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            A YEAR AND A DAY

            Isabelle Broom was born in Cambridge
                nine days before the 1980s began and studied Media Arts at the University of West
                London before starting a career first in local newspapers and then as a junior
                sub-editor at heat magazine. She travelled through Europe during her gap
                year and went to live on the Greek island of Zakynthos for an unforgettable and
                life-shaping six months after completing her degree. Since then, she has travelled
                to Canada, Sri Lanka, Sicily, New York, LA, the Canary Islands, Spain and lots more
                of Greece, but her wanderlust was reined in when she met Max, a fluffy little
                Bolognese puppy desperate for a home. When she’s not writing novels set in
                far-flung locations, Isabelle spends her time being the Book Reviews Editor at
                    heat magazine and walking her beloved dog round the parks of north
                London. 

            You can follow her on Twitter @Isabelle_Broom or find her on Facebook under Isabelle Broom Author.
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            Megan screwed her jeans up into a ball
                and lobbed them as hard as she could across the room. They hit the wall with a
                disappointingly quiet thump and slid forlornly to the floor, landing on top of the
                three shirts and five pairs of knickers she had already thrown.

            Packing was something she’d always
                been good at, a fact she was quite smug about. Those neatly rolled clothes, socks
                stuffed into shoes, toiletries decanted into miniature bottles and a careful amount
                of space left over for any purchases made while away.

            This time, however, she was having a
                hell of a job.

            Just what did you pack for a trip
                you’re taking with a friend who is a man, but definitely not your significant
                other? A man you kissed once when drunk ages ago, but who you don’t want to
                kiss again. A man who has invited you along on a trip to Prague on a purely platonic
                basis, but who is most definitely single. A man who you will have to spend some
                serious one-on-one time with over the next five days. A man who you will even have
                to share a bed with.

            It was a bit weird.

            Megan had refused to listen when her
                friends told her it would all end in tears. Hell, even her own mother had issued a
                word of warning.

            ‘I don’t want the poor boy
                getting hurt,’ she’d said. Typical Mum.

            Megan had waved aside their concerns, telling them that it was fine. Ollie knew
                that the stupid kiss had been a one-off, and that they were just good friends.

            But still – weird.

            Should she pack her black dress with the
                great cleavage? It looked nice on her and she liked wearing it, but would Ollie
                think it was a sign that she wanted him to notice her? Would she lead him on without
                even meaning to? And what about pyjamas? If she brought the new satin set with the
                lace trim, would he take them as a green light and assume she fancied a friendly
                fumble under the covers? But her only other alternative was the grotty T-shirt and
                shorts combo that had been festering away in her chest of drawers since university.
                She didn’t want Ollie to think she was a gross old tramp either. It was a
                problem. 

            Vest tops that had once been so
                innocuous now reeked of suggestion, jeans that had fitted well across the bum had
                all of a sudden become slutty, and as for her underwear selection … she
                didn’t even know where to start with that heap of provocative red flags to a
                sex-mad bull. It was no good, she was going to have to go to the most boring clothes
                shop in London and buy a sample wardrobe of the plainest and least offensive
                garments they had. Great.

            Megan’s phone vibrated in her
                pocket. A message from Ollie: 

            
                Hope you’re all packed.

                Looking forward to tomorrow.

                Pints at the airport at 6 a.m.,

                right? You’re buying x

            

            Oh God, he’d added a kiss. It had started already.

            She chewed her lip as she mulled over
                her reply, finally settling for: 

            
                Packed hours ago, you div.

                And YOU’RE buying.

            

            No kiss for him, oh no.

            Sighing, Megan abandoned the sheer
                hopelessness that was her packing and picked up her camera instead. Immediately she
                felt calmer. She loved feeling the weight of it in her hands, the texture of the
                casing beneath her practised fingers, the gentle click as she shifted the lens into
                position, and the surge of pleasure as she finally pressed the shutter down and
                captured her image. A snapshot of a moment, a memory saved forever, the view of the
                world as she saw it. Nothing made Megan happier than taking photos, and she knew
                photography would always be her first love. Not a man, not her friends, not even
                – her brain frowned momentarily – her family could compete. This camera
                was as much a part of Megan as her limbs, skin, hair and soul, and just holding it
                now, in the midst of a pile of rejected clothes, she felt comforted.

            When Ollie had revealed that he’d
                be teaching his class of eight-year-olds about Prague next term, he had asked Megan
                if she’d accompany him on a fact-finding trip during a teacher training week.
                As his non-official photographer, Megan had done extensive research on the place
                before making her decision – and it looked absolutely magical. All those
                cobbled streets and statues, not to mention the beautiful Vltava River, which ran
                right through the heart of the city. Prague was also packed with architectural
                treats, some dating back to before the
                thirteenth century, and Megan felt the hairs stand up on her arms with anticipation
                whenever she thought about it. 

            She was so sure that the trip was going
                to inspire her that she had finally chewed up her nerves, spat them out, and booked
                herself a May exhibition space along the South Bank here in London. It was to be her
                first big showcase in the capital and, with Christmas only a few weeks away now, she
                was cutting it quite fine, time-wise – but that’s how she preferred to
                work. Setting deadlines, writing lists, nagging herself to get up and get out, do
                something with her day, achieve something, anything – that was Megan all
                over.

            Her phone was vibrating again.

            
                Just thought – should we

                travel to the airport together?

                Taxi from mine? x

            

            Megan put her camera down and groaned.
                She only had herself to blame for agreeing to flights that departed at such an
                ungodly hour, but she didn’t want to add to her sleep deprivation by trekking
                all the way over to Ollie’s at five a.m. And he’d added another
                kiss.

            Come to mine – it’s easier. Megan pressed send and waited, watching as the message registered as delivered. As
                she suspected, it didn’t take Ollie long to reply.

            
                OK boss xx

            

            TWO KISSES?

            Megan spent the rest of her afternoon
                procrastinating. Having firmly decided that it was totally absurd to buy
                    boring clothes that she’d never
                wear again, she packed, then repacked her case, then deliberated for twenty whole
                minutes over whether or not to bother shaving her legs. By the time she was cleaned,
                preened, packed and settling down in front of the TV with a glass of red wine in
                hand, it was almost ten o’clock. If Ollie was coming round at five in the
                morning, she had better try to get some sleep soon, although there was only half a
                bottle of red left. No point in leaving any dregs if she was going away for five
                days – that was just wasteful.

            The sound of the doorbell almost made
                her lose what was in her glass.

            ‘Bloody hell,’ she muttered,
                picking up the baseball bat that she kept by the top of the stairs and wrapping her
                oversized cardigan tighter around her body. Megan had lived in North London for over
                ten years now and never in that time had she been mugged, attacked or otherwise
                burgled, but a girl living on her own could never be too careful.

            ‘Who’s there?’ she
                yelled through the door.

            She heard a low chuckle, before
                Ollie’s familiar voice replied: ‘The man of your wildest
                dreams.’

            Megan lowered her bat and opened the
                door a crack, glaring at her bespectacled friend through the gap.

            ‘You’re a bit early,
                don’t you think?’

            ‘What do you mean?’ Ollie
                had the grace to look momentarily confused, and Megan realised now that there was a
                suitcase by his feet.

            ‘I thought you were coming over in
                the morning.’

            ‘What, trudge all the way over
                here from Putney at five in the morning? As if I was ever going to do that. I
                thought you meant me to come over tonight.’

            He didn’t look like he was lying, and Megan opened the door a fraction
                further.

            ‘You’ll have to sleep on the
                sofa,’ she told him, trying not to care that she was wearing fluffy dog
                slippers and not a single scrap of make-up.

            Ollie heaved his case over the threshold
                and Megan let him go up the stairs first. She told him it was because she needed to
                lock the door properly, but really she didn’t want him staring at her bum on
                the way up. She’d caught him gawping at it once before, on an occasion where
                she had regrettably worn some very tight jeans, but she had no idea what he’d
                found so alluring. If she was going to pick one word to describe her bottom, it
                would be gargantuan.

            ‘Help yourself to wine,’ she
                told him when they were upstairs, already lamenting the extra glass she’d been
                planning to drink. Then again, she reminded herself, they could do all the drinking
                they liked over the next few days – Prague was famous for its beer halls.

            As if reading her mind, Ollie proposed a
                toast to ‘the first of many’ when he clinked his glass against her own,
                and she allowed herself to smile at her friend for the first time. There were plenty
                of things she liked about Ollie: he was tall, he had lots of thick chestnut hair
                that he actually remembered to wash, he had a nice job that provided lots of funny
                anecdotes on an almost daily basis, he still spoke to his parents regularly and not
                under duress, he was funny, and he was one of the best, most loyal friends
                she’d ever had.

            ‘Do you think this is going to be
                weird?’

            She hadn’t meant to say it, but
                she was glad she had when Ollie merely
                grinned at her and placed a reassuring hand on her arm.

            ‘Nah.’ He shrugged.
                ‘It’ll be fun.’

            He’d taken off his glasses because
                they’d steamed up, as they always did in her tropical front room. The radiator
                had broken years ago and was set permanently to super-high, but Megan, unlike any
                other poor soul who dared to enter her lair, had grown used to it. 

            Ollie’s eyes were probably his
                best feature, she decided. They were a bright hazel colour and magnified most of the
                time by his specs. She, by contrast, had tiny eyes, and they were a rather
                uninspiring pavement shade of grey.

            The silence that had inexplicably reared
                up was becoming uncomfortable, so Megan filled it by telling him about her plans for
                the new exhibition. She hadn’t settled on a theme yet, she told him, but was
                hoping that Prague would give her all the inspiration she needed. What she
                didn’t do, however, was explain exactly why this exhibition meant so much to
                her. That could wait for another day.

            ‘It sounds great,’ Ollie
                said, draining his wine and topping up both their glasses with the small amount that
                was left. He was always so supportive about her work – it was one of the
                reasons she liked having him around.

            ‘We are doing something special
                for my birthday, though, right?’ Ollie looked at her quizzically.

            ‘Um …’

            ‘I turned thirty-five a month ago,
                and I’ve yet to get so much as a card from you. Thirty-five is a milestone,
                you know. So I insist you take me to dinner at the classiest goulash joint in the
                whole of Prague.’

            ‘You’re an idiot,’ she
                told him, wondering silently if she had
                time to sneakily go online, find a restaurant in Prague and book them a table before
                their flight. She guessed that she probably didn’t.

            ‘I’m only teasing
                you.’ He nudged her leg with his foot and she clocked his bright pink socks.
                ‘How about another snog instead?’

            Megan couldn’t help it; she pulled
                a face.

            ‘Ollie …’ she began,
                but he held up a hand.

            ‘I know, I know –
                we’re friends and there’s to be no funny business whatsoever. I promise
                I was only joking, Meg.’

            She narrowed her eyes at his bemused
                expression. 

            ‘You’re so easy to wind
                up,’ Ollie told her, pushing his glasses up on his nose.

            Megan was suddenly assailed by a memory
                of the first time they’d sat side by side on her sofa, having only met a few
                hours before. She had been buoyed up by wine in her system then too, but the outcome
                had been very different to this.

            ‘Is it hot in here, or is it just
                me?’ she murmured, looking up to find Ollie peering at her in amusement.

            ‘You’ve gone all pink in the
                face, young lady,’ he said, taking her glass out of her hand and draining it
                himself. ‘Come on – time for bed. We’ve got a long day
                tomorrow.’

            Megan forced herself to walk to the
                cupboard and fetch the spare bedding, which she dropped on the sofa next to him,
                waiting out in the hallway until she heard him start to undress.

            This trip was clearly going to be weird,
                she realised. But then there was nothing Megan Spencer loved more than a
                challenge.
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            For a long time after her daughter hung
                up, Hope simply sat and stared into space. She supposed she ought to feel grateful
                that Annette hadn’t actually slammed down the receiver, but then you
                couldn’t really do that any more, could you? Not with everyone and their pet
                dog owning a mobile phone. It was far less dramatic to jab a screen with your finger
                than smash plastic against plastic and hear that satisfying ring of enraged silence,
                but the result was still the same: she felt as if her heart was breaking into
                pieces.

            There was a bowl of fruit on the table
                in front of her, and Hope picked up one of the satsumas. It was an easy peeler, the
                kind you found in every supermarket in the run-up to Christmas, and this one was
                definitely past its best. The skin had started to harden, and when she squeezed it,
                Hope could feel the overripe fruit mushing unpleasantly inside.

            It’s just like me, she thought
                – outwardly tough, but mush underneath. Annette didn’t agree, though
                – she’d said as much on the phone just a few minutes ago, accusing her
                mum of having no heart, of being selfish, of ruining her life.

            Hope stood up abruptly and took the
                satsuma into the kitchen, where she tossed it into the bin. Reaching across the
                narrow space, she flicked on the kettle and readied a mug for tea, more out of habit than an actual desire to drink
                one.

            She still felt a bit like a spare part
                in this flat. Back at home – well, back at the other house – she’d
                always had a job to do. Beds needing to be made, dinner to be cooked, laundry to be
                done. But here? Here there was just the two of them, and such a small amount of
                space. 

            But you chose this, she reminded
                herself, squeezing the teabag against the side of the mug. You couldn’t have
                carried on the way things were.

            Hope took her tea to the front window
                and peered down at the street below. A woman about the same age as her had just
                parked her car across the road by the post office, and was now trying to juggle a
                large stack of parcels wrapped in brown paper. Hope noted her neat, set curls and
                her smart coat, all buttoned up against the chilly December wind. 

            She wondered if the woman had got all
                dressed up just for this single errand, as Hope would once have done. For a while,
                she had channelled all her energy into looking her very best for just two hours a
                week, then slowly it became four, then six. Now she got up early every single
                morning to brush her hair and apply make-up. Today she was wearing a beautiful green
                dress with a plunging neckline – something she would once upon a time have
                saved for a special occasion, but now felt able to wear whenever she wanted. 

            She should really go out today, head
                over to the Arndale Centre and pick up some bits for Christmas, perhaps get her
                nails done and treat herself to a mulled wine at the open-air market. It would be a
                lot more fun with a friend, but she
                wasn’t sure if any of them would even want to hear from her. It was so
                awkward, this sort of thing, and Hope didn’t really blame them, but she did
                wince inwardly as an awful sense of loneliness crept through her.

            The tea had gone cold, so Hope poured it
                down the sink then washed up the mug, dried it, and put it back in the cupboard. The
                clock above the draining board ticked round to eleven a.m., and Hope heard the front
                door downstairs open and close, followed by the sound of feet on the stairs. 

            He still gave her butterflies.

            ‘Hello, gorgeous.’

            Charlie crossed the living room and
                pulled Hope into his arms, kissing the tip of her nose and gazing into her eyes.

            ‘I still can’t believe
                you’re here,’ he said, his eyes never leaving hers.

            Hope felt the wonderful warmth that had
                become so addictive ooze through her, as if the tips of Charlie’s fingers were
                open faucets, affection pouring out from them into every part of her body, filling
                her up with love. When he took her in his arms like this, all the hurt and confusion
                that was plaguing her would miraculously melt away – it was no wonder that she
                could never get enough of him.

            ‘Well, I am.’ She smiled up
                at him.

            Charlie kissed her again, on the lips
                this time. He was wearing a bright red woolly hat, which clashed with the pink of
                his cheeks.

            Hope dipped her head and rested it shyly
                against his chest. It was ridiculous, really; a woman of her age being reduced to a
                blushing teenager.

            Charlie was now looking at her like a teenage boy might if he’d just been
                given a year’s subscription to Playboy magazine and a Manchester
                United season ticket. All he had to do was look at her like this, and Hope felt
                better about everything. If Charlie said that everything would be okay, then she
                believed him. It had always been that way between them right from the very first day
                they met. Finding Charlie had been like opening a window in a stuffy room –
                she had been drowning, and now she was floating free.

            ‘I thought you had lessons all
                day?’ she asked him now, rearranging the front of her dress where it had
                become entangled in the buttons of his coat. Charlie was a driving instructor
                – and a very in-demand one at that.

            ‘Mr Ahmed cancelled at the last
                minute, but I wanted to pop back anyway,’ he went on. ‘I have a surprise
                for you.’

            She pulled a face.

            ‘Don’t be like that.’
                He followed her into the kitchen, where she switched the kettle on again. ‘We
                didn’t get to celebrate your birthday properly, and I thought you could use a
                treat.’

            Hope thought back to her birthday
                celebrations two months ago, when she had still been living in the other house. A
                horrible, stilted dinner with barely any conversation and even less joy. Even the
                cake had looked embarrassed to be there.

            ‘What kind of treat are we talking
                about?’ she asked.

            ‘Wait here!’

            The flat was so small that it only took
                Charlie a few seconds to dart across the landing into the bedroom and
                    back, an envelope clutched in his
                hand, and his hat, which he still hadn’t taken off, sitting at a very jaunty
                angle.

            ‘Open it.’

            Hope put down the teaspoon she’d
                been using to shovel sugar into Charlie’s coffee – three heaps per cup,
                it was a wonder the man had any of his own teeth left – and slid a timid
                finger under the flap. There were two bits of folded paper inside, one detailing
                flights and the other a hotel booking.

            ‘Prague?’ she gasped,
                looking from the paper in her hands to him and back again.

            ‘Please tell me you’ve never
                been?’ he said, putting his hands together in mock prayer.

            She shook her head. The only place other
                than the UK that Hope had ever been was Majorca. They had gone every year –
                same resort, same hotel, same unappetising buffet.

            ‘I went a few years ago for
                Alan’s son’s stag,’ he told her. ‘We spent most of the time
                boozing, of course, but it looked like an amazing place. I’ve always wanted to
                go back and explore with someone special.’

            ‘You are so sweet,’ Hope
                smiled, feeling overwhelmed.

            Charlie took a step forward and picked
                up her hands, the paper crinkling slightly beneath his fingers.

            ‘I know these past few weeks have
                been hard for you,’ he said, shaking his head as she went to disagree.
                ‘It’s okay to be sad, you know. I understand what a big upheaval all
                this has been. And all the stuff with Annette …’ He tailed off as the
                mention of her name caused Hope’s face to crumple.

            ‘I just thought it would do you
                good to get out of Manchester for a few days. It will do both of us some
                good.’

            Hope nodded mutely, unable to articulate the tumble of emotions she was
                feeling.

            ‘This is so wonderful,’ she
                managed at last, letting him pull her against his chest. ‘Thank
                you.’

            Charlie reached over her shoulder to
                retrieve his coffee and took a sip, grinning at her over the rim.

            ‘I love seeing you smile,’
                he said. ‘That’s my job now, to make you smile like this, every single
                day.’

            For so many years, Hope felt like she
                had barely smiled. Her grins were all reserved for when Annette came home from
                school, and later, work. Her friends used to encourage her to try harder, to be
                positive and start each day afresh, to forget the grievances she’d felt as she
                went to sleep the night before. And Hope had tried to be happy – she’d
                stood in front of the tiny mirror in the bathroom and smiled until her jaw ached
                – but it didn’t work. In the end it just became easier to accept what
                was happening. Being fake was exhausting, and Hope didn’t feel as if she had
                the energy to keep up the pretence. She had accepted that happiness wasn’t
                something she would ever really feel again. And then she met Charlie.

            ‘I am happy,’ she told him
                now, forcing a note of warmth into her voice.

            They smiled at each other as Charlie
                gulped down the last of his coffee and reached for his keys.

            ‘What are you up to for the rest
                of the day?’ he asked, pulling on his jacket.

            Hope told him her shopping, nails and
                wine plan and he gave her a thumbs up.

            ‘Treat yourself to something nice
                to wear in Prague, too,’ he told
                her. ‘Something warm – I hear it’s freezing over there.’

            Hope waited for him to leave before she
                allowed herself to look again at the exciting bits of paper on the kitchen counter.
                Prague: a place she had never really even thought about before, but now, suddenly,
                somewhere she was going to experience with the man that she loved – the man
                that loved her.

            She was going to make sure it was a trip
                that neither of them would ever forget.
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            ‘Hey, this is Robin – either
                I can’t get to the phone right now, or I saw your number come up and assumed
                you were calling about PPI. If you are the latter, you’d better get used to
                this message, because it’s the closest you’re ever gonna get to
                me!’

            Sophie ended her call and smiled, her
                ears warmed by the sound of her fiancé’s voice on the recorded message.
                Typical Robin, always the joker. She felt a big explosion of love go off in her
                chest and affection swarmed deliciously inside her. Even after ten years, she still
                felt a thrill whenever she thought about him.

            But this wouldn’t do; she was
                supposed to be packing. Her train up to London left in a few hours and she
                hadn’t even started. This time tomorrow, she would be in Prague. The thought
                made her smile all over again. It was their place, hers and Robin’s –
                the place where it had all started and the place they always went back to. And there
                was no better time to visit than now, in the weeks leading up to Christmas, when the
                city was transformed by the falling snow into a scene straight from a fairy tale,
                all domed rooftops dusted white, glistening cobbles and crunchy frost. A time when
                you could scurry from one warm tavern to the next, sipping hot cups of mead
                sweetened with honey and gobbling up plate after plate of goulash and dumplings. It
                was just what they needed, and Sophie couldn’t wait to be back there.

            Reaching into the wardrobe to fetch her favourite dress, she caught sight of
                her battered old rucksack nestled in the far corner. It had fallen pretty much to
                pieces years ago now – which wasn’t surprising given the number of miles
                it had travelled – but Sophie had never been able to bring herself to throw it
                away. The front was festooned with little fabric flags of the countries she had
                visited, all sewn on by Sophie herself during a long bus or train journey between
                one place and another. There was Germany, France, Italy, Spain, Russia, Chile,
                Australia, Canada, Bali, Thailand and many more, all of which held such wonderful
                memories. She and Robin had spent the best part of three years making their way
                around the world, doing whatever they had to in order to feed themselves and afford
                a roof over their heads. Some nights they found themselves with nothing, but those
                were often some of the best, because they inevitably led to a new adventure.

            Once they were forced to spend three
                nights sleeping on a kind stranger’s roof in Morocco, only to find out at five
                in the morning that it was the rainy season. Another time they had pitched a
                borrowed tent on what they thought was a patch of dry wasteland on the Greek island
                of Kos, only to be chased away in the dead of night by an enraged olive farmer
                wielding a pitchfork. Yep, they’d certainly had an eventful few years, herself
                and Robin.

            It was a real credit to Prague that the
                Eastern European city had become the one place the two of them returned to every
                year without fail, even long after they’d hung up their respective tatty
                backpacks and settled down into life in Devon. Robin’s family lived in
                Cornwall, but after a few months of commuting along the coast and back to see
                    each other, Robin had taken the
                plunge and moved in with Sophie at her parents’ sprawling farm, soon after
                winning his dream job as an instructor at the local surf school. Sophie knew it was
                a bit lame to still be living at home with your mum and dad at the age of
                twenty-eight, but the house was so big that it never felt overcrowded. If she and
                Robin fancied a night in alone, they simply stayed over in their side. And anyway,
                her parents loved Robin like a son-in-law right from the second they met him, so
                nobody felt as if they were stepping on anybody’s toes.

            Sophie drew the zip slowly round the
                edge of her case, listening with pleasure as the metal clipped neatly together. The
                unique sound of a zip being fastened always meant travel, which meant adventure,
                which to Sophie also meant happiness. She’d travelled an awful lot, but never
                tired of the experience. She loved everything about it, even the tedious airport
                queues and the wait at baggage reclaim.

            It must be awful to have to travel as
                part of your job, she thought. To become so blasé about the process – fed
                up, even. To board a plane and not feel that tingle of excitement in the tips of
                your fingers as you fastened your seatbelt. To touch down in an amazing city such as
                New York or Shanghai or Moscow, and be thinking only about the meeting you have to
                attend and the sales figures you have to reach. How depressing.

            Nope, working in your parents’
                farm shop might not be the most glamorous of jobs, but at least she still got to
                crouch in the starting gates of adventure, ready to set off at any minute.

            Robin was an expert in sleeping on
                flights, a skill he’d developed
                over the years they’d spent on the road. During those first few exquisite
                months after they met and began travelling together, Sophie had liked to watch him
                as he slept. She loved the way his full lips sagged open on one side of his face,
                and how his long, blond lashes almost reached his cheekbones. Sometimes he would
                twitch a little, or emit a small snuffle, and she would gaze at him in adoration,
                wondering what he was dreaming about and if she was part of it. She wanted not only
                to know his every waking thought, but also those he had while asleep. It
                wasn’t that she was controlling or obsessive, more that she loved him so much
                that the conscious version wasn’t enough to sate her appetite – she
                never stopped wanting more of him, and that had never changed.

            Sophie picked up her phone and opened
                the weather app. As she had hoped, the weather in Prague over the next week was
                reliably freezing, with snow forecast a few days from now. It was a bit frustrating
                that Robin couldn’t make the journey over there with her, but he would catch
                her up in a few days, and then they could celebrate their anniversary in style.

            It was almost time to head to the
                station. Sophie looked at herself in the mirror as she shrugged her way into her
                coat. Her hair was so short that she looked like a boy from a distance – a
                young Prince Harry, according to her mum. Underneath this spiky ginger crop,
                Sophie’s startlingly large and wide-set emerald eyes appeared even bigger than
                usual. They were Robin’s most favourite thing about her, and he delighted in
                telling her how much she resembled an insect. He’d come up with the nickname
                ‘Bug’ just a few days after they first met, and had infuriatingly
                    refused to drop it since. Sophie
                didn’t really mind, but she was looking forward to being able to hide her eyes
                behind her fringe again. It had seemed like such a great idea at the time, cutting
                off all her hair. 

            Grimacing slightly and turning away from
                the mirror, Sophie reached over and snatched up the floppy knitted bobble hat that
                she’d made for Robin years before and jammed it down over her short back and
                sides. It was so big on her minuscule head that it looked more like a tea cosy than
                a chic winter accessory, but Sophie couldn’t have cared less. She was the one
                heading to a cold country today, after all, so arguably she needed it more than
                Robin did. He wouldn’t mind anyway – he always said that whatever was
                his was also hers.

            The journey into London went without a
                hitch, and although it was weird not having her fiancé by her side for the
                first time in what felt like forever, Sophie felt proud that she’d managed to
                navigate the Underground system without losing her temper. It wasn’t so much
                that it was confusing – quite the contrary, in fact – it was more the
                sheer number of people barging into her as if they owned the place. London had
                always made her squirm with revulsion – it wasn’t a city she had any
                time for whatsoever, and she was glad that Robin felt the same way. Like her, he
                craved the outdoors and, being a surfer, the sea. To take Robin away from the ocean
                would be to sever the main reason he had for getting up in the morning. Well, the
                sea and Sophie, of course.

            When she’d arrived at the cheap
                hotel next to Heathrow Airport and was sitting on the hard, narrow bed
                    gazing out over the
                light-splattered horizon, Sophie called Robin and laughed at his voicemail recording
                yet again. 

            Her flight was first thing the next
                morning, but sleep was being an evasive little devil this evening. As she lay under
                the over-washed sheets, the thin pillow crackling uncomfortably under her head,
                Sophie allowed her thoughts to drift – as they always did nowadays when she
                couldn’t seem to drop off – to the wedding.

            They would have the reception at the
                farm, that much was certain. Silly to pay an extortionate fee to hire a venue when
                they had so much space freely available. Her dad would rope in the darts team from
                the pub to help get the marquee up, then she and her mum would enlist the help of
                their assorted friends and family to decorate the inside with fairy lights, flowers
                and bunting. They could hang up photos of herself and Robin, too, and people could
                write messages in a guest book. It would be charming and pretty and full of
                warmth.

            In the evening, they’d light
                candles in a circle around the edge of the dance floor, and she and Robin would have
                their first waltz as husband and wife. People would cry and her dad would look fit
                to burst from pride. Then her mum would dance with Robin’s dad, and
                they’d all joke and laugh together, until the sun came up over the distant
                hills.

            At some point, she and Robin would sneak
                off and make their way down to the beach, where he would pick her up in her dress
                and swirl her around and around, kissing her over and over and calling her by her
                new married name, Mrs Palmer. Then they would sit on the wet sand, not caring about
                her dress or his suit, and use a stick to spell out their names. Sophie would add hearts and Robin would joke that she
                was a soppy idiot, and then they would kiss again, on and on and on until they were
                out of breath with love for one another.

            As Sophie finally slipped away into
                slumber, a smile of contentment playing on her lips, her phone lit up on the bedside
                table. A face surrounded by blond hair flashed up on the screen as the handset
                vibrated quietly across the surface, but she didn’t stir, lost as she was in
                the dreams of her future. Eventually, as the rain began and lashed at the window
                outside, the light from the phone went out.
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            ‘Well, that’s a big
                bed.’

            Megan looked sideways at Ollie.

            ‘I bet Sherlock Holmes is holding
                tight to his sleuth crown with you around,’ she drawled. He was right, though,
                it was a very big bed. And not only that, it was also a four-poster, with
                extravagant red and gold striped curtains and a matching bedspread – opulent
                didn’t even begin to cover it. Megan cursed herself for allowing Ollie to pick
                the hotel and for not checking the place out in more detail when he’d emailed
                her the link. They’d crashed out together on her sofa and at various house
                parties in the six months since she’d met him, but sharing a bed in a hotel
                room felt different. It was more intimate somehow. 

            At the end of the bed, directly in front
                of where Megan and Ollie were standing awkwardly side by side, was a banquette
                upholstered in cream and gold satin. It matched the two chairs that were tucked
                neatly away underneath a small wooden table in the corner by the circular window,
                which was framed by yet more red and gold curtains. They were at the very top of the
                hotel, and the ceiling rose high above them into the eaves of the old building,
                exposed beams criss-crossing the white painted walls. It was stunning, if a little
                twee, and Megan felt her fingers itch for her camera.

            Ollie had ventured into the bathroom,
                and she heard him emit a shout of laughter.

            ‘There’s a tub for two in here!’ he called. ‘And gold
                taps.’

            Megan rolled her eyes. At least he was
                seeing the funny side. Their journey to the airport earlier that morning had gone
                without a hitch, the only awkward moment coming before they left her flat, when
                she’d bumped into him in the hallway wearing just his boxers and a sleepy
                grin. He didn’t seem at all bothered by his near-nudity, but the mere sight of
                him had sent Megan scuttling back into her bedroom like a frightened woodlouse.

            Once through security at the airport,
                Ollie insisted they get a pint of beer for breakfast. Apparently, the fact that it
                was seven in the morning did not matter – they were officially on
                ‘holiday time’, he told her, and that meant all the normal rules were
                now defunct.

            ‘Oi, Spencer!’ he’d
                barked, distracting her attention from the laminated menu she’d been
                examining. He’d produced a pack of playing cards from his bag and begun
                shuffling them on the table.

            ‘There’s another hour until
                take-off and I want to thrash you at Rummy at least twelve times before
                then.’

            He had as well. Ollie was good at cards,
                just like he was good at most things, not least diffusing the awkward tension that
                had reared up like a stroppy horse as soon as they’d found themselves standing
                in front of this ridiculous bed. He was now merrily running himself a bath while
                shouting through that she should investigate the contents of the minibar.

            It’s only a bed, she told herself
                sternly, extracting a miniature bottle of vodka and splashing it into two plastic
                cups. It’s no different to if you were here with a female friend, she added
                firmly, tipping in orange juice.

            Ollie came to the bathroom door to collect his drink, again clad in just his
                boxers, and grinned at her.

            ‘I’m going to go down to the
                bar,’ she squeaked, rather than said, downing her vodka and orange in one and
                heading across the room to retrieve her bag.

            Ollie laughed. ‘I won’t be
                far behind you – I can never resist a hotel bath, me. I’ll meet you down
                there in a bit and we can go exploring, yeah?’

            ‘Okay!’

            She slammed the door behind her and
                leaned on it for a few seconds. This was going to be even weirder than she’d
                feared. What was Ollie thinking, prancing around in his pants like that? She
                wasn’t one of his bloke mates, for God’s sake!

            It wasn’t until she was in the
                lift heading downwards that Megan realised with an audible groan that she’d
                left her camera in the bedroom. She couldn’t exactly go back and fetch it, not
                when her potentially-by-now-naked friend was roaming around like a tipsy peacock.
                She’d had half a plan to sneak out and explore the immediate area while he was
                in the tub, but there was little point if she couldn’t take photos. The brief
                glimpses of Prague that she’d seen on the taxi ride over from the airport had
                whetted her appetite to an almost unbearable level. Ollie had better make this bath
                snappy.

            Stomping resolutely into the hotel bar a
                few minutes later, Megan immediately noticed a couple snuggling at a table in the
                corner. 

            Wow, they really needed to get a room. 

            After ordering herself a coffee –
                definitely much needed after a morning of beer followed by the vodka she’d
                just necked – Megan retreated to the opposite corner of the room and chose a
                seat by the window. The décor in the bar wasn’t quite as garish as in the bedroom upstairs, but there were
                still plenty of polished gold fixtures, an extremely large chandelier and an
                abundance of cushions, each with a gold tassel attached to the zip. A buzz in her
                pocket alerted her to the free Wi-Fi connection, but she couldn’t be bothered
                to waste any time online – especially not when she had this view to gaze out
                at. 

            The hotel courtyard on the other side of
                the glass was covered with a thick layer of frost, but that only made it seem all
                the more magical. The ground sparkled as if dusted with glitter, and Megan could
                make out neat banks of sagging winter flowers alongside little pathways. Everything
                was paved in red and grey stone, and in the centre of the garden there was an
                ancient-looking fountain coughing out a feeble trickle of water. 

            If only she had her camera, she would
                have been able to capture the faint sunlight streaking through the surrounding
                trees, the way the dribbling water from the fountain had cut a ragged path through
                the frost, and the tantalising glimpse of Prague’s famous red rooftops peeking
                over the wall from the street outside. It was so beautiful already, and they
                hadn’t even left the hotel yet.

            ‘Excuse me, are you here
                alone?’

            Megan looked up with a jolt to find the
                woman from the other table standing in front of her. Her lipstick was smudged
                slightly where she’d been kissing her bald companion, but her eyes shone with
                kindness.

            ‘No. I, er …’ Megan
                hesitated for a second, suddenly unsure of how exactly to describe Ollie.
                ‘I’m here with a friend. He’s having a bath, the
                weirdo.’

            The woman chuckled at this.
                ‘Charlie, that’s my boyfriend – he’s gone up to have a shower. Men, eh? I just want to
                get outside and explore, don’t you?’

            ‘Yes! Oh my God, I totally agree.
                Have you seen the view out here – it’s amazing!’ Megan moved her
                chair aside so the woman could slip round and stand next to her. It was a full
                minute before she spoke again.

            ‘It’s like a proper fairy
                grotto,’ the older woman said, her warm breath leaving a damp circle on the
                cold glass.

            She was quite glamorous up close, Megan
                realised, taking in the neatly set ash-blonde curls, flattering black dress and
                perfect nails. She guessed the woman was probably around the same age as her mum,
                but she’d looked far younger from a distance. Only a faint spiderweb of lines
                around her eyes and mouth gave her away, and she’d done her best to cover
                these up with foundation. 

            ‘Have you been to Prague
                before?’ the woman asked Megan now, turning to face her.

            ‘Never.’ Megan motioned that
                she should sit down. ‘My friend is a teacher and he’s doing a project
                with his pupils about Prague next year, so he wanted to check it out. I’ve
                just tagged along to take photos. How about you?’

            ‘I haven’t been before, no
                – and I didn’t choose it. Charlie booked it all as a surprise. He got an
                online deal for a good price, but I won’t even tell you what time we had to
                leave Manchester this morning.’

            ‘That’s men for you,’
                Megan said. ‘Great at the romantic gestures, not so great with the important
                details. Have you two been together long?’

            It was an innocent enough question, but
                the woman seemed to tense up a fraction before she answered, and fiddled with the
                stem of her wine glass.

            ‘Not very long, no.’ She glanced sideways at Megan.
                ‘We’re very much in the honeymoon stage, I guess.’

            ‘I noticed!’ Megan told her
                with a grin. ‘I saw you two over in the corner.’

            ‘Oh, God!’ The woman
                blushed, but she was laughing, too.

            ‘I’m Hope,’ she added,
                offering Megan a perfectly manicured hand.

            ‘Megan.’

            They chatted for a while about the hotel
                – Hope had found her bedroom furnishings hilariously over the top as well
                – and about Megan’s photography. Hope confessed that she didn’t
                have a job at the moment, but that she was keen to find something part-time when she
                got back to Manchester.

            ‘I get so bored rattling around at
                Charlie’s,’ she explained. Megan wondered why she was living with him if
                they’d only been together for a short time, but she was astute enough not to
                ask. Ollie was really taking his time, and just as she was wondering if she should
                head up and check that he hadn’t actually drowned, Hope suggested another
                drink.

            ‘We’re allowed to,
                we’re on holiday,’ the older woman assured her as she returned from the
                bar, and Megan nodded along in agreement. She had never really been the type to make
                friends with total strangers in hotel bars before, but there was something
                irresistibly fun yet also motherly about Hope. She had real warmth to her, which
                reminded Megan of her own mum – albeit a far more polished version.
                Megan’s mother was a stereotypical artist – she used a paintbrush to
                keep her wiry thatch of hair in a bun
                and dressed like a Victorian orphan most of the time – but she also had that
                unidentifiable mother-ness about her. She should really make more effort to see her
                mum – and her dad, too, thought Megan. They were actually pretty brilliant,
                even if they did keep trying to talk her into marrying Ollie.

            ‘He’s perfect for you. Such
                a nice boy, and so tall,’ her mum had said, running a despairing hand into her
                hair and promptly getting it stuck. ‘You don’t want to end up with a
                grumpy hobbit like I did.’

            ‘I heard that,’
                Megan’s dad had intoned, peering over the top of his Sunday broadsheet with a
                scowl on his face. He couldn’t really argue the point, though, given that he
                was only five foot six in his socks. Megan, who had inherited both his height and
                his ability to scowl like an absolute pro, had given her dad a sly thumbs up as soon
                as her mum turned back to her latest messy landscape. 

            Hope was talking about her daughter now.
                Apparently she’d just left home for the first time and moved in with her
                boyfriend – and she was only twenty-five. Megan had never lived with a boy,
                and nor was she planning to any time soon, much to the despair of her assorted
                friends and family. She was only thirty; there was still plenty of time for all
                that.

            They were still chattering away when the
                door opened and a girl walked in. Megan and Hope both looked up, expecting to see
                their respective male companions, so they each watched as the tiny figure made her
                way silently over to the bar and ordered herself a tea. The barman was very
                friendly, and he started chatting to her, asking the normal questions such as how
                long she was staying and whether
                she’d been to the city before. Megan strained to hear her replies, but her
                voice must be as tiny as she was, because she could barely make out a word.

            Once the girl had her drink, she turned
                and smiled briefly at Hope and Megan, before settling herself down at one of the
                other tables and taking out her phone.

            ‘Should we ask her to join us, do
                you think?’ Hope said. The second glass of wine had given her cheeks an
                attractive glow.

            ‘I’m not sure,’ Megan
                murmured. ‘She looks like she’s waiting for a call.’

            It was true – the girl had put her
                mobile down on the table, but was staring at it intently. After a time, she took off
                her huge, floppy beanie hat and put it down next to her phone.

            ‘That’s a brave
                hairdo,’ Hope breathed. ‘You see so many girls with short hair these
                days. Mine was right down to my waist when I was her age.’

            ‘It is very short,’ Megan
                whispered back, feeling a bit guilty to be gossiping. ‘I could never have my
                hair that short, but she’s so pretty she gets away with it.’

            As they were both watching the girl
                staring at her phone, Megan’s own phone buzzed across the table with a
                message. It was Ollie:

            
                I wanted to bring your

                camera down for you, but

                there are about a million bits.

                Get up here and help me! X

            

            Megan snorted with laughter. ‘I
                have to go,’ she told Hope, downing the dregs of her beer and picking up her
                bag.

            She bounded back up to the fourth floor, taking two extravagantly carpeted
                stairs at a time, enjoying the sensation of excitement that was bubbling away in the
                bottom of her stomach like soup in a pan. Weirdness aside, she was in one of the
                most beautiful cities in the world with her camera and one of her most favourite
                people. Sometimes life was pretty good.
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            Sophie jabbed a finger at her phone and
                slipped it into her coat pocket. The frost-covered cobbles crunched under her boots,
                but it wasn’t enough to distract her from the tears that were threatening to
                fall. She stopped, took a deep breath, then continued, keeping her eyes down.

            It wasn’t Robin’s fault that
                he couldn’t be here. She knew that. But this knowledge was doing little to
                comfort her. She’d thought it would be okay, being here without him. She
                thought she knew the place well enough to feel comforted by the surrounding
                buildings, so familiar and so magnificent, their multi-coloured facades peering down
                at her like a collection of kindly aunts.

            It’s only a few days, she told
                herself now. He would be here before she knew it.

            Glancing upwards, she saw heavy clouds
                clustering together in the east and slyly crossed her fingers in a silent prayer for
                snow. Prague was beautiful at every time of year – she knew that for a fact,
                because she and Robin had visited in every season – but nothing made the city
                seem more magical than a thick coating of the white stuff. Even snow itself was
                quite magical, if she thought about it, each flake unique and intricate. If angels
                existed then Sophie liked to imagine that it was they who sat together up in the
                heavens, knitting together these beautiful frozen creations to shower down on the
                Earth. When she was a child, she used
                to try and catch them in her outstretched palm and memorise the pattern before it
                melted away. 

            Sophie’s warm memory bubble was
                all of a sudden punctured by a shriek of delighted laughter. Peering through the
                groups of people who were heading into Prague’s annual Christmas Market, she
                saw the woman who had been in the hotel bar earlier that morning, the one who had
                smiled at her so kindly. She was with a tall man wearing a red woolly hat and was
                laughing at something he was whispering in her ear. Like many others, they had most
                likely been lured over by the enticing smell of cinnamon, brandy and berries coming
                from a makeshift bar, and the cups of mulled wine in their gloved hands were sending
                up twists of curly steam into the freezing air.

            For a minute, Sophie considered going
                over to join them. They looked so irresistibly happy that she couldn’t help
                but yearn for a slice of it. However, when she took one tentative step towards them,
                the man bent his head and kissed the woman full on the mouth, and Sophie, feeling
                like she was intruding just by standing there, scuttled away.

            It was past lunchtime now, but she
                didn’t feel hungry. Not even the stalls offering enormous, sizzling vats of
                potatoes, sauerkraut, cheese and roasted pork could tempt her, nor could the huge
                    klobasy sausages. One of her favourite photos of Robin was of him
                holding one of these massive treats up in front of his mouth, the two ends curled
                upwards like a big, meaty grin and splatters of spicy sauce dripping all down the
                front of his scarf. He was such a plonker sometimes, but he was her plonker.

            There was music coming from somewhere and Sophie paused for a few seconds,
                trying to locate the source. There was always music playing in Prague, whether it
                was streaming out from one of the many bars or coming from a local band that had set
                up on the cobbles, a flat cap tossed on the ground in front of them to encourage
                tips from generous passers-by. She wondered if these musicians knew just how
                intrinsic they were to the beauty of this city, and how, by turning up every day and
                transforming one small corner of Prague, they made a home for themselves in the
                memories of so many. 

            Squeezed tight in the warming hug of her
                surroundings, her earlier melancholy put aside, Sophie headed towards her
                destination with a renewed energy. She’d known Prague wouldn’t let her
                down. She had been silly to ever let the dark shadow of doubt cast its nasty hunched
                shoulders across her mind. Everything was going to be perfect, she could feel it
                – and now here she was, back in the very same spot she and Robin had first
                laid eyes on one another: the Charles Bridge.

            Back then it really had been snowing,
                and Sophie was standing with her back to the passing train of pedestrians, staring
                out across the Vltava River towards Mala Strana, the south-west area of the city.
                The surface of the water was the colour of granite and the lights of the far bank
                had turned hazy amid the falling flakes. Sophie was captivated, and it was a good
                few minutes before she realised that someone had come to stand beside her.

            ‘I love watching the snow,
                don’t you?’

            She turned to find a pair of blue eyes,
                a slightly large nose turned red with
                the cold and a wide, smiling mouth, all of which were framed by messy blond hair
                escaping from a striped bobble hat.

            ‘Who doesn’t?’ she
                replied, realising as she did so that this boy’s smile was extremely
                contagious.

            ‘My parents bloody hate it,’
                he told her, staring out across the water. ‘My mum would move to Australia if
                she could – she’s a total sun addict.’

            He was English, that much was clear, and
                Sophie felt something begin to flutter deep inside her chest. She liked this
                boy.

            ‘Australia’s on my list,
                too,’ she said, daring to look at him again. ‘I’m doing Europe
                first, then hopefully the rest of the world.’

            ‘A girl after my own heart,’
                he grinned, making her insides lurch like a fairground ride.

            ‘Are you travelling as
                well?’ she asked boldly, going bright red as he looked at her and nodded.

            ‘Yep. All on my tod. How about
                you?’

            Should she really tell a man she’d
                just met that she was travelling all by herself?

            ‘Just me.’

            There was a short silence as they stared
                at one another, each wondering if what they were feeling was real. Robin later told
                her that he’d known right then, right in that moment, that she was going to be
                by his side for the rest of their lives. He couldn’t ever explain how he knew
                – he just did. Sophie, meanwhile, was simply thinking that she wanted to kiss
                this boy more than anything she’d ever wanted to do in her life. Whether or
                not that was the same thing, she didn’t know, but what was instantly
                undeniable was the chemistry between
                them. It was as clear as the silhouettes of the Charles Bridge statues against the
                white sky, and they both knew it.

            ‘I’m Robin,’ was what
                he said next, offering her a hand encased in a stripy glove to match his hat.

            ‘Sophie.’ She took it and
                squeezed, feeling the warmth of his skin through the layers of knitted wool.

            They stood there in the snow chatting
                for what felt to Sophie like forever, all about where they had already been and
                where they were going. She was thrilled to learn that his planned path around Europe
                was almost identical to her own, and that they had both been drawn to the same
                cities on the route.

            ‘I want to see Venice, but
                I’m not as bothered about Florence,’ he said. ‘I like the more
                magical places, and I reckon Venice has that in abundance.’

            He was right, of course, as they would
                both discover a few weeks later.

            ‘I think every city has its
                magical parts,’ she told him. ‘You just have to be willing to go looking
                for them.’

            ‘You’re probably
                right,’ he shrugged, never taking his eyes off her. ‘It’s a good
                thing I found you so early on in my trip. Now you can enlighten me at every
                step.’

            He was being forward and cheeky and
                presumptuous and he knew it, but Sophie felt herself swell with happiness and
                excitement. This boy really wanted to spend time with her, and she found that she
                couldn’t get enough of him. She was already wishing that she could turn back
                time somehow and meet him years before. They’d known each other for all of
                half an hour, but she already felt as if she’d been cheated out of potential time they could have spent together.
                If she could have pressed a button right then and there that would have taken them
                both back to infancy together, she would have done so without hesitation. She also
                knew full well that these thoughts were utterly ludicrous, but she felt giddy with
                the promise of him. Of them together.

            ‘Shall we go and get a
                drink?’ he asked eventually.

            The bridge had become all but deserted
                as the snow had continued to fall, and it was now barely possible to see the river
                below them, let alone the surrounding landscape.

            Sophie laughed as she realised what they
                must look like, standing there on the bridge as if they were the only people in the
                world, snow piling up on top of their hats and on their shoulders. It had been a
                good twenty minutes since she had been able to feel any of her fingers or toes, but
                she’d never felt so alert in her life, so aware of her body and of her own
                movements. It was as if Robin had flicked a switch inside her that had never been
                pressed before, and now she was coming alive, really alive, for the very first
                time.

            They shuffled through the snow slowly,
                both aware that the slippery, uneven ground could claim them at any step, and Robin
                told her about his love of surfing.

            ‘I should have guessed you were a
                surfer from your hair,’ she told him when they reached a cosy-looking Irish
                pub and he pulled off his snow-drenched hat.

            ‘And I guess that makes you a
                leprechaun, then, right?’ he joked. ‘Small and ginger!’

            ‘Oi!’ She aimed a playful
                swipe in his direction. Sophie had been lucky enough to attend a school where being
                    ginger didn’t automatically
                mean relentless teasing from the age of five to fifteen, but she was still slightly
                self-conscious of her fiery hair. There was no hiding when you were a
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