. But coming here today brought it to a head. I can’t buy a bedside table with you, because I won’t be the one waking up with it. You need to buy one you like, it can’t have anything to do with me.”

      When I looked over, he was crying, wiping away silent tears from his face.

      Which made me a monster.

      “Jake, don’t cry,” I said, helplessly.

      He sniffed, wiping away more tears. “What do you want me to do? React with no emotion at all? My girlfriend — who I love very much by the way — has just broken up with me out of the blue. There was me planning our future, but she couldn’t even stand the thought of buying a bedside table with me. I’m glad I never presented you with an engagement ring, because who knows what reaction that might have got.” He shrugged, banging the steering wheel with his fist.

      I jumped, startled.

      He turned to me. “There’s really nothing I can say? Your mind’s made up?”

      I took a second, before nodding my head. “I’m so sorry, Jake. I really am.”

      His shoulders slumped as he turned the key in the ignition, facing forwards. “Not half as sorry as me.” His voice was smaller now, defeated. “You coming home or do you want me to drop you off somewhere on the way?”

      I hadn’t thought that far ahead — this hadn’t been my plan today. “I’ll come home, pack a bag and get out of your hair for the weekend.”

      As Jake drove out of the car park, I wasn’t sure what I was feeling.

      But I’d done it — there was no turning back.

      Ready or not, today was the start of a brand-new chapter.
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