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The following marriage proposal, I know, is a little unusual. It contravenes most of the rules. I’m not sure what all the rules are, but if anyone had ever written them down and I had a copy in front of me, I’d be surprised if I didn’t discover it breaking every single one.


I guess the number-one essential ingredient for a marriage proposal is to have both parties in attendance. It would help, wouldn’t it? Yet already we appear to have come up one party short.


I am sitting alone on a bench at the top of Greenwich Hill alongside the Royal Greenwich Observatory and, aside from a smattering of tourists, most of them Japanese, some children playing and the occasional dog-walker, there is no one here for me to proposee to. I, Dominic Lord, do hereby aspire to be married, but not to a Japanese tourist, or to the occasional dog-walker, or even the dog.


Another helpful hint for a successful proposal: ensure that you are in some sort of on-going romantic liaison with your proposee. Again, I fail. Lucy and I have had our moment, our time, and, oh, yes, it was special, albeit sixteen years ago. I’m pretty sure – though it’s possible that an assessment of the facts might veer from the path of accuracy over all that time – that, when it happened, the earth did not move for us, though I might be wrong because I recall reading in a Sunday newspaper the following weekend that a minor tremor was recorded overnight in Dorking. At exactly the same time in exactly the same neighbourhood, a number of the sleeping denizens of Dorking awoke to find that their glass of water had slipped off their bedside table. Clock radios and bedside lamps were grounded too. It was carnage. Maybe Lucy and I caused all the trouble.


But the way I remember it, the earth didn’t move. Quite the opposite: all natural forces ceased to operate and the earth stopped spinning on its axis. At around the time that disorder was unleashed on Dorking, the only natural forces in operation were those between Lucy and me, an inescapable magnetism, a racing of hearts, that wonderful mutual whiff of hedonistic adventure, and all those splendid late-teenage hormones crying in a heavenly chorus, ‘Hallelujah! The moment is nigh!’ We were edging gradually closer to each other, faces, eyes, lips converging towards a delicious collision. She was holding in place the hat she always wore so it didn’t tumble into my mouth, and I was sitting so awkwardly with my left leg tucked under me on the edge of a piece of cheap green furniture that I had to force myself to ignore the ache from my blood-circulation crisis. Neither of us spoke, our silence acknowledging what was about to take place as the outside world dissolved into a blur, the music faded, the dancers around us tapering out into such slow-motion that they barely moved. That was when it seemed as though the earth had stopped spinning, causing all that spillage by the bedside tables of Dorking.


So, sixteen years later does seem a little tardy to execute the follow-up.


If I was the one writing the rules for a successful marriage proposal, they would also, in no particular order, include:




	 Asking the proposee’s father for her hand in marriage. Old-fashioned, I know, but it can get the important people on your side. Lucy’s father remains uncontacted.


	 Turning up for your proposal behind the wheel of a silver open-top Cadillac (I’ve arrived today on the tube), looking smooth in a new cream linen suit (I’m in a black overcoat, grey woolly sweater and jeans), brandishing a whole shop’s worth of red roses (not many flower-sellers open for business round here today).


	 Ensuring that the proposee isn’t already married – I have at least done this right.


	 Being unmarried yourself.





Point number four is another on which I have failed. Nadia, my wife, is on the other side of the Atlantic. Indeed, the only reason that I can furnish potential proposers with the above advice is because it worked for me when I persuaded Nadia to say yes. I did ask her father, I did do the Cadillac-linen-suit-red-roses routine, she was unmarried and so was I. Indeed, other than that she was pregnant, it all seemed so simple. Would that had been the case with Lucy.


Lucy. The last night we spent together at Durham University was the most memorable. At least, it was for me. So memorable that it drove me here today. It was crammed with excitement and trepidation. And alcohol. And Lucy said she would marry me.


The following day student life would finish, an end to three years’ untrammelled breeze through Arcadia. And because no one wanted to let it go, we stayed with it. We saw out the last day, then saw in the next morning. And after we’d danced and drunk, then danced and drunk some more, the three of us confessed our mutual fear of the end and of the new beginning. We slouched in the dilapidated sofas in the miner’s cottage that I shared with Tim and gradually slumped in them until, by sunrise, we were all almost horizontal.


Tim, being Tim, held centre stage, but for once his voice ran dry. Tim could really sing. His party piece was that song about separation, ‘Leaving On A Jetplane’ by John Denver, but he could also do wonderful chunks of Sinatra. But on this occasion he only managed a couple of numbers before the words eluded him. Emotional, drunk, unusually quiet.


Lucy caressed his handsome face and told him not to worry. ‘We’ve all got to find new tricks now,’ she said. Which was meant lightheartedly, but sounded terrifying and rang out in a long, pensive silence.


She was wonderful that night. ‘How come you’re so bloody full of life and so thoroughly unjaded?’ I asked her, at around half past five. Tim was struggling to stay awake and my eyes felt heavy, but Lucy looked so fresh, with so much energy in her face. I remember her long eyelashes, black with mascara, curling away from her amazing brown eyes. It was as if she’d only just got ready to go out.


Some thought her beautiful but I wasn’t sure: her face just stood out, I thought, boyish and distinctive. But that hadn’t been what drew me to her. Nor was it her eyes, so expressive they seemed to hold conversations on their own. It was that Lucy made you talk: whether intentionally or not, she threw light on herself in a way that encouraged a similar response. I hadn’t met anyone like her before.


‘C’mon on, boyo,’ she said, poking Tim in the ribs to keep him awake. ‘I don’t think there’s anything wrong with admitting you’re scared of what happens next. I am.’


‘What have you got to be scared of?’ he said, half opening his right eye.


‘Heights,’ she replied immediately. ‘The steady deterioration of British society. Ingrowing toenails. And what my parents will think when I’m floundering like a fish on the job market and failing to fulfil their expectations.’


Thus she led us to confessional. Tim, being Tim, said that everything would be fine and that all that really worried him was breaking his fingers playing cricket.


I, being the way I am, took her far more seriously. I said I was scared that we would all go our separate ways and that old friendships would die, that I wouldn’t be able to sustain relationships, and that I’d never get married.


‘You? Never marry?’ Lucy sat up.


‘Might not.’


‘How ridiculous! Nonsensical bollocks-talking best bloody catch in the year, you are.’


‘I mean it.’


‘I mean it too.’


‘Hang on!’ Tim surfaced from his haze. ‘What about me?’


‘Sorry, my love. You finish a close second.’


‘Bollocks!’ I replied.


‘OK. I’ll marry you then,’ she responded instantly.


‘I’m not that desperate.’


‘Thanks! Glad I offered.’


‘You weren’t serious?’


‘I was.’


‘Promise?’


‘Promise.’


‘Why’d you want to marry me, for God’s sake?’


‘Who knows? You might make me happy.’


‘Lula!’ That was my name for her. No one else called her Lula, not even Tim.


‘Right. If we’re both single when we’re thirty-five, I’ll marry you.’


‘No, you won’t!’


‘I will. If you’ll have me, of course.’


‘I’ll have to think about it.’


‘Fine, call me your last resort.’


‘Or my safety blanket.’


‘’Er indoors. Your better half.’


‘I think I prefer last resort.’


‘Feel free to check in when your other options have run out.’


After a theatrical pause, I sat up too. ‘OK. I’ve thought about it. When we’re thirty-five, it’ll be the year 2000. Right? If you still want to marry me, and you’re still single and I’m still single, I’ll meet you on New Year’s Day, the first day of the new millennium, at midday at the Royal Greenwich Observatory. If you’re there and I’m there, we’ll get hitched.’


‘What’s the bloody Greenwich Observatory got to do with it?’


‘That’s where time is measured from. Or something like that. That’s where the new millennium will officially begin. I think. I’ll check. If you’re going to be my wife, God fucking forbid, then the start of the new millennium would seem the right place to kick off together.’


‘It’s a deal.’


‘Great. See you there.’


‘Jesus,’ shouted Tim, who had appeared to doze off again. ‘You two are totally fucking mad.’


New Year’s Day, the first day of the new millennium. I guess we’re supposed to have woken up this morning feeling different – more modern, more hung-over. I don’t know. It’s not even midday so many won’t have woken yet at all, but when they do they’ll probably feel that the new millennium is rather similar to the old one. No one walking through Greenwich Park looks as if the turn of the century has changed their life. And no one happens to be Lucy.


But if Lucy did wend her way up the steep incline of the hill, then that would be different. That really would be a case of the turn of the century changing someone’s life. Her life. My life. Maybe. She might walk through the park from the other direction, I suppose, and take me by surprise, but whenever I’ve imagined this day – and I’ve imagined it quite a lot – she’s always been climbing the hill, winding her way up the Tarmac path that curls below the Observatory and finishes at the top of the hill, next to the modest little palace with its long view of the broad, meandering Thames.


It is eleven fifty. Ten minutes to go. And there’s no disputing the time. The whole world measures time from where I’m sitting, as my addled brain had correctly recalled on that memorable last night in Durham. Nine and a half minutes until midday.


I stand up from my bench, which is perched under an imposing statue of General Wolfe. General Wolfe was born in Greenwich and buried here; he won countless battles against the French in between. The only real battle in my life has been to save my marriage. I lost. I put up a hopeless fight and by the time I’d run up the white flag I was rather pleased I had no marriage any more. But here I am, with the general, in search of another.


I wander to the top of the Tarmac path, back up to General Wolfe, then return to my bench. This is definitely the place to await her.


Will she come? Initially it seemed that she might. In those first years after university, she referred to me as her ‘safety husband’ and I to her as my ‘safety wife’. Even when I’d moved to New York and married Nadia, she still insisted she’d be waiting for me on the time line of the globe on the first day of the new millennium. She knew me too well to believe that Nadia and I would see in the new century together. And sure enough, six months ago, in a charming old bits-and-bobs store in Greenwich Village, Manhattan, I stumbled upon a postcard of the Royal Greenwich Observatory. Nice Greenwich connection, I thought, but I decided not to make too much of it and focused instead on the other dominating storyline in my life. ‘It’s been a long time coming,’ I wrote on the card to her, ‘but it’s now finally over for me and Nadia. Don’t feel sorry for me. I told you this would happen and it’s a blessed relief. PS Hope you like the card.’


And that was all. We exchanged Christmas cards and the occasional email. I told her I was putting more space between myself and Nadia and moving back to London. She told me she was thinking of moving out of London.


But she might come via Greenwich Hill. Five minutes until midday. I’ll give her half an hour’s grace. She’s probably hung-over. A lot of people won’t have slept last night. I didn’t sleep either, but that was because my mind was on other things. I’ve come to the last resort. Will she join me? I’ve been looking forward to discovering the answer for years.
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Lucy.


When we first met her, Tim didn’t realise that we’d stumbled on someone so special.


We’d been looking for a new girl for three nights and our search had been fruitless. We’d advertised, we’d put up flyers and found no one. It wasn’t for lack of response, plenty of girls came, but none was right.


Back then I wore a thin cloak of self-confidence, which was only possible because of my naïvety, and this led me to believe I could direct a student play. Tim, conversely, had a deep-seated self-assurance: he was tall, dark, athletic, strikingly good-looking, talented, socially adept and successful with women. It was this that led him to believe that he should be the star of my play, and when he informed me that he could do this sort of thing, he was so convincing that I cast him in the lead role without so much as an audition.


Two terms into university life, I still hadn’t fathomed why Tim and I were friends. It had been in the first week of Term One that he had clapped an arm round my shoulders and told me I should go to the pub with him. We went to the Shakespeare. I was new to consumption of beer at the level Tim advocated, I didn’t know any of the songs he sang and I hung back in his shadow when it came to making conversation with students of the opposite sex. I remember the night because it ended with me vomiting in an alleyway next to the pub. Tim barely noticed because while I was busy familiarising myself with the pavement, he was busy securing an invitation to the digs of one of those students of the opposite sex.


It was to my considerable surprise in the second week that Tim suggested I should go drinking with him again. I was sick that time, too, and found myself wondering why on earth he didn’t drop me there and then, yet somehow I remained his friend of choice. As a well-financed, already-shagging (quite a lot, it seemed) fully-fledged former public-schoolboy, nothing seemed hard for Tim. As a shy, light-walleted alumnus of a Kent grammar school that most hadn’t heard of and still a virgin, I struggled to keep up.


I followed Tim’s lead and only attempted to step out of his shadow when occasion allowed and sufficient valour consumed me. I wouldn’t go far, of course, but gradually I learned to dovetail with him. He taught me about life. To be more precise, he taught me about his life. And the more I learned, the better I dovetailed. I learned that Tim’s brand of hair gel was in and that my Brylcream was out, that boxer shorts, not small white briefs, were the underwear of preference, that my thin black-leather tie worn at half-mast had to go, and my parka was exchanged for a denim jacket.


On wining and dining, I learned that I must never order shandy or chicken korma, and that if I bought a kebab on the way home after a big night out, I would win peer approval if I left evidence of it outside my bedroom door. On the music front, my roots as a New Romantic had to be covered up, and the inability to remember the first single I’d bought was a sin that made chicken korma almost acceptable. Your first single had to have some sort of embarrassment value, or make everyone laugh and say, ‘I wonder whatever happened to old so-and-so.’ My first record was a Cat Stevens Greatest Hits LP and it neither substituted as a single nor said the right things about my youth.


Tim, of course, knew what his first single had been and it fulfilled all the necessary criteria. It was the signature tune of the soundtrack to Fame. His first LP? John Denver and the Muppets. And I soon learned to trace his voyage of musical discovery from there through the Denver discography, past ‘Country Road’ and some schmaltzy Christmas LPs, to finish up on the steps of the ‘Jetplane’.


It was an education from which I benefited. I learned to be Tim’s wing-man; I found I could tee him up for the punchlines to his jokes and I soon knew the words to ‘Jetplane’. When I was drunk, I could do ‘Jetplane’ too – we could even do it in harmony together, and those students of the opposite sex thought us a fine double-act. Lucy would put down her hat on the pavement in front of us when we were singing – and we got so good we were once even moved on by the police.


My idea for the play had been a theatrical version of the small-town romantic comedy Gregory’s Girl. We had a script that had been adapted for the stage from the film, and we had Tim to play Gregory. He hadn’t seen the film so I explained to him how John Gordon Sinclair performed the role: the naïve, testosterone-driven teenager from an ugly Scottish town who pursues the luscious, comparatively sophisticated football-crazy Dorothy but ends up smitten instead by the less obviously attractive Other Woman, Susan.


‘So Gregory’s a loser, then?’ said Tim, smiling.


‘No, he’s our hero. He stumbles on the difference between inner beauty and physical beauty,’ I said, trying not to sound ridiculous. ‘He makes this amazing discovery about the meaning of love.’


‘Bollocks, Dom! What you’re telling me is that he’s saying it’s all right to fancy ugly girls.’


‘You idiot!’


But Tim liked the irony of playing the guy who couldn’t get the girl.


He liked our Dorothy, too. Sophie Chamberlain played the girl for whom Gregory sets off in hopeless pursuit. She was mature-looking, had obvious sex appeal and much talked-about breasts, which was all that was required of Dorothy, apart from the ability to play football. Sophie couldn’t, but we’d get round that.


What we lacked was the Other Woman, Susan, played by Claire Grogan in the film. We needed someone distinctive-looking, a girl with subtle good looks who would flower as the play progressed. Tim liked this idea and suggested that he assisted with the auditions. Thus we spent three consecutive evenings in a classroom in the English schools, watching our fellow students, waiting patiently for the Other Woman to walk into the room.


It was as we were about to pack up on night three that a girl poked her head round the door self-consciously. ‘Oh, excuse me,’ she said, a hint of Scottish in her voice, ‘it looks like I’ve come to the wrong place.’


‘If it’s the Gregory’s Girl auditions,’ I countered, ‘you’re spot on.’ Next to me, Tim groaned.


‘I’m not too late?’


‘No.’


‘So I can have a shot at it?’


‘Absolutely.’


It would be a lie to say that this was one of those unforgettable, lightning-strike moments of revelation when the mysteries of the world suddenly unveil themselves.


The girl told us that her name was Lucy Etheridge. She wore a corduroy peaked cap and a denim jacket that she kept buttoned up, as if she had no intention of staying. As she studied the short passage of the play she would have to read, Tim and I raised our eyebrows at each other: this was another audition that would come to nothing.


Then Lucy took off her cap to reveal jet-black hair that was cropped unusually short. It was this that first interested me. After the ten-minute audition, I had come to the conclusion that her distinctive, boyishly-attractive face worked exactly as we wanted, that its beauty would become gradually apparent as our play wore on. And it helped that she read well. She wasn’t particularly loud or expressive, but she had impact. A quiet strength. Almost every other auditioner had finished with a flourish, by dropping or raising their voice or by rushing the last sentence. Lucy had maintained her pitch so that there was no full-stop at the end of the final sentence. I wanted her to go on.


‘Do you fancy joining us for a drink?’ I asked. Tim snorted.


‘Does that mean I’m in with a chance, or is this your way of letting people down gently?’ she asked.


Tim frowned at me. He’d missed her joke.


‘It means you’re in with a chance,’ I said. But I was already convinced.


We weren’t a bad troupe. At least, I didn’t think so, although I didn’t have a clue what I was doing. Tim seemed happy, and since he was the heartbeat of the team, the rest of the cast were cheerful enough too.


I suspected, though, that the prime justification for Tim’s happiness was Sophie.


‘She’s got teeth,’ was Tim’s – Gregory’s – favourite line, not the wittiest, perhaps, but the one he transformed into a flash of unsuspected comedy, ‘lovely teeth, lovely white, white teeth’. The teeth were Sophie’s – Dorothy’s – and Tim eulogised them dreamily, completely the clown, emphasising the vowels to brilliant effect. And Sophie, offstage at the time, would invariably laugh louder and longer than the rest of us.


This was legalised flirting and she found it impossible not to respond. I was delighted, partly because I thought they fitted together – they were a glamourous couple and looked right together – partly because they had the sort of chemistry that would boost my production, and partly, too, because I wasn’t interested in Sophie. At least, not like that.


My main problem with Gregory’s Girl was the accents. The easy option was to drop the Scottish accent altogether. We plumped for the hard option and Lucy eventually revealed how hopeless she thought we were over the drink in the Shakespeare that the pair of us had taken to sharing after practice together.


‘C’mon on, Mr Director,’ she said to me. ‘The accents are shite!’


‘What’s the problem?’


‘Grey-grey! No one can even say Gregory, for a start. It’s somehow become a sort of glottal ‘Grey-grey’ with a token rolled R thrown in for Celtic good measure. Sophie’s the worst.’


‘Did you know that she and Tim have gone back to Tim’s room together?’ I asked.


‘To practise their accents?’


‘No. To go over their lines.’


‘So that’s what they call it, these days, is it?’


‘Apparently.’


‘God, why don’t they just get on with it?’


‘Tim says there’s nothing in it.’


‘And you believe him?’


‘Do I hell!’ And I mimicked Sophie: ‘Ooh, Grey-grey. Och, you’re soo teh-rribly funny and soo teh-rribly hunsome.’


‘Brilliant! Dom, you should get on the stage yourself.’


‘Bollocks!’


‘You should.’ She laid her hand on mine. ‘But what’d we bloody do without you to bloody direct us?’ She left the question hanging. She left her hand where it was too. And I liked that.


Friday afternoon, five days before our opening night. That was the afternoon when I called Tim a ‘bastard’ and flounced off in an uncharacteristically brave artistic sulk.


My problem with Tim was that he was too damned good at his part. He made Gregory too naïve, too funny; he indulged himself to excess in all that ‘lovely white, white teeth’ stuff. I wanted Gregory to suffer, to be tormented, to have a vague understanding of his inability to pull Dorothy, or even to get within touching distance of her. He had to feel some sort of pain. Tim, however, liked to be the lead character in life as well as on stage so he was hard to direct. Or maybe I was too timid to direct him. I found myself having to nudge him gently in the direction I favoured and that afternoon the nudging lost its gentleness.


It all began when I had again requested – politely, of course – a less comical delivery.


 ‘You must be fucking joking!’ he replied, sitting down on the front of the stage and slapping his hand on it.


 ‘I mean it,’ I told him. And I did. I was frightfully earnest. I couldn’t accept that the love thing was less than serious.


‘But Gregory’s a ridiculous character.’ His voice was loud and challenging. ‘He’s so hopeless that he’s got to be played for laughs.’


‘He’s only ridiculous to you, Tim,’ my voice was loud too. I was surprised by his tone, ‘because you can’t relate to what he’s going through. You don’t know what it’s like to be Gregory and set off in pursuit of women when you’ve absolutely no chance of catching them.’


‘No need to get personal, Dom.’


‘I’m not. But what is so great about this play is that almost everyone who comes to it will know what it’s like to feel awkward with the opposite sex. They’ll know how it feels to be rejected. That’s why we can make this play so good, because we – or, rather, most of us – recognise the emotions involved. Rejection goes on every night at this bloody university. This play is about people like us.’


Tim rolled on to his back and put his hands over his ears. ‘God, you talk such shit!’


Then that light Scottish accent piped up: ‘Tim, it’s not shit.’


This was a pivotal moment that might, perhaps, have swung the dispute my way. I should have savoured it. But I missed its significance and blasted straight on: ‘Thank you, Lucy,’ I said, triumph ringing in my voice.


‘Lucy, it’s shit!’ he shrieked.


‘It’s not.’ She was firm and assertive, but not loud like me, certainly not the type to be ruffled by a raised voice. ‘He’s right. I feel comfortable doing this play because it’s about stuff I can relate to.’


‘Exactly!’ I chimed in. ‘I feel like Gregory. I am Gregory!’


‘Ah! So that’s what this is about,’ said Tim, menacingly. ‘It’s all about you and the fact that you can’t get laid.’


And that was it. I flounced off. I didn’t say anything, just took my coat and left.


An hour and a half later, it was Lucy who found me. I was in my room – not an imaginative location for an artistic flounce – sitting on my bed with my back against the wall, listening to Lloyd Cole and the Commotions and licking my wounds.


She explained that after I’d gone the cast had sat in the theatre for a long time, waiting for me to come back. Eventually, under pressure, Tim had relented and agreed on my interpretation of Gregory. He’d also been full of self-rebuke for ‘the other thing’.


‘Oh, I’m not bothered about that,’ I lied. Lucy sat down next to me and laid her left hand on my knee. I fumbled for a change of subject: there’s only so long that you want the fact that you’re a nineteen-year-old virgin to be floating in the air.


‘Do you really think I’m right?’ I asked.


‘Of course. And especially about the rejection thing. God, Dominic, you’re so right about that.’


‘Really?’


‘Yes!’ She pushed my knee playfully. ‘Everyone seems to think that student life is all about notching up successes and conquests. It’s as if it’s not the done thing to fail.’ She rested her chin on my knee and we shared an easy silence.


‘And do you really think you’re Gregory?’ she asked.


‘Yes.’ I laughed nervously. ‘Sort of.’


‘God.’ She fixed me with her dark brown eyes. ‘You’re pretty good at honesty, aren’t you?’


‘Not with everyone.’


 ‘Save it for me, Grey-grey.’


Tim and I did the sensible, mature thing that night: we went out and got drunk.


‘It was very exciting, that funny storming-off thing you did this afternoon,’ he said.


‘It wasn’t a “funny storming-off thing”, it was a production-threatening bust-up.’


‘Well, you mustn’t do it again.’ He knew he was winning me round. ‘It was upsetting for all of us. I insist you apologise.’


‘Fuck off!’ I said, with laughter in my voice. ‘It’s me who deserves an apology.’


‘You think I owe you an apology?’


‘Yup.’


‘OK.’ He spread his arms theatrically. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘Good.’


‘And may I mark my apology with the purchase of a pint of beer?’


‘You may indeed.’


‘And then will you apologise to me?’


‘You’ve got to be joking.’


‘Oh, OK. Be like that.’


Tim sustained his apology with the purchase of the next two rounds, and by the time we had got to the end of them I couldn’t have dredged up any antipathy towards him, even if I’d wanted to.


But I, as the weaker character, knew that it wasn’t in my interest to fall out with him. And he had a point: I did have a problem getting laid. I just didn’t want it highlighted when I was allowing myself to wonder if it was about to be solved.


The funniest moment in Gregory’s Girl didn’t involve Gregory. I thought that Tim’s ego would be dented by this, but I had underestimated him.


If you are comparing all the losers in the play, Gregory is by no means the biggest of them all. He is the loser who comes good in the end, the comic hero; it’s his two mates, Andy and Charlie, who don’t and the play leaves you in no doubt that they never will.


When their attempts to pursue their female classmates are at their most abject, Andy and Charlie wonder whether their search is focused on the wrong place and discuss the possibility of re-targeting their attention. Charlie mentions that he’s heard of a ‘town’ in South America where the women outnumber the men by eight to one. He says it’s called Caracas. The closing moments of the play show the pair hitch-hiking on a road in Scotland, holding a sign for ‘Caracus’. Great stuff.


And Tim thought so too. Indeed, Tim thought it so amusing that when the three-night run of Gregory’s Girl was over and we’d all gone out to celebrate, he suggested it was the place for me.


That last night Tim had been outstanding, and he knew it. He was thrilled that he’d made me cry. Gregory’s Girl is hardly what you’d call a tear-jerker, but it was the last-night tangle of emotions – the climax of our hard work, the end of the road, the breaking-up of our little team – that got to me and when Gregory finally got the girl, I turned to Sophie, who was sitting with me backstage, and pointed, grinning, to the tears in my eyes. They returned when my players came off-stage after the curtain call and for once the girls, briefly, found me more interesting than Tim.


Naturally, Tim soon regained the ascendancy and much later his performance peaked again. In between, we celebrated in the Shakespeare and outside the Shakespeare, where he reeled off some of his favourite Sinatra.


‘What shall we do now?’ I asked, when he was finally done.


‘Party back at my college,’ said Sophie, with alcoholic enthusiasm. ‘Come on, you lovely people, everyone’s invited!’


Sounded good, so we agreed unanimously. And it was then that Tim draped an arm round my shoulders. ‘If I was you,’ he said, with a beery grin, ‘I’d be setting off for Caracas.’


How drunk were we? We always knew when Sophie was drunk because she went round hugging everyone and telling them how much she admired them, that she’d always been in awe of them and how wonderful they were. I had already been informed at least twice that I was a man of great intelligence. And we always knew when Lucy was pissed because her omnipresent corduroy cap got turned back to front, as it was that night. It was like a warning to everyone that she might do something silly. Tim was probably the soberest of the four of us. And me? I was so perfectly, cheerfully pissed that I let Tim get away unchallenged with the Caracas comment. It hurt, but no one else heard it or saw the wound he’d inflicted. And anyway, en route to Sophie’s college, Lucy slipped her arm through mine. I didn’t feel as if I was en route to the capital of Venezuela at all.


‘Grey-grey!’ she called, later that night, from the centre of a room where a coffee-stained carpet had become a dance-floor. Some twenty swaying drunks were sort of dancing, sort of stumbling, sort of linking arms and taking turns to swig that old student favourite, the Bulgarian red wine that cost £2.49 a bottle. At Lucy’s command, I joined the swirling swiggers, linking arms with her. God knows what music was playing – it might have been Deep Purple or Prokofiev but our sort-of dancing wouldn’t have changed.


‘Grey-grey!’ she shouted again, when it ended. One of Sophie’s friends was digging around in a record collection beside the turntable, looking for a replacement, and Lucy had sat down on a long chair with thin cushioning and an ugly green woollen cover. ‘Grey-grey, come over here,’ she patted the seat next to her, ‘and bring some of that gorgeous wine with you.’


I obeyed, and we slouched in the seat, shoulder to shoulder.


‘Grey, you’re lovely,’ she said.


‘Stop it. You sound like Sophie.’


‘No, I mean it, Grey.’


‘You can stop calling me that too.’


‘It’s your name now, I’m afraid. And I do mean it, you know.’


‘Really?’ I sat up with my left leg tucked under me so I was looking slightly down on her. The music started again but we didn’t hear it. At least, I didn’t.


‘Yeah. You seemed such a serious guy to me at first. And I don’t mind serious – but not too serious! But you’re not really like that, are you? It’s just your front.’


‘You’re coming dangerously close to understanding me, aren’t you?’ We were almost whispering now.


Lucy caressed my left cheek with the fingertips of her right hand. ‘There’s quite a lot of drama going on in there, isn’t there?’ She tapped my forehead. ‘It’s interesting. I like that.’


Her finger remained on my forehead, then slid slowly round my eyebrow, down my cheek and neck. Our eye-contact remained unbroken, and the way she was looking at me, it felt as if she was checking that the finger-sliding met with my approval. This heralded the moment I will never forget: my left leg was aching, because I was sitting on it and had cut off the blood circulation, and I was ignoring the pain because to reposition myself might have broken the spell. I also remember Lucy holding her cap to her head as if it was going to slip forward into my face, and I remember the anticipation as our faces seemed to converge. This was it! It was happening! It was going to happen! It really was!


That was the moment when the world stopped spinning and water glasses in Dorking teetered on bedside tables, then clattered to the floor.


I don’t know how close we got. To within an inch, lip to lip? Definitely. A centimetre? Possibly. A tantalising matter of millimetres. But somehow our mouths never met. The kiss was ruled incomplete. It didn’t count. It didn’t happen. Instead, I felt a heavy slap on my shoulder and the feeling of immense weight as a large person sank down on the seat next to us, half on top of me. It was Tim.


‘What on earth is going on here?’ he asked, in a loud, drunken slur. ‘Dom, I hope you’re not harassing a member of your cast. That would be terribly unprofessional.’


‘I’d never do such a thing, Tim. You know me.’ I stood up, embarrassed, a schoolboy caught in the act. I’d already been accused of being a non-starter with girls, and here I was, just a few hours later, caught in the attempt to get off the mark.


‘I’m going to see if I can find any more booze,’ I said, and left him on the green chair next to Lucy, exactly where I had been.


The following day I met Tim for coffee and post-match analysis.


‘How’s your head today?’ he asked.


‘It’s got the familiar Bulgarian throb. Otherwise it’s empty. I’ve got complete memory loss. What happened to you? What time d’you get home from Sophie’s?’


‘Between you and me,’ he replied conspiratorially, ‘I didn’t go home at all.’


‘You and Sophie? At bloody last!’


‘Ah, no. Late change of plan. Not me and Sophie. Me and Lucy.’
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Sixteen years is some wait to make up for a missed opportunity. Indeed, up here on Greenwich Hill, I don’t know if there’s any making up to be done. It is two minutes before midday, and all we have to show for that night is a newspaper cutting. The damp patches at Dorking bedsides have long since dried up. In fact, what didn’t happen – the non-kiss, that millimetre or two that we came up short – was tidily forgotten thereafter and swept away into an undisturbed corner of the past. And there it has remained, gathering dust, never mentioned, so perfectly untouched that Lucy and I have never shared a kiss or even another near-miss. I don’t think we’ve even held hands. Hugged? Yes. Many times. We go for pizza together too, but that is about as erotic as it gets.


Yet Lucy had always insisted she would be up here to meet me. Even as the years passed and she and Tim stayed together, she said she’d make her millennium date with me. She would tease Tim that time was running out for him, that if he didn’t propose in the next ten years – nine, eight, whatever – he would lose her and she would end up on Greenwich Hill with me for good. Tim would laugh dismissively and this was the way our game went, until the day he really did ask her to marry him. And she, of course, said yes. She had given her answer almost before he had completed the question. Yet still she persisted with the plan. She and I would be up here on Greenwich Hill, she said, sad singletons together. She and Tim would never last – at least, that was how the joke went, and she would prod him in the ribs as she made it.


Lucy and I were ‘made for each other’ – that was another of her lines. ‘You and me, babe,’ she would say flirtatiously, batting her long eyelashes. Was there ever a semblance of seriousness in her voice? Did she ever remotely mean it?


Here, on the hill, it seems I have my answer. It is midday on the dot, it says so on the Observatory clock. And here she is. Smiling, dark eyes burning with amusement and disbelief, wandering slowly up the Tarmac path, just as I had always imagined.


But it’s not as though I’ve spent the last decade and a half in limbo. I’m not desperate, really I’m not. It’s just that while I always liked the idea of sleeping around, I ultimately found that it wasn’t for me. It didn’t make me happy, even on the rare occasions when I got to try it. At the very least I’ve got Nadia to show for my troubles – though some trophy wife she turned out to be.


At Durham, my mother used to ask me on the phone if I’d met anyone to write home about and the result was that she barely ever got a letter. The term after Gregory’s Girl, I finally jotted her a line. Or a word. On the back of a postcard of Durham Cathedral, I wrote ‘Daisy’. It was with her that I lost my virginity, and if she hadn’t been someone worth writing home about, I’d never have troubled the postman.


Daisy was reasonable-looking, a biology student with a Roman nose and a delightful, if domineering manner though anyone who’s prepared to take their clothes off and do stuff to a nineteen-year-old virgin would have seemed domineering. And delightful. She gave me the impression that we were having regular sex – at least, she did for about seventy-two hours; we had it three nights in a row, sometimes more than once, until suddenly she decided it was time to stop. Hardly had my mother received her missive than another was travelling southbound: ‘Previous card sent in error.’ My mother enjoyed this form of cryptic information-sharing and sent a postcard back, picturing a shoal of angel fish: ‘Plenty more of these in the sea,’ she wrote.


It may have taken me nineteen years to lose my virginity and I may never quite have made up for my slow start. And I will probably never sleep with as many women as Tim. But to suggest I was a case for hitch-hiking to Caracas seems unfairly wide of the mark. I never considered myself thumbs-out en route to South America. As I had said in the rehearsal room, I thought I was Gregory, stumbling with absolute uncertainty in more or less the right direction. Not Andy or Charlie.


The problem, of course, was that I wasn’t Gregory. Tim was Gregory, and Lucy was Gregory’s girl. But Lucy has finally made it here to be with me. As hill walks go, this is about as symbolic as they come.


‘What the hell are you doing here?’ I’m on my feet. Lucy is puffing a little. My smile is ear-to-ear.


‘What the hell are you doing here?’ she replies, almost shouting, red-faced and delighted.


She spreads her arms wide and we collapse into each other. I can feel ripples of laughter moving through her small body. She is still so light. I pick her up and spin her round. ‘I can’t believe you’ve come!’ How many hours have I spent imagining this very spin on top of this very hill?


‘Grey?’ She pulls back her head, looking at me as if I’d gone mad. ‘You think I’d break the promise of a lifetime? I just can’t believe you’ve kept it too.’


I put Lucy down and we look into each other’s faces, our arms still round each other’s waists. She looks … she looks as she always has: young, small, boyish, with laughing eyes and those lashes that always seemed unusually long. Her hair looks grown-up, funny – because grown-up doesn’t suit her – but attractive, dark, wavy, to just above her shoulders. But I need to know what her eyes are saying. I need to know why they’re laughing and, whether they’re just laughing or she’s taking any of this seriously. I need to know why she is here.


‘So, what now, Grey?’ she asks, frowning, eyebrows raised, shaking her head very slightly, amazement and disbelief coupled on her pretty, elfin face.


‘Dunno. It’s happy-ever-after time, I suppose, isn’t it? Doesn’t the fact that we’re both here imply that we’re going to spend the rest of our lives together? That’s the deal, isn’t it? Made for each other, we are.’


‘Oh, yeah?’ Questioning, smiling, spirited Lucy.


I can’t tell for certain whether or not that comment had a question mark appended. ‘You’re looking good, you know,’ I tell her.


‘Stop it.’


‘You are. I like your hair.’


‘I like your old grey sweater.’ She smiles up at me. ‘I like the fact that you’ve come.’


‘Stop shaking your head.’


‘I can’t help it.’ She shrugs her shoulders in response. ‘I can’t believe we’re both here.’


We sit down together on the bench. She looks tired, hung-over probably, but the lines around her eyes do her no disservice. Her distinctive gamine features have aged well. She looks more feminine, but still matchbox cute. Me? Such is the recession of my hairline that I’ve opted for the last-resort crew-cut. Captain Average in the looks department. Smily eyes, not apparently overweight. Nice arse, I’m told, after a drink. But doing pretty well to be discussing marriage with someone as uniquely attractive as Lucy. Even if the conversation isn’t serious.
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