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Chapter One

JEN

Jen pressed ‘confirm Uber’ with one hand while untangling her pants from her jeans with the other, a humiliated sob forming in her throat. Meanwhile Nathan, her ex-boyfriend of ten minutes, was already settling back down to sleep. As far as he was concerned their casual relationship had ended with no hurt feelings on either side, so what else was there to remain conscious for? Jen was madder at herself than with him. He’d just been who he was; it was her who’d spent ten months pretending to be fine with no commitment.

She checked her phone. The Uber was a minute away. She gave up on her jeans and pulled them on with her knickers still knotted in the leg, hitting Maxie’s number as she edged her way out of the bedroom. Nathan might have grunted a goodbye as she closed the door, but then again he could just have been snoring.

One ring, two . . .

‘If you’re not dead, I’m pissed off,’ her best friend’s voice husked down the line, as Jen shivered outside Nathan’s flat in the chilly mid-October morning.

‘Max?’ Her voice quavered and her cold breath clouded in front of her as she spoke. ‘I know it’s 6.30 a.m. Can you meet me for a coffee before work? I can come to you.’

Thirty minutes later they were in a café in Leyton that was marketing itself as a hipster hangout by virtue of charging £7.50 for a round of toast. ‘What happened?’ Maxie asked.

‘I was lying in bed worrying about what would happen when we got to Vancouver, so I woke him up and asked him if we’d be moving in together when we got there.’ Jen rubbed a rough recycled napkin over her tear-swollen cheeks. Her long blond hair was unbrushed and had been hastily pulled into a ponytail-cum-bun, while her blue-grey eyes were red-rimmed and underlined with dark circles.

‘And?’

‘And he looked like he was about to wet his pants.’

‘Right.’ Maxie seemed concerned and knackered, but she didn’t seem surprised. Her three-year-old son Noah was across the room poking a cactus artwork with his Dr Who Sonic Screwdriver. Single mum Maxie had had to bring him with her on a diversion to preschool. ‘But what did he actually say?’

‘He said, “Sure, we could totally crash together at the start if you need a place.” ’ A bitter snort-slash-weep emerged from Jen’s throat.

‘Fuck.’ Maxie glanced over at Noah to check he hadn’t heard.

‘And then I told him he obviously didn’t want to go out with me any more.’ Jen forced a laugh, even though it wasn’t funny. ‘I broke up with myself, Maxie, BYOB dumped.’

‘That’s shit. I’m sorry.’ Maxie fixed her brown eyes on Jen and smoothed down her usually curly, but now, after Jen had forced her out of the house too early to undertake her usual grooming regime, frizzy, dark hair. A second passed. ‘Do you think though,’ she said carefully, ‘that it might actually be a good thing?’

Jen picked up her tiny flat white and chugged it in one. It was cold. She grimaced. ‘I thought he could be The One,’ she said miserably.

Jen could have sworn she caught an eyeroll. ‘What?’ she demanded.

Maxie’s voice had a hard edge. ‘You thought he was The One? You’d know. And did you ever say you wanted anything more than something low-key?’ Her head tilted to one side as she scrutinised her best friend. ‘He was nice enough, Jen, well, aside from the man bun, but he was just some bloke. Which, as we know, is kind of your thing.’ Jen felt her face collapsing; she was under attack. Maxie swiftly moved on. ‘I hate to see you sad, but think, will you actually miss him or just miss having a boyfriend?’

Jen started to protest and then absorbed what Maxie was saying. That this break-up could, really, have been any of her break-ups from the previous fifteen of her twenty-nine years. But she was too upset for self-analysis. What she needed right now was unbridled sympathy. ‘Please don’t tell me that this is an opportunity to grow, Max. I just want you to tell me he’s a shit and that I will be happy again.’

‘You will be happy again. But – don’t freak out – you have to make you happy again.’

Jen ignored her, instead crumbling up the remains of her artisan croissant and inspecting the pieces.

‘Don’t pretend you can’t hear me because we’re getting to a tricky bit,’ Maxie said, raising her voice. ‘I’ve said this to you before, but maybe it’s time to address why you’re never on your own. I can’t remember the last time you were sing—NOAH!’ Her son’s tiny hand was dangerously close to the succulent installation. The barista gave her a pointed look and she stared him down. ‘He’s not actually touching it,’ she muttered. ‘Keep your ’tache on.’ She turned back to Jen, looking as though she wanted to say something else.

Jen rested her eyes on her warily. She’d lain awake for two hours before plucking up the courage to wake Nathan, and now her eyelids burned with tiredness and humiliation. ‘What?’

‘You stick at relationships that are rubbish, you turn flings into boyfriends, and you end up going out with people who should have been, at best, a one-night stand. You’re such a boyfriend girl.’ Maxie said the word ‘boyfriend’ the way other people might say ‘The Taliban’ or ‘Mumford and Sons’. ‘When you’re with someone, you don’t really ever seem to be anywhere near in love with them, but then you seem devastated when they’re not invested in the relationship either. All these non-relationships are stopping you from finding someone you actually are into, or from being happy on your own.’

There were tiny stabs at the back of Jen’s eyes that she wouldn’t allow to surface as tears. Maxie was so together, even with the responsibility of being a solo parent to Noah. But for Jen, having a boyfriend, even a rubbish one, made her feel safer. It proved that she knew how to make someone stay.

‘By this age I thought—’ she tried.

‘What? That you’d have met your soulmate and started popping out babies?’ Maxie’s voice was scornful. ‘Newsflash – sometimes you pop out a baby and the “soulmate” turns out to just be some dickhead. There’s no guarantee.’ Maxie’s eyes flicked to Noah, who was munching on a pastry that she definitely hadn’t paid for. ‘I’m in no position to tell you how to choose a man, but at least take it from me that no man is better than the wrong man.’

‘I know.’ Jen pressed her lips together as Maxie reached for her hand. She sighed. ‘It’s just . . . why can’t I find the “you complete me” sort of love you hear about?’

‘No one needs someone to complete them,’ Maxie retorted instantly. ‘They need someone who recognises you’re enough by yourself. But for that, you have to recognise it too.’ She squeezed Jen’s hand. ‘This is one hundred per cent the best thing that could happen, I promise, and if you commit to being single for a bit, you’ll see it too.’

Maxie was stronger than her. She had sworn off relationships when Leo – Noah’s dad – had bailed, saying she was better off on her own. And with her it was true. She was so much herself, she didn’t need anyone else. But seeing how sad her mum was after her dad left when Jen was thirteen made Jen feel like being single was the booby prize. Without a partner, her mum had withdrawn from the world, as though she should only be allowed to participate if she was part of a pair, and Jen had absorbed the message. Over the years, Jen had tucked her own personality away and become whatever her boyfriend at the time wanted her to be, prioritising boyfriends above everything else, even female friendships, aside from Maxie. She didn’t know who she was on her own any more.

And despite her knack for metamorphosis, she still kept getting dumped. Each time, her self-confidence crumbled a little more, along what was left of her backbone. It had become a vicious circle.

‘Is that your pep talk?’ Jen said. ‘No more boyfriends.’

Maxie rolled her eyes. ‘It’s seven in the morning and I have to get my kid to nursery before I go and work a ten-hour shift, so yes. My advice is to stay single for long enough to learn who you are and what you want.’

‘How long does that take?’

Maxie widened her eyes in exasperation.

‘No, seriously,’ said Jen. ‘What timeframe are we talking?’

‘I don’t know!’ Maxie barked. She gave a disbelieving laugh. Jen still had her eyes trained on her, expecting a reply. She shook her head. ‘OK, for you, I’d say take the biggest gap you’ve had between relationships and triple it. And then add another month. That’s a bare minimum. But I can’t remember the last time you were properly single to even be able to work it out.’

‘Five months,’ Jen replied, quickly doing the maths in her head.

‘Is that all! It took me that long and several ill-judged online orders to truly accept that midi dresses don’t suit me, so I’m not sure you can expect top-to-toe self-acceptance in the same timeframe. Round it up to six months and that’s a start. Can I go to work now?’

Maxie was a paramedic, working long hours and never knowing what each day would bring. There was a chance she would save someone’s life that day, leaving a patient dazed but eternally grateful. Or she could get abused by a staggering drunk. She treated both in the same caring but matter-of-fact way.

‘Remind me again why I need to be single,’ Jen said. Theoretically she knew why. But theories were as slippery as cheap tights. And just as likely to be binned.

‘You’re better than a dead-end relationship with someone who’s not arsed about you, and your serial monogamy has so far been with people that aren’t worth trying to cling on to,’ Maxie affirmed. ‘If you want love – actual love – then it’s better that this relationship has ended because now you’re free to find it. But what you need is time to work out what you want – and, yes, I’m going to say it – to love yourself first. No one needs to pick you, Jen. Pick yourself.’

‘I’m getting you another coffee before you go.’

Jen got up as Maxie called after her. ‘Something that’s not served in a champagne glass or a jam jar or a bloody hanging basket, please.’

Jen returned with two more drinks; Maxie’s was in a dainty china teacup. ‘Sorry,’ she said, putting it down in front of her.

‘I’ll let you off,’ said Maxie, picking up the cup with both hands. ‘If you agree right now to stay single for a minimum of six months.’ She held the cup out to induce Jen to ‘cheers’ her, and thereby pledge her commitment.

Jen’s blotchy face crumpled in a pout. ‘Fine,’ she agreed, smashing her latte-filled mason jar against it. ‘Six months of singledom. Who’d want to go out with me anyway?’

‘Shush! That’s exactly what I’m talking about. You’re brilliant, you just don’t know it. And with all this in mind, let’s talk about Canada. You’re still going, right? It’s not like your visa is dependent on him.’

‘Of course it’s not.’ Nathan had behaved like it was a happy coincidence that she had a year-long visa to work in Canada, and Jen had never corrected that misconception. Even though she’d always wanted to go, she would never have applied for one of the working visas issued to under-thirties if ten months ago she hadn’t started dating a Canadian. ‘But I can’t follow my ex-boyfriend to Vancouver.’

‘So go somewhere else in Canada, then!’ Maxie almost shouted. ‘You’re always telling me you can’t believe you’re still stuck in the first job you got after graduation and that you want to travel more. This is your chance and you’ll be too old next year.’ Maxie was right. Jen’s thirtieth was next June. ‘I can’t think of a better time or place to put a “staying single” vow into practice. Go to Canada and have some fun that doesn’t involve having to crop out some placeholder boyfriend from the photos when you get back.’ Her eyes searched again for Noah, who was now under a table playing with an upended bowl of sugar sachets. ‘I’d bloody go,’ she muttered.

The thought swooshed around Jen’s head. Canada, but by herself.

Maxie was right. Because of that visa, the whole of Canada was up for grabs. Ten million square kilometres of possibility. The thought of it made her feel a bit sick. She’d had no particular hankering for Vancouver, but that was where Nathan was heading back to when his UK visa ran out, so she’d settled on the same. She still could. It was surely big enough that she wouldn’t run into him if she went there?

Then another place crossed her mind. A chocolate-box impression of a ski resort two hours away from Vancouver that she’d stumbled across while Googling.

She’d fallen in love with the pictures of Whistler that showed it blanketed in snow, giving it a snowglobe-meets-Disney look. It had exactly the sort of small-town, festive feel she sought out in made-for-Netflix movies, and she’d daydreamed about heading up there for weekends from Vancouver, she and Nathan learning to ski before tumbling into a café for a hot chocolate.

Nathan might have evaporated but the resort was still there.

‘Whistler,’ she found herself saying to Maxie now. ‘I want to go to Whistler.’

Maxie grinned back at her. ‘I have literally no idea where that is, but it’s the first autonomous decision you’ve made as a single woman and I’m proud of you. Whistler it is.’ She held up her china cup again and Jen clinked her tumbler with it, echoing, ‘Whistler it is.’ A flutter rose up in her stomach.

She couldn’t work out if it was panic or excitement.

Either way, she was going to Whistler, alone.
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