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Dear Future Me,

You only went and bloody did it, didn’t you? Did what we said you’d never do: grow up. Don’t you remember, we were supposed to always be young, always know what’s in the charts, always be down with the cool kids? But let’s face it, I’ve never been down with the cool kids, so there’s really no hope of that happening. Unless I’ve seriously underestimated myself.

My mind is boggling at what your life might be like. Are there flying cars? Do people live on Mars? Did you finally reduce your unread emails to zero? I can’t begin to imagine.

So, what do I hope of me in seventeen years’ time? Mainly I hope you’re happy. And not the kind of on-paper happy that’s all about shiny cars and executive flats. I mean proper cheeks-ache-from-too-much-smiling-and-laughing-type happy. I hope your life is busy and full of love and friendship and that you’re finally comfortable in your own skin. I hope that you are being true to yourself and that you’ve become the woman you should have been and the one that you wanted to be.

But most of all I hope that you haven’t fucked it up and that you didn’t lose him, again.

X x






Chapter 1

I sometimes think that I am the only person in the world who doesn’t enjoy their birthday. There’s that assumption that the day has to be special and better than any other day of the year: the most fun had, the best meal ever eaten, the most love felt. There’s always so much pressure that it inevitably feels like you’re setting yourself up for a fall when it doesn’t live up to expectations. And this year, on my thirty-fifth birthday, for some inexplicable reason I’m feeling it even more.

I’ve never been that bothered about getting older. I didn’t have a midlife crisis when I hit thirty and I don’t dread the thought of turning forty or fifty, so I can’t put my finger on why all week I’ve been freaking out about turning thirty-five. It’s not even a special birthday.

I might not have the husband or children I once expected to have at my age, but I have so many other things to be grateful for. A flat all of my own. A boyfriend who’s sweet and funny, who isn’t in a hurry to fast-track our relationship. I’m co-director of a successful business. Yet, despite all this, I can’t shake the feeling that turning thirty-five is significant somehow.

I quicken my step towards the café where I’m meeting Dad and Layla, hoping they’ll distract me from my thoughts. A breeze whips around me and I pull my cardigan across my chest. It might be June and almost a midsummer’s day, but there’s nothing midsummer about today’s weather at all.

I immediately locate my dad in the corner of the café when I walk in.

‘There’s the birthday girl,’ he shouts, loud enough for the rest of the customers to hear. He folds his newspaper and places it on the table, before standing up to give me a big hug. ‘Happy birthday, love. Thirty-five, eh?’

‘Thanks for reminding me.’ I peer around the table, trying to spot any discreetly placed birthday decorations. Dad knows I hate any kind of fuss on my birthday. ‘I’m glad to see you finally listened to my no-decorations rule.’

I catch the slight twinkle in his eye as he tries to suppress a smile.

‘What have you done? The whole reason I agreed to meet you here, and not the office, is to keep this low-key.’

My dad and I are co-directors of an office supply company and in years gone by he’s decorated my desk with balloons, banners and streamers, and there’s always a speech. I hate speeches.

The bell above the door of the café jangles, and in breezes Layla, one of our work colleagues, who over the years has become my best friend too. A waitress walks out from behind the counter with a tray of hot drinks and Layla nearly takes her out with the two pink foil helium number balloons that pop out from behind her.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she says, trying to wrestle the three and five under control. ‘Happy birthday, Edie.’

‘Did you forget to send Layla the no-fuss memo?’ Dad laughs, oblivious to my eye roll.

I grit my teeth, standing up to give her a hug, and she tucks the offending balloons around my chair.

‘No one is letting me forget how old I am today, are they?’

‘By the time you get to my age you need all the reminders you can get,’ says Dad, standing up. I can’t help but crack a smile, as, deep down, I know they’re only making a fuss because they care. ‘I’ll go order us some coffees; two flat whites?’

‘Perfect,’ Layla says, and I nod.

As Dad goes to queue for the drinks, Layla pulls out an expensive-looking box of chocolates and slides them over to me.

‘Thank you, you know you didn’t need to.’ She’d already given me her present when she took me on a fancy spa day at the weekend.

‘Couldn’t resist. Besides, I couldn’t show up empty-handed – I had to give you something on your actual birthday. Speaking of gifts, I’m dying to know what Miles got you!’

‘Oh, I don’t know yet, I’m not seeing him until tonight.’

‘Didn’t he sleep at yours last night?’

‘No, because I’m seeing him tonight.’

‘You two’ – she shakes her head – ‘there’s nothing to stop you seeing each other two nights in a row, you know.’

‘I know, but just because we’re having fun dating, doesn’t mean to say that we have to live in each other’s pockets. We both like having our own space, and seeing each other a couple of times a week suits us fine. Besides, a birthday is just another day.’

‘I feel like you should come round and do a TED talk about that in our house. Try convincing the twins that their eighth birthday is like any other day.’

‘Isn’t their birthday in October? That’s months away.’

‘I know, but that hasn’t stopped them from lobbying for every bit of the not-even-released-yet Liverpool football kit, an Xbox, a zillion games for the aforementioned Xbox, an iPad.’ She takes a deep breath. ‘Anyway, this is not about them, this is about you. Where’s Miles taking you to dinner? Somewhere fancy, I hope?’

‘The Chambers.’

‘Ooh, that is proper swanky.’ She lowers her voice and leans across the table. ‘You know that’s a proposal restaurant, don’t you? I think I read in the local paper that they get on average two proposals a week.’

My whole body stiffens.

‘We’re definitely not at that stage.’

She gives me a knowing smile. ‘Maybe tonight will prove otherwise.’

My stomach’s started to churn even though I know she must be wrong. We’ve only been together five months.

The coffee machine starts to whirr away in the background and Dad comes back over and takes his seat.

‘What have I missed?’ he asks.

‘Edie is going to The Chambers tonight for dinner with Miles.’

‘Oh, you’ll have to let us know what you think. I was thinking that perhaps we could book it for our Christmas do this year.’

‘Blimey, business must be good,’ says Layla. ‘That’s a step up from last year’s trip to the pub across the road.’

‘I think winning a place on the council tender should be reason to celebrate,’ says Dad.

‘Just because we’re a preferred supplier doesn’t guarantee that anyone will order from us,’ I say. ‘It might be best to play it safe this year and go all out next year when we know if it’s made a difference.’

‘Come on, Edie, I’ve got that dress from Whistles that’s just itching to be worn again. It would be the perfect occasion,’ says Layla, pleading with her eyes.

‘You and that Whistles dress.’

‘Well, if someone would get married already I’d have somewhere else to wear it.’ She gives me a pointed look.

The waitress comes over with a tray and I’m relieved of the interruption until I notice with horror that she’s got an almond croissant with a lit candle in it. She breaks out into a loud rendition of ‘Happy Birthday’ and Dad and Layla don’t miss a beat joining in. The rest of the patrons of the café sing along and my cheeks burn. I try and sink down in my chair, but between Dad singing at the top of his lungs and the pink helium balloons advertising my age, there’s no escaping it.

The waitress places it down in front of me and I mutter a thanks before I blow out the candle. Dad pats me on the back and Layla claps her hands.

‘Thank you for that complete embarrassment.’

‘Come on, it’s your birthday; we just wanted to make it special. You know it’s only a fraction of what your mum would have done,’ says Dad. ‘Jan always loved birthdays.’

My heart burns at the mention of Mum. He’s right though; she would have done something completely over the top. She would have filled the whole café with balloons and there would have been a cake the size of a table, and it certainly wouldn’t have had one solitary candle on top.

I can’t help but feel sad. My birthdays have never been the same since she died seventeen years ago. Each one serves as a painful reminder that she’s no longer here. I’ve almost reached the point now where I’ve celebrated more without her than I did with her.

Dad senses the shift in mood, and he puts his hand over mine. He doesn’t say anything, but he doesn’t need to; his being here knowing how I’m feeling is good enough.

‘So how long have you got before you need to go?’ I say, trying not to slip down a melancholy rabbit hole.

Layla’s a governor at the school that her twin boys attend, and she’s roped Dad into doing a careers talk there this morning.

‘In about twenty minutes. You should come,’ says Layla.

‘Um, that’s OK. I thought I might just potter round and go to the shops.’

In truth, I hadn’t really thought about what I was going to do after I left them. It was a last-minute decision to take the day off, mainly motivated by the weird feeling I’ve had surrounding this birthday.

‘Why don’t you come with us?’ says Dad. ‘I feel like I haven’t seen you properly for ages. It would be nice to spend the morning together at least.’

‘Dad, we work together every day. We see plenty of each other.’

‘Yeah, but it’s different when we’re in the office. I just feel like we haven’t caught up a lot lately.’

I don’t want to point out that it’s his fault, so instead I take a bite of my croissant. He’s always busy with Julie, the woman he’s started dating.

‘You know I don’t really like those kinds of events, I’m never very good at answering questions on the spot.’

‘It’s not like you’ll have to say anything, just come and watch my talk.’

‘The boys would love to see you to wish you happy birthday,’ says Layla.

The two of them are ganging up on me, but it’s not like I have anything better to do and perhaps it’ll distract me from thinking about my birthday.

‘OK, why not.’

‘Good,’ says Dad, a triumphant look on his face. ‘Now, that almond croissant looks really good. I might just get one for myself.’

‘Dad! You know you’re supposed to be cutting down.’

‘Don’t worry, I didn’t have any breakfast at home.’

That’s not really the point and he knows it.

‘Plus, it’s not every day your baby turns thirty-five.’

‘Tell me about it,’ I say, wishing that everyone would stop reminding me.






Chapter 2

We arrive at the school in plenty of time for Dad’s presentation and are greeted by Claudia, the twins’ teacher. She wastes no time getting straight to the logistics of how the talk’s going to work.

‘First, we’ll introduce you to the kids,’ says Claudia, ‘then we’ve got the perfect story lined up for you to read, if that’s OK? It’s about a boy deciding what he wants to be when he grows up, and then we’ll finish off with a Q&A. It’ll be nice and informal, so hopefully the kids will all get to join in.’

My dad is grinning like a Cheshire cat. He’s the complete opposite of me in that he loves public speaking. Dad’s the face and the spokesperson of our company and I’m the behind-the-scenes-making-sure-everything-happens person; it’s why we make such a good team.

‘Right, so we’ll get you a—’ Claudia’s interrupted by Dad’s phone ringing. He excuses himself from the conversation and retreats over to the other side of the room. ‘As I was saying, I’ll just go and grab your visitor passes before I take you to the class,’ says Claudia. She heads into the glass-walled office in the corner.

‘You’ll have to report back, Edie, and let me know if the twins behaved themselves in class,’ says Layla.

‘You’re not going to watch?’

‘No, I’ve got a meeting with the head teacher – governor stuff.’

‘Oh, well, I’m sure the twins will behave as they normally do.’

‘That’s why I’m worried.’

I laugh but stop when Dad walks back over with a frown on his face.

‘Everything OK?’ asks Layla.

‘No, actually, Julie let herself out of my house and she’s locked her car keys inside.’

‘Oh, gosh,’ says Layla, as Claudia returns, passes in hand.

‘I’m going to have to leave and give Julie my spare key; otherwise she won’t make it to work on time.’

‘You can’t go,’ I say to Dad. ‘What about the kids?’

Dad looks at Claudia in a panic then glances over at me. ‘Why don’t you do it, Edie?’

‘Er, yeah, sure, I can take the keys to Julie.’ It might be a little awkward since I’ve never met her before.

‘You haven’t got your car and you’re not insured on mine. No, I mean, you do the talk instead of me.’

‘Oh, that’s a great idea!’ Claudia chips in, her face lighting up. ‘In fact, not to be rude, Gary, but we’re always looking at ways for the kids to become more aware of gender equality. And who better to speak to the kids than a young, female CEO like Edie. I’m sure it would be incredibly inspiring.’

‘But I haven’t got a speech prepared,’ I stutter.

‘You don’t need one, it’s all going to be very relaxed.’

‘It’s not only about being unprepared …’ I try and think of a reason that sounds less pathetic than admitting that I’m scared of talking to a class of children. I wipe my clammy hands on my jeans.

‘Couldn’t Julie get a taxi to work, or Layla could do the talk instead?’

‘Please,’ says Layla. ‘Your job title is way more impressive than mine; besides, I’ve got that meeting.’

My heart starts to race.

‘It’s just a story and a Q&A, and I’ll guide you through it.’ Claudia’s using a gentle voice like I imagine she uses when she’s trying to reassure the children.

‘You’ve got this, Edie,’ says Dad, squeezing my shoulder before he hurries off to rescue Julie. The irony isn’t lost on me that I came to spend more time with him, and I’ve ended up covering for him whilst he goes off to her, again.

As I enter the room, the sight of thirty plus excited seven-year-olds sitting cross-legged on a square of carpet is even more terrifying than I could have imagined. Beads of sweat start to form on my forehead and my mouth goes dry.

I follow Claudia with shaky legs, wishing I had her air of confidence as she strides across the classroom. She’s every bit the cool teacher I would have loved to have had as a kid, with her tight corkscrew curls that frame her face, and dressed in a mustard-coloured turtleneck with a black dungaree dress and stripy tights.

She claps her hands together and the noise level starts to fall until there’s silence.

‘Right then, raise your hand if you like pens.’ Nearly every hand shoots up. ‘OK, what about notebooks? And pencils? And chocolate biscuits? Well, that’s what Edie’s company sells to different offices. Now you’re going to hear all about it.’

[image: ]

Despite my nerves I manage to make it through the introduction to my job and the story without incident, with the children still more or less concentrating.

‘OK, class,’ says Claudia, ‘I’ve got a very important question and I want you to think long and hard about it. What do you want to be when you grow up?’

They suddenly snap to attention pondering one of life’s deep questions for a seven-year-old. Adults ask children it all the time. It’s a bit of a cruel trick in a way, making them dream big, convincing them they can be anything they want, but how many people actually get their exact dream job? Don’t most people have to adjust their life goals based on the hand they’re dealt? The resources they have, the grades they get, the opportunities that are available to them. Or, in my case, the life they inherit when everything falls apart.

‘Let’s see, does anyone want to be a firefighter?’ asks Claudia, pausing to see a show of hands. ‘OK, a few. How about an astronaut? … A doctor? … Chef? … Actor? … Business owner? How about you, Scarlett?’

‘I want to be the prime minister or a zookeeper.’

‘Excellent choices. Lucas?’

‘A sorcerer.’

‘Like a magician?’

‘Like a wizard,’ he says, his eyes widening.

‘Magic, I like it.’ Claudia nods. ‘Now what do you think Marcus in the book wanted to be?’

Hands shoot up and she points to a boy at the back.

‘Um, everything? But he looked happiest in the pictures when he was an astronaut.’

‘He did look pretty happy in that picture and maybe that was what he wanted to do the most. But isn’t that the best bit? That there are so many options and possibilities of what he could do?’

‘Yes, he’s lucky. He’ll grow up to be a man,’ says Scarlett, twiddling hair around her finger.

I bite my lip and try not to laugh as she seems to have morphed from a seven-year-old into a fully grown woman.

‘You’ll be able to do all those things too. Edie is living proof that you can achieve great things if you work hard for it,’ says Claudia, swooping in quickly.

Scarlett doesn’t look convinced, and I try hard not to smile. She’s so feisty that I have no doubt in my mind that she’ll be smashing glass ceilings whatever she decides to do.

‘And what did you want to be, Edie, when you were our age?’ asks Rohan, one of Layla’s twins.

‘Oh, um, I …’ I’m caught off guard by the question and my mind’s gone blank. ‘I’m not sure, maybe at your age … I probably wanted to be a ballerina or a bobsleigh driver.’

The kids pull confused faces and Claudia, who must be close in age to me, laughs.

‘There was a film … bit of a long story,’ I try to explain. ‘But then when I got older, I dreamed of changing the world, becoming a lawyer or even a teacher.’

‘I overheard my mum saying once that no one actually wants to be a teacher. She couldn’t think of anything worse,’ says Kiran, Layla’s other son. Layla’s earlier fears suddenly make sense.

Claudia puts her hands on her hips. ‘I’ll have you know that I always wanted to be a teacher. I used to line up my soft toys and take the register and read them books when I was a little girl. Besides, who else is going to put up with you all?’ she says with a cheeky smile to the children.

‘I think your job sounds way cooler,’ says another one of the boys, pointing at me. ‘Do you get to boss people about?’

‘Well, I am the boss, but part of being a good manager is that you don’t boss people about, but you enable staff to—’

‘What’s the point of being a boss if you can’t be bossy?’ says a girl. ‘Do you ever make people cry?’

‘No, never. Or at least not intentionally; there was one time, but it was a big misunderstanding … Does anyone want to know about stationery?’

A hand flies up and Claudia calls on the boy.

‘Do you have one of those pencil sharpeners that you put the pencil in and it makes that grrrrrr sound and it comes out all sharp?’

‘I do, we also sell them.’

‘Wow.’ The whole class looks impressed. ‘Do you have it in your bag?’

‘Sadly not.’

‘Anyone got any more questions?’ asks Claudia over the sighs of disappointment.

‘Are you married?’

‘Um … no.’

‘Do you have a Ferrari?’

‘Do you have a horse? My dad won’t let me get a horse, but I bet you have lots of money, so you have one.’

The children have perked up and they’re no longer waiting to ask their questions and they’re shouting out whatever pops into their head all at the same time and I’m turning this way and that trying to answer them all.

‘How many kids have you got?’

‘Um, none … yet,’ I say, feeling flustered.

‘You better hurry up,’ says a girl at the front. ‘My mum’s always moaning that she’s too old for all this and that she should have had me earlier.’

First Layla and the talk of proposals and now the kids telling me I should have kids … I tug at my blouse; it suddenly feels very warm in here.

‘How old are you, exactly?’ says a boy, squinting and trying to appraise me as if to answer his own question.

‘I’m thirty-five, today, actually.’

There are gasps before they break into a spirited version of ‘Happy Birthday’ that even startles Claudia.

‘What did you get for your birthday, Miss? I got Minecraft Lego.’

‘We’re getting a little off topic here, so I think that it might be time to wrap this up. Good job, Edie. Shall we give her a round of applause?’

I’m treated to some deafening applause before the bell rings.

‘OK, line up, Mrs French will take you out to the playground.’

They leap up and start pushing and shoving their way into a line and the teaching assistant leads them out.

‘And then there was peace,’ says Claudia as the last child leaves.

‘I don’t know how you do it.’

‘You get used to it.’ She puts the chairs we were sat on back by a nearby desk. ‘You were so good with the kids. Do you spend a lot of time around them?’

‘Me?’ I slip my handbag onto my shoulder. ‘Not really.’

‘You were a natural. You know, I’m a trustee for a literacy charity and we’re always looking out for people to help and I think you’d be perfect for it.’

‘A charity, right, I’m sure the company could sponsor you.’

‘Thanks, that’s kind, but what we’re desperate for are volunteers: people who will listen to the children while they read.

‘The charity’s called Big Little Readers. You might have seen it in the local news when it was launched last year?’ I shake my head. ‘Essentially, it’s run out of the library and volunteers go in pairs to people’s houses to read to kids who don’t get the same support as others do. Maybe the child’s parents are busy juggling multiple jobs, or having to care for the child’s medically ill siblings, or they just need additional help that the parents themselves can’t give. Every household has a different reason for needing the charity, but the volunteers are there with the same purpose: to be attentive and to help inspire the child to read.’

‘What a great idea,’ I say.

‘It is and it’s had amazing results.’

‘And you want me to volunteer? I think today was a bit of a fluke, to be honest. I don’t really know how to talk to kids.’

‘You could have fooled me earlier.’

She walks over to her desk and roots around in her drawer.

‘Here’s a leaflet with more information. Why don’t you have a read, and then if you’re interested’ – she scribbles on the back – ‘that’s my email address.’

She hands me the paper and I take it.

‘Um, thanks. I’ll think about it,’ I say to be polite, but knowing that today was a one-off.

She guides me back into the reception, where I find Layla leaving the head teacher’s office. We say our goodbyes to Claudia and head outside.

‘Well, how did it go?’ asks Layla. ‘Did the twins behave themselves?’

‘Yeah, it went well, and the twins were good.’

I decide not to tell her about the teacher comments Kiran made. What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her.

I pull my phone out of my bag to turn it off silent. I see that I’ve got a message.


Miles

Happy Birthday Edie! Looking forward to the next stage in our Love Story tonight [image: Smiling face Emoji] xoxo



I groan.

‘What is it?’ asks Layla.

‘I’ve just received the corniest text ever.’

I turn my phone round for her to see and she laughs.

‘Who knew Miles was a hopeless romantic at heart? You have to admit, though, that all signs point to a proposal tonight. The restaurant. And that text message. Someone may be Mrs Cole by the end of the night,’ she says, nudging me.

I get a sinking feeling in my stomach, praying beyond hope that she’s got it all wrong.






Chapter 3

I open the door to Miles, or at least I presume it’s him. He’s laden like a pack horse with bags draped over his arms and his face is obscured by an enormous bunch of flowers.

‘Hello, birthday girl,’ he says.

He tries to lean down, and we do our best to kiss but the lilies get in the way. We pull apart and he attempts to hand me the flowers.

‘Hello yourself. What is all this stuff?’

I take a bottle of wine that Miles is about to drop, and he manages to catch a garment bag that was slipping off his arm.

‘All in good time,’ he says.

I notice his overnight bag on his back that’s bulging at the seams, a contrast to its usual state as Miles usually travels with only the essentials.

I walk over to the cupboard under the sink and pull out a vase. I fill it with water and place it on the kitchen island. I’m about to arrange the flowers when Miles places a small turquoise bag next to me. It’s Tiffany blue. I stare at it, Layla’s words about the proposal fresh in my mind.

‘So, big night tonight.’

My heart starts to beat a little bit quicker.

‘Yep, although it’s just another year older. It’s no big deal.’

Miles leans on the kitchen island and raises an eyebrow.

‘But tonight is a double celebration.’

I look down at the unspoken Tiffany bag.

‘Double celebration?’ I squeak. We have not been dating long enough for it to be anything small and sparkly. But that bag.

‘The council tender,’ he says. ‘I saw it on your company Facebook page.’

‘Oh, right, that.’ I breathe a silent sigh of relief.

Miles and I have been dating for about five months and it’s that perfect limbo stage of a relationship before we decide if things get serious, and, if my past form is anything to go by, where things fall apart. It’s an unspoken rule between us that we’ll see each other a few nights a week, usually alternating between whose flat we stay in, but it’s not expected. There are no assumptions that we’ll be each other’s plus ones to events if we don’t want to go. Yet, whilst we’ve got those boundaries in place, we’re also comfortable enough around each other that I don’t mind if he sees me first thing in the morning make-up free with massive bedhead, and he’s unfortunately perfectly comfortable parading around in his flat in the pair of bright-orange fisherman trousers that he bought when travelling in Thailand. Ones that are quite frankly so hideous that they should have been confiscated at customs.

‘I thought you would have been excited. Hopefully it’s going to bring in a lot of business.’

‘Fingers crossed,’ I say, trying to find some enthusiasm. Winning the tender means we’re on the preferred suppliers list for the county council, which means all the council-run organisations – anything from the museums to country parks to the main offices themselves – now have the possibility of ordering from us. Doors that, up until now, were previously closed to us.

‘You never know, it might lead to an offer from a bigger company wanting to buy you out.’

‘You know I could never sell the business.’ I walk over to the coat hook and slip a light jacket over my dress.

Miles is a corporate lawyer and he’s used to the cut-throat world of global mergers and acquisitions. No matter how much I try and explain the family business and loyalty we have to our staff, he doesn’t get it. I could never sell it and risk what would happen to them.

‘Maybe if the offer was high enough it might be too good to refuse.’

‘I think you get Porter’s confused with one of the multi-million-pound companies you deal with.’ I decide to change the subject as we’re never going to agree. ‘So, what time is the reservation for?’

‘Ah, about that,’ he says. ‘I cancelled it.’

I sigh with relief. It must mean there’s no engagement on the horizon if we’re no longer going to the proposal restaurant.

‘I hope you don’t mind,’ he continues, ‘but I thought it would be more romantic if we did something just the two of us here. I’ve got everything we need.’

‘Oh, OK,’ I say, surprised. ‘That sounds lovely.’

He smiles and slides the Tiffany bag towards me. ‘Here’s your present, by the way. Happy birthday.’

I flick the hair out of the back of my jacket and pick the bag up, my hands trembling. I try and read his face but he’s not giving anything away. I pull out the box, which is thankfully too big for a ring, and I begin to relax. I flip open the lid expecting jewellery, only to be confused by the solid lump of silver in front of me.

‘It’s a wine bottle stopper. The one you’ve got looks to be on its last legs.’

I glance over at the stopper that’s poking out of an open bottle of red. It’s got a ceramic Portuguese cockerel on top, and it’s at least seventeen years old. It was a present from a holiday Mum and Dad went on the summer she died. It was probably a last-minute purchase at the airport, one that she thought I’d take to university that September and lose. But it was the last thing she ever gave me and because of that it’s become one of my most treasured items.

‘Oh, um, thanks.’ I turn the super-sleek, beautifully designed silver stopper over in my hands. I don’t tell him what the cockerel stopper means to me. Miles isn’t one of those people who wants to know everything about me and the life I’ve lived before him; he baulks at hearing anything even remotely emotional, and sometimes – like now, when grief is tightening its grip around my heart – that suits me just fine.

‘So, what have you got planned for us tonight?’ I ask, putting the wine stopper back in its box.

‘It’s a surprise. I just need to set a few things up.’ He looks down at his bulging rucksack. ‘I know it’s your flat and everything, but I need you to disappear for a little while. Ten minutes or so.’

‘OK. I’ll go in the bedroom.’

‘Nope, I need that too. How about you wait downstairs in the foyer.’

I think for a minute that he’s joking, but he starts to usher me out.

‘Ten minutes?’

‘Fifteen minutes, max,’ he says, closing the door behind me.

I head downstairs and settle myself in the faux leather chair next to the main entrance. I can’t help laughing at what a strange day it’s been. From having my life picked apart by a class of seven-year-olds to being chucked out of my own flat whilst Miles does goodness knows what to it.

It might not have been the day I imagined I’d have, and certainly not one that would meet most people’s expectations of a birthday, but it’s been good enough for me. And one that didn’t warrant the uneasy feeling I’ve had all week.

I pull my phone out of my jacket pocket and text Layla the news that we’re no longer going to The Chambers. Then I check my emails. I’m scrolling through the usual marketing ones when I spot what looks like a very sophisticated phishing scam. It’s an email with my name as the sender. I’m about to delete it but then I spot the subject line and it sends shivers up my spine: Note to My Future Self.

It can’t be.

I click open and hold my breath.


Dear Future Edie,

Hello, from the past!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

Now don’t freak out – it is me! Or should I say you 17 years ago if I’ve got my maths right. In case you can’t remember, I’m writing this from the reception desk at Hartland’s Holiday Park. It’s so quiet in here today as there are free cocktails by the pool and, unsurprisingly, no one is popping in with their usual questions or complaints.

But I’m not writing to you just because I’m bored; I’m doing it because today is a momentous occasion. It’s my 18th, whoop! Which of course means it’s your birthday too – Happy Birthday – God, you’re so old now ;). Mum’s already had a giant cupcake-shaped cake delivered. Will I ever be old enough for her not to go over the top with the birthday celebrations?

Tonight, I’m heading out with the gang to a pub in Westerly for my first legal drink! I can’t wait to shove my ID right in the bouncer’s face now that I’ll no longer be trembling in fear that they’re going to let everyone else in but me.

All morning, Soph, Douglas, and Joel have been discussing how I should properly mark turning 18. Douglas thought I should get a tattoo, but Soph mentioned something about writing a letter about goals and it reminded me of a website Mr Cross had told us about in an English lesson once, where you could email yourself in the future. So here I am! And if you’re reading this then it’s worked!

I probably should have picked a landmark age to send this to, like 30 or 40, but I’m excited that, as of today, I’ll be ticking that 18-34 box on forms, which means you’ll be eligible for the 35 and over box, and we all know that’s who the real grown-ups are!

What’s it like to be a proper adult and to finally have this whole life thing sussed? I hope that you’re living life to the fullest. Don’t worry, I won’t hold it against you if you haven’t been bungee jumping or skydiving – yawn. I hope instead that you’ve embraced every second of life, and you’ve done lots that has both scared you and made you smile :)

Let’s hope you’ve figured out your life plan and that Mum and Dad haven’t sucked you into ‘the firm’ (said in my best mobster-impression voice). I bet you’re changing the world, aren’t you? That you became a barrister or something, fighting for injustice. I hope you’re generally kicking arse (ass?) and that Mum and Dad have finally forgiven you for not taking Business Studies at university!

Obviously, you’ll have found the secret to having a super ethical job that sticks a middle finger up to the man yet still pays mega bucks, and then you’ll be able to afford more than the value noodles that I’ve been living off since arriving at Hartland’s, and maybe your drink of choice will be more sophisticated than a Blue WKD.

Now, obviously you’ll be married to Scott; I know that he is most definitely the one. But, in case you’re not, I can hardly bring myself to type that, is your husband really fit? Did you have a big wedding? I’m guessing you’ve got kids? One? Two? Three? FOUR? Mum was teasing the other day saying she wanted lots of grandkids.

It must be so weird to have lived through all this and have grown up the other side. I envy you so much. You’ll have your shit all sorted. I’m sure you’ll probably look back on this time with fond memories. The summer you escaped from the parents. Plus, in a few months you’ll be (grades willing) at the University of Leicester. Don’t people say that university years are the best of your life? How depressing will that be to graduate and think that my best years are behind me.

Although, I seriously think that this job might be the best time of my life. I’ve made such good friends and it just never stops. There’s always something going on – and the work isn’t that bad.

Now, Mr Cross said that we should include a note to self – an inspirational message from the past to give you a kick up the old bottom. So here goes. Do something you wouldn’t usually do. From what I know of adults, they always live within their comfort zones, like they’ve forgotten that real living happens when you step outside of it. Remember, your comfort zone does not have a brick wall built around it.

Much love,

A lot younger you x x



It takes me a second or two to process what I’ve just read and then I go back to the start and I read it another three times to make sure I’m not hallucinating. Goosebumps creep up my arms.

It breaks my heart to think of eighteen-year-old me. She was so care- and worry-free, living her life in a way that I’d forgotten I had once done. She sounded so young, and she had no idea what was coming her way and how it would change her life forever.

I don’t often think about the long summer at Hartland’s. It’s so hard to remember all the fun I had over those few months without thinking about how it ended abruptly when my mum died. Without the guilt around her death creeping in and weighing me down. Without me thinking about falling in love with Joel and how he broke my heart.

I’m about to read it a fourth time when a message from Miles pops up on the screen telling me it’s time to come back to the flat.

Miles. I remember where I am and prise myself out of the chair, my legs unsteady as I walk back on autopilot.

It’s dark when I get there, and I flick the lights on.

‘Hey, turn them off,’ says Miles, appearing at the end of the hallway. ‘Woah. You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

‘I almost have,’ I whisper.

Miles takes my hand and leads me into the lounge. It’s dark in there too and he guides me to the sofa. He perches on the edge, sitting stiff and upright and it takes me a second to work out why. He’s wearing a tux, only it’s a little snug and it looks like it’s restricting his movements.

I scan round the room, there’s a blanket on the floor and there are scores of glasses housing lit tealights. Rose petals are scattered over the floor, and there’s the most delicious smell coming from the oven.

‘Did you do all this? It looks amazing.’

‘Yes.’ He straightens his bow tie. ‘I googled “romantic evenings in” and followed their recommendations.’

I can’t help but suppress a smile. Googling romance is such a typical thing for Miles to do. Still, he’s gone to a lot of effort to execute it beautifully.

‘I like your tux.’

‘It’s a little tighter than it used to be,’ he says, trying to tug it down. ‘We’re going to have a picnic inside and watch a movie. I’ve got some Camembert in the oven. I thought if I was going to do cheesy, we needed cheese.’

I splutter a laugh and I blink back a rogue tear.

‘Edie, what’s happened? Even in this light you look pale.’

‘I’m fine,’ I say, my voice wobbling. ‘I just received an unexpected email from someone.’

‘Who was it from?’

I open my mouth to tell him, but I worry if I do that he’ll laugh and think I’m weird that I wrote to myself, or, worse, that he’d want to read it.

‘It was from an old friend that I’d met the summer after my A levels. We worked at a holiday park in Dorset together.’

He doesn’t put two and two together to realise that’s the year that my mum died.

‘Oh, right,’ he says. ‘Do you need to write back or take a moment?’

I wipe under my eyes and I attempt to smile. I can’t think about it now. Miles has gone out of his way to do all this for me.

‘No, it’s fine. So, what film have you picked?’

‘Love Story. The website said pick a love story, so I assumed it would be perfect.’

I scrunch my eyes shut. That’s depressing on a good day, let alone after reading the email that I’ve just received.

‘What? Don’t you like it?’

‘It’s just … it’s a bit sad.’ That being a massive understatement.

‘Oh, really? It’s not romantic?’ His face falls.

‘Well, it is,’ I say, trying to give him credit, ‘but it’s also a story of heartbreak too.’

‘Oh, I should have done better research.’ He looks so disappointed. There he is in his tux, which he might rip through at any moment. He’s gone to so much trouble.

‘It’s fine, we can stick Bridget Jones on instead.’

I need something that’s funny and warm and something that can distract me from the maelstrom in my mind.

‘Perfect. Pop it on and I’ll get the cheese out and we can start our cheesy night.’

He gets up like a mechanical robot.

‘Edie, do you mind if I change first? I should have perhaps tried the tux on beforehand.’

‘Change away. Thanks for making the effort.’

He bends down and kisses me and we hear an unmistakable sound of ripping and we both wince.

Miles shuffles out and both of us can’t help laughing at how silly he looks. It momentarily lifts my mood, but, when he disappears, thoughts of the email flood back.

‘Bloody hell,’ I mutter, closing my eyes.

I wonder if somewhere in the back of my mind I was expecting this email and that’s why I’ve felt anxious about turning thirty-five.

My head’s spinning and all I can think of is the next instalment, because I might not remember what I wrote but I do remember that once I started sending emails to the future, I couldn’t stop.






Chapter 4

THEN

The summer before I started university, I’d had my heart set on going interrailing. I’d been dating my boyfriend Scott for almost two years, and back then that felt like a lifetime. I’d been heartbroken at the thought that he and his best mate were going away for a whole month around Europe. On one of the many occasions when I’d been moaning about our impending separation, he’d invited me to tag along, and I’d jumped at the chance. The only slight complication was that I’d have to convince my parents, who’d ultimately be funding the trip, to let me go.

Despite the comprehensive presentation about the cultural experiences I’d have and how I’d pay them back working at university, my parents weren’t thrilled about the idea. At first, I thought they were saying no because they wanted to exploit a cheap labour source by having me work at Porter’s over the summer, or that they wanted to keep me close for our last summer together before I moved away. But then they tried to make me see it through Scott’s friend’s eyes and how I’d be turning him into a third wheel on his own trip. They suggested that I concentrate on earning money for university and that Scott and I could go the year after. And when they put it like that, a trip just the two of us did sound more appealing, especially when we could visit places like Paris and Venice, the cities of love.

‘So, I take it you think I should work for you at Porter’s then?’ I said with a groan.

My dad went to speak, but my mum put her hand on his arm and interrupted him.

‘Actually, I think you should go to Hartland’s. The summer I spent working there changed my life.’ She looked over at Dad and they shared one of their sickeningly in love glances. ‘Lionel’s still there, running the show. I could give him a shout.’

It was a story I’d heard many times before: Mum met Dad when she was working at the reception at Hartland’s Holiday Park when she was sixteen and he was holidaying with his friends. Mum got roped in to judge a knobbly knees competition in which Dad was taking part. He might have got last place in the competition, but he ended up with her phone number, so he always said he was the true winner.

We used to go there on holiday a lot when I was little. It was a special place for our family. But as the business started to do better, they had the money to holiday abroad and instead we visited Westerly for daytrips.

‘You never know, you might meet the man you’re going to marry there just as I did.’

I groaned. ‘I’ve already met him, and he’s going interrailing.’

Mum and Dad exchanged looks; they didn’t need to say what they were thinking.

‘I met Scott when I was sixteen, same age as you, Mum.’

Dad bit his lip trying not to laugh.

‘And I bet if Dad was going interrailing you’d have gone with him.’

‘I couldn’t have afforded it. And neither can you. Work the summer, and then go travelling with Scott next year. I promise you’ll have just as many adventures working at Hartland’s.’

I’d scoffed, thinking that she was quite delusional, but I thought if I didn’t agree to go they’d only make me work at Porter’s and I didn’t want to spend a second summer there.

It wasn’t until I was standing with my backpack staring at the entrance sign to the holiday park that I wondered how my parents could think it was in any way comparable to a European travel adventure.

The T was hanging precariously from the entrance sign and I wondered if that was indicative of the rest of Hartland’s, like it had seen better years.

‘Are you sure you’re going to be OK?’ Dad asked. ‘We can park the car up and come in if you like?’

They were both standing on their respective sides of the car, equally reluctant to get in. I wanted to jump back in the car and tell them there’d been a mistake. I might have been bored out of my brain at Porter’s last year, but its familiarity was suddenly appealing. I hadn’t expected to feel so scared to leave my parents.

‘I’ll be fine, you go,’ I said, trying to be brave. I knew that university was only a few months away. I was going to have to stand on my own two feet then. My parents wouldn’t always be there in the car whenever things got too scary.

‘OK, well, if there’s any problems we’ll be at the hotel until tomorrow night. And any problems after that we’re only forty minutes up the road,’ said Mum.

‘What, if you drive like Michael Schumacher?’

Dad laughed. ‘Remember, we pay the bill for your mobile, so make sure that some of the calls are to us.’

I was ready to fly the nest, desperate for my own space, yet at the same time I didn’t want to leave my parents. Even though I’d never admit it out loud with all my teenage embarrassment, I was worried how I’d cope without them.

I’m not saying we had one of those magical relationships where my parents were my best friends and we never had a cross word. They drove me crazy a lot of the time and they interfered in everything. But they were still my parents and they were always there when I needed them.

‘If you’re sure you’re going to be OK?’ said Mum again.

‘I’m sure.’

I waved as they got back in the car and I turned towards the entrance. I needed to get a grip; it wasn’t like I was never going to see them ever again.

When I was little, I remembered Hartland’s being a magical place, not only because it’s where my parents fell in love, but also where fun could be found around every corner. I made my way through the open gates and headed to the portacabin reception. I was surprised at how small and unglamourous the site looked – nothing like it did in my memories or on the website.

The receptionist behind the desk was a young woman about the same age as me. She had straight blonde hair that was layered heavily to make it look almost spiky at the edges, and she wore a bright-red T-shirt with a name badge that read Elizabeth.

‘Can I help?’ she asked, looking me up and down.

‘Um, yes, I’m a new member of staff, Edie Porter.’

She looked me up and down again, seeming no more impressed than she had the first time.

‘I’ve got a list somewhere. Ah, here we are, Edith?’

‘Yes, but everyone calls me Edie.’

‘Right, well, Edith, here’s your key.’

She pulled out a photocopied map and drew a big circle.

‘Looks like you’re sharing with me and Sophie. Hope you’re tidier than she is.’

She handed me the key and turned straight back to her computer.

I wasn’t expecting any kind of welcoming committee, but I’d hoped for a smile at least.

‘Is there any other information I need to know? Am I going to be meeting Lionel today or …?’

Elizabeth looked up like it pained her to do so.

‘You’ll meet him at four p.m. at the team meeting. It’ll take place in the staffroom at the bottom of the staff accommodation.’

‘Thanks … Elizabeth, is it?’

‘It is to you!’

I snatched the keys and turned away, not bothering to ask any more. I scanned the road, hoping my parents’ car would still be there, but they’d gone.

‘You look like you’re about to do a runner,’ said a man with a Scottish accent. He was wearing a bright-red T-shirt that matched Elizabeth’s and a shell necklace around his neck. His longish light-brown hair was bleached at the tips and I wondered if it was from the sun or if he’d dyed it. I guessed he was a little older than me, but not by much.

‘Is it that obvious?’

I was on the verge of tears and I was doing everything I could to hold them in.

‘Ah, don’t tell me you’ve just had a run-in with Ms Randall-Perry. Otherwise known as Elizabeth and only Elizabeth. Don’t worry, we don’t all bite like her. What did you do, call her Liz, Lizzie, or Beth? She doesn’t approve of name shortening.’

‘None of the above; she found out that I was sharing a room with her.’

He winced and pulled a face.

‘No wonder you were tempted to run,’ he said with a laugh. ‘Come on, I’ll show you where your room is. I’m Douglas.’

‘Not Doug or Dougie, just Douglas?’

‘Oh, please, do not make me sound like I’m like Elizabeth. But yes, just Douglas. People have tried to call me Doug in the past, but I just don’t suit it.’

‘Nice to meet you. I’m Edie.’

He shook my hand and insisted on carrying my bag for me. He gave me a running commentary of the different areas of the campsite as we walked through. He pointed out the caravans where they put young people who made all the noise, the leisure complex in between, the fancy lodges that were closest to the beach. He told me the best shift rotation was night security and the bin runs were the worst. He was a wealth of information, only the more he told me about life on the campsite, the more daunting the job sounded. Where was the fun Mum had promised?

‘Here we are,’ he said as we reached what looked like an old 1950s motel. There were three identical-looking floors, all with external walkways sheltering the doors. ‘There’s a staffroom there at the end of the other block. This is my bedroom, by the way; you might want to remember that
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