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About the Book

I slipped in under the covers and let my dressing gown fall open seductively. David’s eyes slipped involuntarily to my breasts.

‘How about some unbridled passion and rampant sex?’ I asked him shakily. Maybe I could do it. Detach the physical from the emotional. Maybe I was strong enough to separate love and lust and play him at his own game.

I kissed him before he could answer, pushing him back into the pillows and sliding my hand into his boxer shorts with the kind of all-in-one manoeuvre that I had only ever seen on TV.

‘Wow!’ said David when I let him up for air.

‘Hmmm, maybe my hands are a little rough. Perhaps I ought to use some lubrication.’

‘Lubrication!’ sighed David, like it was a new word for fellatio.

I reached into the pocket of my dressing gown.

‘Close your eyes,’ I murmured seductively.

He obliged quite willingly.

I squirted a big dollop of Hot Stuff Heat Rub into my palm. It took just two firm strokes up and down before he opened his baby blue eyes with a hideous look of recognition that there is a very fine line between pleasure and pain.
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1

The week before Christmas just wasn’t my week.

It started like this. Two days before Christmas Eve, I was meandering down the fruit and veg aisle of Safeway, vaguely thinking that I ought to eat less spicy food, when my appendix burst on me. Pop! Just like a soap bubble. I can’t begin to describe the pain. I fell to the floor like a blade of grass before a mower and lay writhing on the obligatory unidentifiable sticky patch you get on supermarket floors for a good ten minutes before someone asked me if anything was wrong. And then only because I was obstructing the avocados.

On the way to hospital I drifted in and out of consciousness. My name escaped me. My address escaped me. My date of birth escaped me. In fact everything escaped me but the fact that I was wearing uncoordinated underwear. (My mother had warned me about that more than once.)

Next thing I knew, I was propped up in a hospital bed, with a new scar on my abdomen and a bunch of yellow chrysanthemums on the bedside table. My mother, my father, my two kid sisters and my gorgeous fiancé David regarded me gravely from behind the white metal grill designed to stop me from falling out onto the floor in my stupor. As they swam into focus before my eyes, they said all the proper things that hospital visitors in television dramas say.

‘She’s coming round,’ said my mother.

‘Can you hear us, Ali-baby?’

‘It’s your father here, Alison. Do you remember me?’

‘She’s had her appendix out. She hasn’t got amnesia,’ said my youngest sister, Jo.

‘Where am I?’ I asked for effect.

‘You’re in the Brindlesham General Hospital,’ said my father. ‘You’ve just had your appendix out.’

I thought that was what Jo had just said.

‘The nurse said you can have it in a jar if you like,’ Jo added gleefully.

‘My appendix? Whaaaa?’ I felt a vague aching sensation as I hooked up my nightdress, much to my mother’s disgust, and inspected the wound. Well, I inspected the fat wad of cotton wool and surgical tape that was covering it.

‘What did they do that for?’ I asked. ‘And how big is the scar?’

A girl knows her priorities.

‘It’s all right, darling. The scar will be barely noticeable.’

I recognised that big strong hand on my arm. David, my fiancé, leant in to kiss me on the cheek. ‘You had us all very very worried,’ he continued. ‘For a minute back there I thought I was going to have to get a refund on the engagement ring.’

I laughed. Painfully.

‘But you’re getting better now,’ said my mother, rearranging my nightdress so that it covered my belly-button once more. ‘The doctor says you should be out of here by Christmas Eve. Thank goodness. Not that they don’t do their best to make things festive in this hospital, God bless them, but the Christmas decorations in here are terrible.’ My mother had recently thrown out a box full of family heirlooms in favour of a tremendously naff fully coordinated tree ensemble in silver and navy blue glitter.

‘I brought you these,’ said my sister Jane, thrusting a box of Ferrero Rocher in my direction. David looked at them accusingly. I had promised to give up all chocolate (and pretty much everything else that makes life worth living) until I was a comfortable size twelve again. For the wedding, you understand. Still, I figured I must have lost at least a box of chocolates’ worth of weight in the shape of my appendix so I accepted the gift with more than good grace.

‘Thanks. Can I eat these yet?’ I asked the first nurse to pass by.

‘I see she’s getting better already,’ the nurse commented before she added: ‘Only two visitors per bed.’

Because they couldn’t make their minds up about which two should stay, all my visitors suddenly departed at once. It only really dawned on me then that I was sitting in a hospital. I tried to piece together my journey to this shining white ward in which I found myself. I remembered squeezing a Galia melon. I remembered a feeling deep in my insides like excruciatingly bad wind. The sticky patch. The uncoordinated undies nightmare. No more.

I was wearing one of my own nighties now at least.

But so much for Mum’s promise that I would be out for Christmas Eve. On the afternoon of the twenty-third, my surgeon, the painfully handsome Mr Hedley, decided that he wasn’t happy with the way I was healing and prescribed another couple of days in bed, just in case. As the Christmas holiday approached, anyone fit enough to stagger to the hospital door was pointed in that direction, leaving only me and a yellow-haired woman called Marina, who had just had a hysterectomy, in Daffodil Ward for the duration.

Marina’s husband visited up to four times a day with their toddling children, Tim and Milly. He looked harassed. The children looked hyperactively delighted in the way that children who are being looked after by their father and have been given free access to additives do. When they had departed for what seemed like the third time in an hour, Marina staggered across to my bed, with her saline drip in tow.

‘Bless him,’ she began. ‘He’s only gone and brought me all the same magazines he brought me last week. Do you want them?’ She dropped a pile onto my legs and I winced in anticipation, even though she had just about managed to miss my scar.

‘Thanks,’ I said, flipping through the pages of the top one.

It was called Complete Woman. It had a carefully airbrushed thirty-something model on the cover, flinging back her head and laughing to reveal zero fillings (though she probably just had lots of those white ones). The pages inside were packed with ideas for the holiday period ahead. Extra special mince pies (add a couple of cashew nuts and some extra jellied peel). Make your own Christmas crackers (but make sure you buy specially manufactured toilet roll innards for the purpose because you don’t want to give your children e-coli). Decorate your tree in this year’s most fashionable colours (silver and navy blue – so that’s where Mum got it from).

‘I’ve got Cosmo over there too,’ Marina told me. ‘I’d lend you that now but the sex quiz might split your stitches.’

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘I think Complete Woman’s, my limit.’

Between lunch and tea-time I learned about rag-rolling and appliqué. Though my usual approach to magazines was to flick through them backwards quickly and read the problem pages first, I was aware that I was surviving on limited resources and so I read every single boring word. Even the whole index. My family wouldn’t be visiting that night, since they would all be at Auntie Katherine’s Christmas Eve jamboree. David wouldn’t be popping in either. He had been in that morning, with a poinsettia for my bedside table. (You know, I really hate those things.)

‘I feel terrible about you being stuck in here over Christmas,’ David told me as he cleared a space on my bedside table for the miserable-looking pot-plant.

‘It’s OK,’ I said bravely. ‘The nurses have been wearing Father Christmas hats today. I’m sure we’ll have a wonderful time.’

‘Well, if it’s any consolation I won’t be going to the party at The Rotunda tonight,’ he said gravely. ‘I couldn’t possibly go along without you.’

The Rotunda was one of our favourite haunts. It was one of those newly refurbished pub/club/sizzling platter-type places with oars, brooms and bicycle wheels, in fact with everything but the kitchen sink, hanging off the walls. (The kitchen sink was hanging from the wall in the ladies.) Anyway, in the absence of anything better to do, The Rotunda was Brindlesham’s hottest night-spot and it had sold out of tickets for its extravagant Christmas Eve bash in late September.

‘Don’t be silly,’ I told David. ‘You’ve got to go to The Rotunda. You’ve been looking forward to tonight for months.’

‘I know. But I couldn’t possibly enjoy myself. Not with you in hospital. It wouldn’t be right.’

‘I don’t mind,’ I said in frustration, hating to seem the party-pooper. ‘You go.’

‘How can I enjoy myself, thinking of you all alone in this sterile ward?’

‘The tickets cost ten pounds each,’ I said. ‘You go.’

‘You’re right,’ he said suddenly. ‘They did cost ten pounds. No point wasting all that money. Perhaps I should go after all.’

My mouth dropped open in surprise. That was wrong. He was meant to hold out until I suggested that he might like to sit in the ward all night with me instead.

‘You don’t mind, do you?’ he checked one last time.

What could I say now? Actually, I do.

‘No, I don’t mind,’ I said wearily, as I picked a dead leaf off the fading Christmas rose. ‘You have a good time.’

‘I’ll sell your ticket to someone else and bring you the money tomorrow. How about that?’

‘Thanks.’

What a consolation!

David left with obscene haste.

That night, as it drew close to seven o’clock, the moment when The Rotunda would open its doors for the bacchanalian festivities to begin, I started to find it difficult to concentrate on Complete Woman’s, suggestions for the best way to serve your Christmas pudding. On the other side of the ward, Marina was already asleep and snoring lightly. I could hear the nightnurses in the corridor, laughing about something or other. Probably my cellulite.

Up until that particular Christmas Eve I had been one of those lucky people who viewed the impending holiday as a happy time, a time for families to be together, a time for loved ones to show each other how much they care with cards and great big presents. Right then, I felt about as happy at the approach of Christmas as the people who lived in the cardboard city underneath the motorway bridge. No, make that slightly less happy. They probably had some booze to hand.

I slipped the hospital radio headphones over my ears and listened to the last of the Christmas dedications. Perhaps David had asked them to play something special for me? But the DJ soon signed off for the evening with that terrible Slade Christmas classic that even your granny headbangs along to. No message from David. No last-minute visit on his way out to the pub. The nightnurse brought me my tablets and switched off the main ward lights.

I couldn’t sleep of course. Not while I knew that the world and his whippet were out there having such a good time. I turned on the little light above my bed and buried myself in Complete Woman’s, five minute fiction slot. I finished that in three minutes. There were only the puzzles left. The puzzles and the ‘fantastic annual competition’ (their words, not mine).

Are you the United Kingdom’s Most Romantic Couple? the headline asked. If you think that you and your partner are the most romantic couple in Britain, then why not let Complete Woman Magazine and Super Sunshine Tours celebrate your wonderful relationship by taking you both on the holiday of a lifetime? The fabulous all-inclusive resort of Santa Bonita on the beautiful island of Antigua awaits your arrival. Seal your love with a kiss on the golden sands of the hotel’s own private beach, Royale Bay. Whisper those sweet nothings beneath a fabulous Caribbean sunset. All you have to do is tell us what makes your relationship so special (in less than 500 words).

I looked at the photograph of the fabulous Santa Bonita resort. I looked wistfully at the glittering white-gold sand and the sparkling blue sea of Royale Bay. I gazed longingly at the charming little wooden huts that nestled right on the beach (each with its own en suite bathroom and coffee-making facilities). I thought I could use some of that.

At the bottom of the page was a small photograph of two people locked in a close embrace. Shandy Evans and her fiancé Tom Devonshire were last year’s winners of the Complete Woman Most Romantic Couple competition, read the caption. They enjoyed a wonderful, two week long, all-inclusive holiday courtesy of Lion King Tours in South Africa. Shandy and Tom were married in Shandy’s local parish church in June of this year.

There followed an extract of the winning entry which had convinced the judges that Shandy and Tom had such a beautiful thing together. ‘He makes me a cup of tea every morning without even being asked,’ Shandy wrote. ‘He fixes my car and puts up shelves and things while I’m stuck doing the ironing. He makes me feel like I am the only woman in the world.’

‘Aw, come on, Shandy,’ I murmured to myself. ‘That’s not a good enough reason. He must have a ginormous cock or something as well.’

On the other side of the ward, Marina stirred in her sleep. I continued to read Shandy’s testimony but resisted any further urge to comment out loud. But Shandy made no mention of Tom’s physical attributes at all if he had any. It seemed that the secret of his romantic success really did lie in his ability to pull his weight in the kitchen. When I had finished reading, I put the article down for a moment and waited until I was sure that I was no longer in danger of gagging on Shandy’s sickly sweet words before I dare read the competition rules.

And to think she had won a holiday in South Africa for that piece of unadulterated slush! I could do far better, I thought. Yeah, I could do far far better than that.

Outside, a few icy raindrops pattered against the window. There was no doubt that we were right in the middle of a long hard winter but, ignoring the wind and the freezing rain, I fixed my mind on the idea of two sunny weeks in Antigua, ‘the island with a beach for every day of the year’, and started to write on the back of a paper bag.

If I couldn’t be with David that night, I could at least still think of him. Of his soft brown eyes and his fluffy, curly hair...Of his handsome smile and his infectious laugh...I could even think of his strong manly arms flexing as he deftly unscrewed the u-bend or nailed up a brand-new shelf for my cuddly toy collection if that was what it would take to win that holiday in the sun. Five hundred words to sing his praises? I needed five thousand! But I would give an edited version my best shot.

‘I always thought that love was just something other people sang about, until I met David,’ I began.

I made three rough drafts before I dared write out my final version on the official coupon in the magazine. Then, tearing the page out as neatly as I could, I slipped myself painfully out of bed and staggered towards the nightnurse’s desk. She had a good supply of envelopes and, amazingly, she also had a single first class stamp in her handbag. I asked her if it was unusual for patients to ask for a stamp in the middle of the night. She told me that a man on the genito-urinary ward had once asked her for a blow-job.

The nurse promised to post the entry for me as soon as she clocked off her shift that night. I climbed back into bed with a couple of sleeping pills and soon forgot all about it.

Next day, Mum and Dad arrived to see me as soon as the hospital was open for business. Apparently Jo and Jane were still sleeping off the Christmas Eve jamboree. Jo had made an idiot of herself at Midnight Mass. Again.

Mum and Dad watched me eagerly as I unwrapped my presents. Three satsumas, slightly squashed. A large box of bath salts in English lavender (good for disguising the smell of kitty litter – but I didn’t tell them that). A new nightie (black watch tartan with a black velvet collar and ribbon trim, Mary Queen of Scots might have worn one the night before she lost her head).

‘Thought that one you were wearing the other day looked a wee bit see-through,’ Mum explained.

And a matching wash-bag.

‘How thoughtful!’ I exclaimed.

‘Now you need never be unprepared when you have to go into hospital again,’ said Mum triumphantly, as she plumped up my pillows.

I wasn’t exactly planning a return trip anytime soon. But parents always buy you those boring useful presents, don’t they? Christmas for me was about the gift that David would bring. (Oh, and the little baby Jesus, naturally.) What would David have bought me, I wondered as I unwrapped three more chocolate oranges from Dad. Jewellery, perfume, a couple of CDs? A totally see-through nightdress perhaps?

On the other side of the ward, Marina was holding up, and actually cooing over, another tartan nightie, identical to mine. It was from her husband. Still, it wasn’t as if she was planning to have another kid...

‘Did David call at all?’ I asked, when I had heard about Jo’s drunken Midnight Mass misdemeanours at least four times. (Loud hiccups during the prayers. Falling flat on her face when she went to take communion. The kind of behaviour you’d expect from a teenager who’d been on the Baileys all night.)

‘David?’ asked Mum. ‘Why should he have called us?’

‘Well, I thought he might have done. To find out how I’m getting on. He hasn’t called me here.’

‘I’m sure he’ll be in to see you later on,’ said Mum. ‘He’s probably planning a great big surprise.’

But lunchtime soon passed and he still hadn’t turned up. I ate just two mouthfuls of the hospital’s abridged version of Christmas dinner. The turkey stuffing had obviously been made from shredded medical records.

My hopes were raised briefly at two in the afternoon when Sister Martin drew back the curtain around my bed (I was protecting myself from Marina’s kids’ new table-tennis-ball guns) and announced that I had a visitor. But it wasn’t David. It was my flatmate Emma. My face fell in disappointment.

‘What are you doing here?’ I asked.

‘Well, don’t look so pleased to see me,’ she said as she arranged herself at the foot of my bed.

‘Aren’t you supposed to be having lunch with your folks?’

‘Do you think I would miss an opportunity to get out of having to stand up for the whole of the Queen’s speech?’ Emma replied.

‘Oh, so your Auntie Mavis made it then?’

‘Yep. The orderlies from her funeral home wheeled her through the door as soon as dawn broke this morning. It’s all right for her, insisting we stand up for the Queen. She doesn’t have to. She sends her love, by the way. And this present. Seeing as how you’re an invalid.’

Emma flicked a little square parcel onto the bed. I opened it without any real enthusiasm, knowing it would be monogrammed handkerchiefs. Emma’s Auntie Mavis must have had a franchise in the things.

‘Aw. What’s up?’ Emma joked. ‘Wrong colour? Never mind. I’ve got you something much more exciting in here.’ She reached into her bag again and this time came out with a long thin parcel that looked altogether much more interesting. I snatched it from her and felt all the way up and down the wrapping paper, trying to guess what it might be.

‘Hmm,’ I said. ‘It’s not by any chance that beautiful single rose vase I saw in Liberty is it?’

‘Get real,’ said Emma. ‘Unwrap it for heaven’s sake.’

I ripped off the paper and soon wished I hadn’t. Marina’s youngest, Timmy aged five, had joined us to see me open my presents.

‘What is it?’ he asked as my mouth dropped open in horror. ‘Does it need batteries or can you play with it straightaway?’

Why did I have to have the most embarrassing flatmate in the world?

‘What is it for?’ he asked again, all innocence, as I tried to rewrap the ‘Black Beauty stimulator’ in the scraps of paper I had unfortunately torn beyond usefulness. ‘Show me what it is,’ he pleaded. ‘And I’ll show you mine.’

‘It’s for gardening,’ said Emma quickly. ‘Digging holes. Can I have a look at your gun instead?’

He solemnly handed over the table-tennis-ball firer while I secreted the big black vibrator beneath my pillow.

‘You’re dead, Emma Wilson,’ I told her.

‘Yeah. You’re dead!!’ mimicked Timmy, snatching back the gun and popping Emma in the eye with a ping pong ball before returning to his mother for a slap.

‘What on earth did you buy me that horrible thing for?’ I asked her testily as she checked the damage to her contact lens.

‘Every girl should have one,’ Emma explained.

‘But I’ve got a fiancé.’

‘So. Use it to spice things up a little.’

‘Things between us are quite spicy enough,’ I said, just a little too smugly.

‘Well, save it for a rainy day then. What did you get me?’

‘I got you what you asked for,’ I replied tartly. ‘That silver glitter clutch bag you wanted so much is at the bottom of my wardrobe. Didn’t have time to wrap it, I’m afraid.’

‘Wow, Ali,’ said Emma. ‘I’ll go straight home and get it now. Thanks a million. That’s a fantastic present.’

‘Yeah. Good job I don’t give to receive.’

Emma soon left to retrieve her proper pressie and feed our shared cat, Fattypuss. At four o’clock the nurses brought round Christmas cake. My sisters Jo and Jane, just about recovered from their traditional seasonal hangovers, had smuggled in a piece of Mum’s own cake which I ate instead, since I suspected that the hospital cook had his own unorthodox plans for reducing the hospital waiting list.

‘What did David get you?’ Jo asked excitedly, as she stuffed two chocolate fondant penguins into her mouth at once.

‘He hasn’t been to see me yet,’ I told them, feeling strangely embarrassed by the admission.

‘What? The selfish pig. Leaving you all on your own in hospital on Christmas Day. I expect he got totally rat-arsed at The Rotunda last night and he still hasn’t woken up. It was a good night by all accounts. The police had to come out three times. And I’ll be old enough to go next year,’ Jo added proudly.

‘I’m sure he’s just got family obligations,’ said Jane more reasonably.

‘Yeah. You’re right. The fact that it’s Christmas and I’m in hospital isn’t going to stop his mother being an old dragon,’ I said, forcing a laugh. ‘She’s probably making him sit at the dinner table until he’s finished his cold Brussels sprouts or something equally hideous.’

‘OK. So what do you think he’s bought you?’ Jo persisted. ‘You must have some idea.’

‘Jewellery, I hope,’ I told them. ‘Though perfume would be acceptable, since he’s so recently splashed out on a ring.’ I gave my sparkler an affectionate little polish on the bedspread. ‘As long as it’s not that new CK stuff though. I hate that. Smells like Jif.’

In actual fact, he bought me a battered box of Milk Tray chocolates from the little ‘Friends of Brindlesham General Hospital’ shop in the lobby downstairs.

It was half-past-eight when David finally arrived and I had been fighting back tears since my sisters departed at six. As he walked into the ward, I noticed straightaway that he looked different somehow; as if someone had taken my David, sucked out his shining soul and replaced it with something altogether shiftier overnight. He sat down carefully on the edge of my bed, put the chocolates on the table and didn’t even look me in the eye.

‘Merry Christmas,’ I said, pulling myself up painfully so that I could kiss him.

‘Merry Christmas,’ he replied, as if it was some kind of Resistance password.

‘I thought you’d forgotten me,’ I said light-heartedly, trying not to show my disappointment at the dreadful gift. ‘I’m afraid I haven’t got a present to give you, darling. What with the operation and all that, I haven’t really had time to do much Christmas shopping.’

‘That’s OK.’ He looked strangely relieved.

‘Thanks for the chocolates,’ I told him. ‘Though I thought I wasn’t allowed to eat them, because of...you know,’ I patted my tummy.

‘You can eat whatever you like,’ he said.

There was definitely something wrong.

‘Did you have a nice time at The Rotunda?’ I persisted. ‘Did you manage to sell my ticket?’

‘Oh. Yeah.’ He fumbled in his jacket pocket for his wallet and pulled out a crumpled tenner.

‘Thanks. Did you sell it to anyone I know?’ I asked.

‘Actually,’ said David sheepishly. ‘I sold it to Lisa Brown.’

‘Lisa Brown?’

You know that point in hospital movies where the patient gets a terrible shock and goes reaching for the emergency button? Well, this was one of those.

‘Lisa Brown?’ I shrieked again.

‘Lisa Brown,’ he said flatly.

What’s the problem with Lisa Brown, you ask?

‘Lisa Brown, your ex-fiancée?’ I asked.

‘Yes,’ he said.

‘Well,’ I tried to take this bad news reasonably. ‘At least you’re on speaking terms with her again.’

‘Yes,’ he said.

‘Must be very hard for her,’ I continued. ‘Seeing you again after all these years. After all the heartbreak and embarrassment that must have followed your broken engagement. I’m surprised she didn’t just thump you on the nose with her handbag.’

‘Yes,’ he said. He had dumped Lisa Brown for me.

‘Was she with anybody?’ I asked, longing to hear that she was with a strapping six-foot-five rugby player and that she was heavily pregnant with their first child.

‘No. At least, she wasn’t with anybody when she arrived,’ said David.

‘What do you mean by that?’ I asked suspiciously.

‘I’m afraid that she came home with me.’

Push the panic button. Push the panic button!

‘You gave her a lift?’ I asked. Best case scenario.

‘Sort of.’

‘To her place?’

‘To my place.’

‘To your place?’ It was like a conversation between two people who didn’t really understand English.

‘Alison,’ said David, taking a deep breath. ‘I’m afraid I’ve got to tell you that she stayed the night with me.’

‘What?!’ I did press the panic button that time.

‘She stayed the night?’ I shouted. ‘With you?! Lisa Brown slept with you in your flat? In your bed? Please, no.’ Marina got her husband to prop her up in bed so that she could get a better view of the fight. ‘What on earth were you thinking of, David? What on earth will people say?’

‘I’m sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking of. In fact I still don’t know what I am thinking of now. Alison, I think perhaps we need to spend some time apart for a while,’ he blurted the ugly words out.

‘Spend some time apart? What do you mean? We haven’t got time to spend time apart. We’re supposed to be getting married in April.’

‘Alison, I don’t think I can...’

The nurse had arrived at the foot of my bed.

‘What’s the matter?’ she asked briskly. ‘Are you in pain, Alison? Where does it hurt?’

‘Here?’ I said, pointing to my head. ‘And here.’ My heart. ‘And here.’ My appendix for good measure. As the nurse bustled in to rearrange my pillows, David stood up and started to leave.

‘David,’ I called after him. ‘David, where do you think you’re going? You can’t just walk away from me like this. Not having said those horrible things. Not while I’m still stuck here in this bed. And it’s Christmas. What about that?’

‘I’m sorry, Ali. I’ve got to go,’ he told me sadly. ‘I left Lisa sitting outside in the car.’
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