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Chapter 1



My brother’s 18th birthday party was an elaborate event – a glamorous celebration that had been carefully planned by my mother down to the very last detail so that nothing could go wrong. We had a beautiful meal at a hotel with all our family and friends and when everyone had finished eating, my father took the microphone and announced that he’d been asked by my mother to give a speech about his eldest son. There were many good things that could be said about my brother, and a whole host of funny and touching anecdotes that could be told about him. So as the room fell quiet and everyone turned to look at my father, they were all smiling with a benign expectancy that quickly turned to horror when he announced that he could think of nothing to say other than that he was disappointed to have fathered such a ‘useless piece of shit’.


For a moment, there was a stunned silence and then, as a low murmur of disapproval spread around the room, my grandfather leapt to his feet, snatched the microphone from my father’s hand and, with tears in his eyes, began to talk about all the good things his grandson, Jason, had done and how much everyone in the family loved him.

When I eventually dared to look at my brother, he was sitting completely still, staring into the distance above everyone’s heads with an expression of almost physical pain on his face. I looked away quickly, feeling sick, and wondered how any man could do such a terrible thing to anyone, let alone his own child, who was guilty of nothing other than trying for 18 years to gain his father’s love and approval.

I think I knew in that moment that my parents’ marriage was over, although it had a few more death throes to go through before they divorced.

Another event that finally tipped the balance for my mother occurred one night not long after Jason’s birthday. I had come home from an evening out and, not realising that Jason and his girlfriend, Harriet, were babysitting for a neighbour, had locked the front door and gone to bed. Half an hour later, I was woken up by the sound of the doorbell. It rang just once, but almost immediately I heard footsteps thundering down the stairs and then Harriet’s voice calling my mum’s name and screaming, ‘He’s going to kill him. Help! Please! Someone help!’

My mother had already reached the top of the stairs by the time I’d jumped out of bed and rushed on to the landing. As I ran after her into the hallway, I could see Jason standing on the doorstep with blood pouring from his nose.

Harriet was sobbing and my father was waving his arms in the air and shouting, when suddenly Jason stepped forward, pushed Dad out of the way and yelled, ‘You’re a fucking wanker. I hate you. Why don’t you go away and leave us all alone?’ Then Jason rushed up the stairs and locked himself in his bedroom. My father smirked, shrugged his shoulders and went to bed.

Luckily, the commotion hadn’t woken my younger sister and brothers, so Harriet, my mum and I went into the kitchen. For a few moments, we sat together around the table in a state of shocked disbelief, until Mum eventually broke the silence by asking the question that was in all of our minds when she said, ‘What the hell just happened?’

It turned out that my father had been so annoyed at having been woken up by Jason’s tentative ring on the doorbell that he’d flung open the front door and, without saying a word, head-butted his own son.

My mother sighed and lifted her hands off the table in a gesture of weary defeat as she said, ‘Well, that’s it then. I can’t stand by and allow him to hit my children. That’s one thing I’m not prepared to put up with.’

I felt terrible about what had happened – not just because I felt so sorry for Jason, but also because I knew it was my fault. Jason didn’t have a key to the front door and I hadn’t made sure he was home before I locked it that night. Even now, I can’t bear to think of the distress my thoughtlessness caused him.

So that was the second of the three ‘final straws’ for my mother. The last one came as a result of someone telling her that my father was seeing other women. When she confronted him, they’d been shouting and arguing for ages by the time I walked into the living room and heard Dad shout at Mum, ‘She was a dead ringer for you, only much younger.’ Then he stormed out of the room and Mum burst into tears.

It turned out that Mum’s ‘dead ringer’ hadn’t been the only woman Dad had been sleeping with. There were dozens of them. Apparently, he’d joined a group of swingers – not the sort who swap partners, but the ones who go to parties that have been organised for the specific purpose of having sex with total strangers, who are paid to do whatever weird and kinky things men like my dad want them to do.

When Mum left him, she discovered he’d remortgaged the house, not for financial reasons – he earned a considerable income and didn’t have any money worries – but because he’d been siphoning money into foreign bank accounts. So Mum got very little money from the divorce, but she didn’t really care, because all she wanted by then was to get away from my father and make a new home for herself and her children, where no one shouted at her and told her constantly that she was useless and stupid.


I was 17 when my parents separated, and I’ve rarely spoken to my father since then.

 

I was just a few hours old when I was placed in my father’s arms for the first time. Apparently, I started to scream and he glanced down at me, handed me back to my mother and promptly lost all interest in me. It was an indifference that soon became mutual, and by the time I was in my early teens, I’d learned to accept the fact that I didn’t like my own father. Fortunately, though, I’ve always loved my mum – as well as being a really good mother, she’s my best friend and I can talk to her about almost anything.

I don’t remember ever feeling any real affection for my father. He wasn’t physically abusive when I was a child, but he was a bully, who only really communicated with his wife and children by shouting and swearing and telling us how useless we were. Gradually, over the years as I grew up, I almost got used to the way my heart started to thump whenever he was angry – which seemed to be most of the time. But I never got used to the things he’d do quite deliberately to frighten us, or to his sick jokes, which often reduced me to tears of shock.

I was one of five children, all of us unplanned, unwanted by Dad and loved completely by Mum. My childhood was lived under the shadow cast by my father’s verbal and emotional abuse, but it was Jason who suffered most as a result of his bullying.


Jason was a shy, cheerfully energetic child who hated the thought of doing anything wrong or of drawing people’s attention to himself for any reason. Just imagining being late for school could reduce him to a state of hand-wringing anxiety, which our father always referred to as ‘girly fussing’ and which never failed to make him scornfully angry. In fact, Jason was about as far removed as it was possible for him to be from the kind of son our loud-mouthed, brashly over-confident father might have wanted – had he wanted a son at all.

It was heartbreaking to watch Jason trying so hard to please Dad, and although I learned from quite an early age to accept that none of us would ever be able to do anything right in his eyes, my poor brother never gave up hope of one day winning his affection. It was what Jason wanted more than anything else in the world, but it seemed that the more he tried, the more Dad intimidated and belittled him and the more nervous and, eventually, emotionally unstable Jason became.

Jason was the sort of child who always had everything organised for school the night before – his books in neat piles and his clean clothes laid out on a chair in his bedroom, so that all he had to do in the morning was get washed and dressed and he was ready to go. For me, however, the most important rituals of every morning revolved around making sure my uniform looked perfect and my hair was immaculate – which meant that I took rather longer to get ready than he did. And while I was rushing around the house searching for my school bag or my books, Jason would stand by the front door, white with distress as he watched the minutes tick away on the grandfather clock in the hallway. Eventually, my father – who drove us to school most days on his way to work – would shout at him for looking so ‘fucking pathetic’ and then at me for being so disorganised and stupid.

I still feel sad and guilty whenever I think about all the times I made us late for school, although I didn’t do it deliberately. We went to a good school and I think that, because I’d already accepted my father’s opinion that I was ‘inadequate’, I was afraid of failing to meet the standard expected of us, to the point that making sure I was well turned out became almost an obsession. But I knew how much Jason dreaded the thought of having to walk into assembly on his own when everyone else was already sitting down, and I know it was my fault when, breathless with humiliation, that’s exactly what he had to do on many occasions.

One morning, when Jason was 10 and I was nine, we were running late as usual and when I finally found my school bag, ran out of the house and jumped on to the back seat of the car beside my brother, Dad gave a self-satisfied smirk and said, in mock dismay, ‘Oh dear, Jason, you’re going to be late. Assembly will definitely have started by the time you get to school. You’re going to have to walk in all on your own. Perhaps if you crawl on your stomach like a snake they won’t notice you.’ Then he threw back his head and laughed, amused by the image he’d conjured up and by Jason’s clearly apparent anguish.

Jason began to cry and to plead, ‘Please, please, Dad, try to get us there on time.’

But instead of making my father sympathetic – as you’d expect any man would be when his son was so blatantly upset – the sound of Jason crying seemed to act like a trigger that flipped a switch in his brain. He stopped laughing abruptly and as I glanced up nervously into the rear-view mirror, I saw his mouth twist into an expression of contempt and he suddenly shouted, ‘You want to be early, do you? Is that why you’re snivelling like a girl? Okay, Jason, we can be early.’ Then he pressed his foot down hard on the accelerator, throwing us back into our seats as the car surged forward.

Sick with fear, I clutched so tightly at the seatbelt where it lay across my chest that my knuckles turned white and I could feel my fingernails digging painfully into the palms of my hands. For the next few minutes, we sped down one blurred street after another, while Jason hugged himself, rocked backwards and forwards, and whimpered.

I remember seeing a flash of colour ahead and catching a brief glimpse of the expressions on the faces of two men who were standing talking together at the side of the road. Beside each of the men was a bicycle, on which they were resting their hands casually and which toppled and fell to the ground as our car spun out of control and veered across the road towards them.

It was obvious that the men weren’t going to have time to get out of the way. My father cursed and Jason and I screamed. By some miracle, we missed them by inches, my father managed to regain control of the car and we continued along the road at a slower speed while he shouted at us over his shoulder, ‘See! See what you’ve done, you little fuckers. You nearly made me kill those men.’

Jason was hysterical and I was sobbing, both because I was frightened and because I had a terrible sense of guilt. If we had killed the men – as it had seemed certain we were going to do – it would have been my fault because I had made us late. My father was right: I was ‘fucking useless’.

When we arrived at school, Jason almost fell out of the car and then ran through the open wrought-iron gates, his shoulders hunched and his school bag clutched tightly to his chest as if he was trying to protect himself from physical attack. But I refused to follow him. Still shocked and shaking, I needed the comfort and reassurance that only my mother could give me. So I cried and screamed until my father took me home and then I sat in my bedroom, trying to block out the harsh, angry sound of my parents’ voices as they shouted and argued with each other – because although my mother seemed to do little to deflect my father’s nastiness when it was directed towards her, she somehow always found the strength to speak up in defence of her children.


The car incident was just one of the many, almost daily, occurrences during my childhood that made me realise my father didn’t really like us. Someone once said that he simply didn’t have the capacity to love anyone, and I think they were right. According to my grandmother, he used to delight in disappointing and upsetting my mother, even when they were first going out together. Apparently, no one had been able to understand why such a pretty, popular and cheerful girl agreed to marry such a sour, ill-mannered man. She did marry him, though, despite the fact that as the wedding car drove slowly along the streets towards the church, she knew she was making a terrible mistake. She once told me that although she’d loved my father, she would gladly have turned around at that moment and gone home again, still single, had it not been for the guilt she’d have felt about all the money her parents had spent and all their efforts to make it a wedding day to remember.

One morning a few months after they were married, when my mother was pregnant with Jason, my father rapped loudly on my grandparents’ front door and announced to my bemused grandmother that her daughter was a ‘soft piece of shit’, of no use to man nor beast, and that he was returning her to her parents’ tender care because he wanted nothing more to do with her. He took her back again, though – probably when he realised how inconvenient it was going to be for him to have to look after himself and the house. But this was a pattern he was to repeat many times over the next few years, and it wasn’t long before my mother began to believe that she really was ‘pointless’, ‘bloody irritating’ and ‘fucking stupid’.

Although my father often shouted and swore and constantly disparaged us all, he was rarely physically violent, and by the time I was in my teens I’d begun to answer him back. I think the fact that I was willing to stand up to him – verbally at least – made him back off a bit. But Jason – who, despite his almost permanent state of nervous apprehension, had a surprising amount of (groundless) optimism – kept trying to form a relationship with Dad and to win his approval. It was a hopeless task, however, and one that was to cause him nothing but heartache.

When I was seven, my mum gave birth to Emily and two years later to twin boys – the babies of the family, Mark and Jamie – all three of whom were ‘accidents’, just like Jason and I had been.

Although he hadn’t had a stable or happy childhood or a good education, Dad was clever when it came to business and making money, so we lived in a very nice, big house in an affluent part of town. But I don’t really remember him doing anything else specifically for any of us, and I often wondered why my mother stayed with him.

When she finally filed for divorce, protecting her children and escaping from my father’s relentless denigration were Mum’s main concerns. However, because money mattered so much to Dad, he couldn’t believe she wanted nothing from him and he used to send her vicious text messages telling her he’d break her legs if she came after him for maintenance. He was angry with me as well – he always had been, for reasons I didn’t understand – and one of the last things he said to me, with his characteristic turn of phrase, was, ‘You’re dead to me. You can rot in hell for all I care. I wouldn’t piss on you if you were on fire.’

When our parents divorced, Jason continued to try to win Dad’s approval and was so full of hurt and anger that he was spinning dangerously out of control. Until quite recently, I’d have said that my father didn’t have any significant effect on my life – I told myself that as I didn’t really like him, I could live with the fact that he didn’t seem to love or care about me. I realise now, though, that being unloved by my own father not only made me feel unlovable, but also made me unsure about what loving someone really means, anxious about trusting anyone, particularly men, and afraid in case, like my father, I wasn’t able to form loving, stable relationships. I had an image in my mind of living in The Little House on the Prairie, where everything was perfect and people were always kind to each other, and I decided that if I couldn’t have that, I didn’t want anything at all.

So perhaps it was surprising that I had any long-term relationships over the next few years. But I did – one with a man I loved and one with someone I thought I loved but who was really just a good friend. And then there was Kas, who, in time, became my best friend – not least, perhaps, because he was the opposite of my father in every way. Whereas Dad was loud, vulgar, self-engrossed and aggressively cruel, Kas was caring, charismatic and effortlessly polite. But even with Kas, who I first met when I was 18, it was a long time before I allowed myself to trust him. Once he did become my friend, however, he became quite an important part of my life and it felt as though he was the one person on whom I would always be able to depend.








Chapter 2



For a couple of years after my parents divorced, Jason was so angry about what had happened that he was in freefall. He still desperately wanted Dad to notice him and he turned against Mum, particularly later when she met Steve – the man who helped her return to being the person she used to be, who subsequently became our stepfather and who I wish had been my real father. Jason moved into a horrible, hostel-type flat miles away from where we’d grown up and, because he was determined to ‘stand on my own two feet for once’, he refused to let Mum help him in any way. Fortunately, though, he did eventually accept help from our grandmother and slowly started to sort himself out.

When I left school at 18, I was offered a really great job in Leeds. Dad had always been on at me about going to university, but I decided I wanted to stay near Mum and my young sister and brothers. So I took the job and moved into a flat in the city. I hadn’t realised, though, how lonely living somewhere like that can be when you don’t know many people, or how difficult I’d find it to move away from home and from the security and cocoon-like protection of my childhood. Apart from the friends I made at work, I didn’t know anyone in Leeds, so I sometimes felt as though I was totally alone – until Serena got a job there too.

Serena and I had been friends at school and people always said we were like two peas in a pod. I loved having her close by again, and we soon became inseparable, going out shopping together and then having coffee at one of our favourite coffee shops while we examined the latest fashion magazines. My mother always dressed beautifully and as a child I’d loved watching her getting ready to go out. I wanted to look just like her, which is partly why I spent most of my earnings on good clothes and always paid special – almost obsessive – attention to my hair and make-up. The other reason, however, was that my father’s constant criticism of me when I was growing up had left me feeling inadequate – not pretty enough, not clever enough, not good enough in any way – so I thought that at least if I was neat, tidy and ‘well turned out’, I’d know I’d done my best.

Every weekend, Serena and I went out to nice bars and a club – it soon became a routine that only sickness or a major natural disaster would have made us deviate from. But I wasn’t interested in meeting boys and having relationships – I had a deep distrust of men and was convinced that, on one level or another, they were all like my father. I just loved the dressing up, the dancing and the music, as well as the feeling that I was just like all the other young people who were out in the city centre having a good time. I was enjoying my life. But I suppose all good things have to come to an end, and when Serena took a job overseas for a couple of months, I more or less stopped going out at the weekends.

I’d been feeling increasingly unwell for quite a while and eventually I had to go into hospital for some tests to try to find out what was causing the severe stomach pains I kept getting. I’d made a good friend at work called John, and after Serena left we grew closer and he came to visit me in hospital. ‘When they’ve found out what’s wrong and you’re better, we’ll go away on holiday together,’ he told me. ‘I’ll look after you. Just give me the chance to take care of you and make you happy.’

What he was offering me was what I’d always wanted and had only ever had from my mother: someone to take care of me and to care about me. John was three years older than me and he seemed to want to look after me, which I think is what I needed at the time. My parents’ divorce had been miserable, and it was really nice to feel that, in the future, I’d have someone like John to rely on. He wasn’t confrontational or threatening in any way and he took charge of my life and made me feel safe, so I allowed him to break through the protective barrier I’d built around myself and, before long, I moved into a flat with him.

I think I knew from the start that I didn’t really love John, although I tried to convince myself I did, because I really wanted to. In reality, though, he was just a very good friend and someone I felt comfortable being with. For a while, everything seemed fine and then, gradually, he stopped wanting to do anything other than go to work, watch football on the television and go out with his mates, which meant I ended up sitting on my own, night after night, just waiting for him. I desperately wanted to be happy, but it seems that, sometimes, the more you want something, the more the opposite tends to happen. I wasn’t even 20 years old and it was beginning to feel as though my life was slipping away. And then, just when it seemed as though things were about as miserable as they could be, Serena came back from working abroad and everything changed for the better.

One night, when Serena and I were in the club we always went to, she leaned towards me and, shouting to be heard above the loud, throbbing beat of the music, said, ‘He’s watching you.’ She nodded her head almost imperceptibly in the direction of a group of uniformly dark-haired guys who were standing talking and laughing together at the side of the dance floor.

‘Who? Who’s watching me?’ I shouted back. But I knew who she meant. I’d noticed him almost as soon as we started dancing.


The next time we went to the club, the same guy was there again with his friends, and as Serena and I danced, he kept trying to catch my eye. Whenever I looked in his direction, which I tried not to do, he smiled at me and I pretended I hadn’t seen him. He was there the next time too, and the time after that, and then one night, when the music stopped for a moment and Serena turned to talk to someone she knew, I looked up to find him standing beside me.

‘Will you ever talk to me?’ he asked. The inflection in his voice – as well as his long-lashed, almost-black eyes – gave away the fact that he wasn’t English, which I’d already pretty much guessed. I shook my head and said, ‘No. No, I’m sorry. I don’t want to talk to you. I don’t want to talk to anyone.’ Then the music started again and I moved away from him and began to dance.

Later, when I glanced towards the edge of the dance floor where he and his friends always stood, he was still watching me. This time, though, there was a hurt expression on his face that made me feel a bit guilty. And then I thought about my father and all the unhappiness falling in love had caused for my mother and I looked away without returning his rueful smile.

A few days after that, I was alone in the store where I worked when I heard the familiar scraping sound the door to the street always made as it was pushed open and I looked up to see him standing in front of me. I could feel the heat of a blush rising into my cheeks and I turned away from him quickly, hoping he hadn’t seen the flash of recognition I knew must have been visible in my eyes. Then, muttering ‘I’ll get someone to help you’, I scurried through the archway at the back of the store like a startled rabbit and hissed at one of the guys who was on his break, ‘I have to go to the office. Can you speak to the customer who’s just come in?’

I must have looked like an idiot and ‘the customer’ must have felt so embarrassed. But I’d been taken by surprise when I’d seen him standing there and, for some reason, my instinct had been to get away from him. I knew he hadn’t opened the door by chance; there was absolutely no doubt in my mind that he’d come to see me. He came back two or three times after that and although I couldn’t help but feel flattered by his interest and persistence, I did exactly the same thing each time.

Then, one evening, when Serena and I were at the club, the music stopped and he suddenly turned away from his friends, walked resolutely towards me, stood in front of me and said, ‘I am Kastriot. My friends call me Kas. Would you like to go for a drink with me?’

I looked directly into his face for a moment and thought how kind his eyes were and how confident he seemed to be, particularly considering the fact that his previous attempts to talk to me had been so comprehensively rejected.

‘No, thank you. I don’t drink,’ I answered, shifting my focus to a spot just above his left shoulder and praying silently that the conversation-stopping thud of music would start up again. But it seemed that God and the DJ weren’t on my side.

‘All right,’ he said. ‘Then we’ll go for a coffee.’

‘I don’t drink coffee either,’ I told him.

‘Tea then,’ he persisted. ‘We will go together and drink tea. It is a well-known fact that everyone in England likes tea.’

I glanced towards him and saw that his smile had become tentative and the expression in his eyes had lost some of its confidence. Once again I felt mean, but I couldn’t help myself from answering in a cold, unfriendly voice, ‘I don’t.’

‘Orange juice then?’ He looked confused and I felt my cheeks blush with shame.

He spoke good English, with an accent that sounded Mediterranean, maybe Greek or Eastern European, and he was undeniably handsome. He was about my age I guessed, or perhaps a little older, and despite his clearly faltering self-assurance, he still had an air of quiet dignity, which was in sharp contrast to the brash resentment or feigned indifference I knew would have been the response of most of the boys I came across. He seemed genuinely bewildered by my refusal to engage with him in any way, and unafraid to show that he was hurt.

‘I don’t want to drink anything with you,’ I told him, glaring at him fiercely. ‘I do not want to go out with you. I have a boyfriend.’ And, at that moment, God and the DJ relented and the room was filled with the thud of music, saving both of us from any further embarrassment. I flicked my hair to show my lack of interest and then turned away from him. Deep down, though, I knew I was acting like a stuck-up little snob and I hated being like that, but I had to protect myself.

Over the next few weeks, I got used to seeing him at the club every time Serena and I went there. It was our favourite club for many reasons – including the fact that we knew lots of other people who went there regularly and we always had a good time. And as he didn’t make me feel uncomfortable or threatened in any way, it never crossed my mind to stop going there. In fact, I suppose I became a bit intrigued by him. It was difficult not to be flattered by his attention and by the way he never seemed to take his eyes off me, and the truth was that I liked the effect I had on him and maybe part of me wanted to see how long it would be before he gave up.

John and I were still living together, although we were leading increasingly separate lives and had become more like flatmates than boyfriend and girlfriend. What used to seem like being taken care of had begun to feel more like being treated as an incompetent child, but at least there was sometimes someone at home with me and I didn’t always feel as though I was alone. I was on my own one evening, though, when my mobile phone rang and a number I didn’t recognise came up on the screen. As soon as I heard his voice I knew that it was Kastriot, my persistent admirer.


‘How did you get this number?’ I asked.

‘First, you have to ask “Who is this?”’ he answered in a mock-serious tone.

‘I know who you are,’ I said. ‘You’re the guy who watches me at the club. I’ve told you, I don’t want to talk to you. I’m not interested. Don’t call me again.’

As I pressed the button to end the call, I felt uneasy. I knew we didn’t have any friends in common, so how had he managed to get hold of my number? It seemed odd, but not enough to be any real cause for concern.

He phoned me a few more times after that, and each time I told him the same thing – that I didn’t want to talk to him; I just wanted to be left alone. Then, one night at the club, when Serena and I were dancing and he was standing in his usual place at the side of the room, he caught my eye and started bowing down to me. It was ridiculous, but I couldn’t help smiling and the next moment he was standing in front of me, pleading, ‘Why will you never speak to me? I have to talk to you. Please don’t make me suffer in this way. Let me take you away and marry you.’

I laughed as I said, ‘You don’t even know me!’ But, despite the absurdity of what he was saying and the fact that I had no intention of responding to his interest in me, I felt a small thrill of pleasure. I was surprised, too, by how disappointed I felt when Serena and I went to the club one evening and he wasn’t there; I told myself it served me right for being so unkind to him when all he’d been trying to do was talk to me.


He didn’t come again after that and shortly afterwards Serena fell in love and we stopped going out together as often as we used to do. Each time I did go the club, though, I looked for him and, for reasons I didn’t understand, felt a sense of missed opportunity when he wasn’t there, as I was certain I would never see him again.

John and I stayed together for almost three years, although for a lot of that time we led separate lives and avoided acknowledging the fact that any romantic relationship we’d had was over. We were still together when I got a text message one day from a foreign number.

‘Guess who?’ it said, and I knew immediately who it was.

‘It’s Kastriot,’ I texted back.

I don’t know why I was so sure. I hadn’t seen him for almost two years and there was no reason on earth for me to think of him then. But somehow I just knew.

Within seconds, I received another text: ‘How can you know this? I noticed you but you never noticed me.’

So I described the leather jacket he used to wear, the way a thick, dark wave of his hair fell over his left eye and how he always stood at the side of the dance floor with his friends.

‘So you did notice me!’ he answered. ‘Why were you always so mean to me? Why did you never talk to me? You broke my heart, but I’ve kept your number all this time.’

‘I was horrible back then,’ I told him. ‘I hated all men and didn’t want to talk to anyone. It wasn’t just you. I’m sorry.’


I’d always felt guilty about the way I’d treated him. Although it had been obvious he liked me, he’d never pushed or harassed me or been unpleasant in any way, even when I’d been cold and unfriendly and had refused to give him a chance and get to know him.

‘You were the most unapproachable girl I’d ever met,’ Kas told me. ‘It was as though you were in a bubble with a big sign on it saying DO NOT COME NEAR ME. You were the girl everyone wanted to talk to but no one dared to approach. You have no idea how much courage I needed to step forward and speak to you.’

‘I’m ashamed,’ I texted back. ‘I didn’t mean to be unkind to you. I was just trying to protect myself.’

‘I fell in love with you the first time I saw you,’ he answered.

I laughed as I tapped out the words, ‘How is that possible? You can’t love someone you’ve never really spoken to.’

‘And you can’t know how I feel,’ he retorted. ‘Every girl I see has your face. I can’t get you out of my head. I remember everything about you – the song that was playing when I saw you for the first time, all the music you ever danced to, the clothes you wore, the way you smiled …’

I’d never met any man who talked about his feelings in that way and I didn’t think for a moment that Kas was serious about loving me. And in any case, I was still living with John. But gradually, over the next couple of years – initially when he was living at home in Albania and later, when he moved to Italy – Kas and I became good friends. At first we just texted each other and then we began to talk on the phone, until eventually we were in almost daily contact and he had become the one person I could talk to about anything and everything that was going on in my life. When I was upset about something, he always seemed to understand and to say the right thing; when I was tired or fed up, he could make me laugh. And as my trust in him grew, I began to think that maybe I’d been wrong and not all men were like my father.

Even before I’d begun to talk to Kas on the phone, I’d been feeling increasingly stifled by my relationship with John. Ironically, his habit of taking charge and planning what we were going to do each day – the thing about him that used to make me feel so safe – was the thing that finally made me realise I wanted to get away from him. We seemed to have less and less to say to each other, and as I felt more detached from John, I grew closer to Kas. I would tell Kas about the arguments we were having and my suspicions that John was cheating on me, and he’d listen sympathetically and then say, ‘I don’t think this man is right for you. Maybe you shouldn’t be with him.’ And eventually, with Kas’s help, I found the courage to leave and to tell John, ‘I’m sorry. I don’t love you and I can’t do this anymore.’

John and I had been together for three years and even though our relationship had clearly run its course, splitting up was still hard. So I was grateful that Kas was always there, at the other end of a telephone, to help me through it. He was like a big brother as well as my best friend and he seemed to understand my doubts and suspicions. He made me feel as though I’d done the right thing in leaving John, and whenever I was miserable about it, he reminded me how good my life was going to be now that I was ‘free’.

In reality, however, I was 21, had never really lived on my own, hadn’t made many friends independently of John, and was frightened by the prospect of having to start my life all over again, alone. After Serena met her boyfriend, we’d more or less stopped going out together in the evenings. So I was grateful when Natasha, a friend I’d made at work, suggested a night out at a bar that had just opened. After that, she and I started going out together regularly and suddenly the future looked less bleak and lonely; life seemed to be full of possibilities.

And then, just a few months after John and I had split up, I fell in love.

Usually when I meet someone I’m attracted to, it’s an instantaneous thing: I look at them and bang! – I’m smitten. And that was exactly what happened when I walked down the stairs at a nightclub with Natasha and the guy working behind the bar looked up at me with big, brown eyes. While Natasha bought us some drinks, I stood beside her with my back to the bar, trying to breathe normally and hoping that the sound of the music was muffling the heartbeat that I could hear thumping loudly in my head. Eventually, Natasha turned and handed me a glass and I said to her, ‘That is the most beautiful boy I’ve ever seen in my life. I have to know who he is.’

It was quite early in the evening so the club wasn’t yet heaving with people as it would be later and Natasha surveyed the dance floor with growing scepticism. Raising her eyebrows in mock bemusement, she pointed at a boy who was throwing his arms around like a demented windmill and asked: ‘Who? Him?’

‘No,’ I hissed at her. ‘Not there. The boy at the bar. The one who served you. No. Don’t look round!’ But it was too late, and as she turned her head to examine him, he looked up at her and smiled. Natasha smiled back at him sweetly and then scanned the room for a moment, pretending – unconvincingly – that she’d been looking at everyone. When she turned back to me she said, ‘He’s certainly good-looking,’ laughing as she added, ‘Oh I see! You’re really serious.’

We’d planned to have just one or two drinks in that club before moving on to meet up with friends at another. But when the most beautiful boy in the world leaned across the bar and started talking to us, all I could think was, I don’t want to leave. Why did this have to happen tonight? So, when Natasha touched my shoulder and I turned to see her tapping the face of her watch and nodding towards the stairs, my heart sank.

‘Okay, well, we’re going now. So … Well … Goodbye,’ I told the barman, flushing crimson with embarrassment at the thought of how awkward and stupid I sounded.


‘What do you mean, you’re going?’ he asked. ‘You can’t be leaving already.’

‘Well, we have to meet some people and …’

And then I was walking up the stairs with Natasha, stepping into the cool night air and feeling as though I was about to burst into tears. What if he’s the man of my dreams, I thought. And I’ve just turned my back on him, walked away and let him go? What if I never see him again? I started to feel as though I was going to have a panic attack, which was only averted by Natasha reminding me that, as he worked in the club, he would in all probability be there almost every night of every week.

When we returned the following Thursday, he saw us as soon as we walked down the stairs and by the time we’d reached the bar, he’d already poured two drinks. He handed them to us and said, ‘You’ve come back!’ and for a moment he looked directly into my eyes before turning to Natasha and smiling. But she just waved her hand, laughed and said, ‘Oh, don’t mind me. I’ll just stand here and enjoy my cocktail!’

As soon as he spoke to me, my heart started to crash against my ribcage and my mind went completely blank. I tried to think of something to say, but all I eventually came up with was ‘Hi’. Luckily, though, I said it at exactly the same moment as someone further down the bar caught his eye and, with an apologetic shrug, he moved away, while I turned to Natasha and cried, ‘Oh my God! I can’t even talk to him. What shall I do? I don’t know what to say.’


‘You’ll be fine,’ she told me, grinning as she lifted my hot, damp hand off her arm. ‘Just take a deep breath and smile.’

And to my surprise it really was as easy as that. When he’d served the customer, he came back, and with our heads almost touching across the bar, we began to talk as though we’d known each other all our lives. Although his English was good, he spoke with an accent and when I asked him where he was from, he told me to guess.

‘Albania,’ I answered immediately and he almost dropped the glass he was holding.

‘How can you possibly know that?’ he asked. ‘No one has ever guessed it before.’

From that moment, we became a couple. We went on our first date two days later and it was as though we had always been a part of each other’s lives – me, the over-cautious ice queen who rarely spoke to men and didn’t trust them when she did, and Erion, the kindest, gentlest, most beautiful man I’d ever seen. It sounds corny, I know, but it was as though he was the missing piece of a jigsaw I’d been searching for. John had filled the empty gap for a while, but had never really fitted the space like Erion did.

And it seemed that Erion felt the same. On our first night out together, he told me, ‘I never notice anyone who comes into the club, but from the moment you walked in, all I could see in my mind were your eyes, just looking at me. I kept thinking, What if she never comes back? What if I never see her again? I couldn’t bear the thought that I might have missed the opportunity to get to know the person I was meant to spend the rest of my life with.’

‘I felt that too!’ I told him. ‘I felt as though I had to know who you were and that if I didn’t find out, there would always be something missing from my life.’

Erion is still the only man I’ve ever truly loved, and I believe he’s the only man who’s ever loved me. One of the greatest regrets of my life will always be that I didn’t fight with all my strength and determination not to lose him.
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