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For mum, dad and Louise


One

He looks like he could save your life.

Sienna

There are two people sitting opposite me on the train this morning.

A guy and a girl.

They must be in their mid-twenties.

The guy has thick blond hair, green eyes and sexy freckles dotted all over his nose like stars in a clear night sky.

He’s really handsome but not my type. I feel about him the way I feel about Monet. I appreciate what I see. It’s nice. But not really to my taste.

I’m guessing his name is Tom, or something like that, and he works in PR. I am drawing this assumption because he’s wearing what looks like a designer grey suit with a salmon-pink tie.

I like to play this little imagination game sometimes. I’m sure I’m probably wrong most of the time, but it passes a train journey.

She could be a Claire, with long brown hair that’s kind of stringy and ragged, but still seems like it’s all part of a carefully planned look. She has made an effort to seem like she doesn’t give a shit. I’m a girl, I see straight through it. She wants everyone to think she just rolled out of bed like this.

She’s got perfectly painted grey nail varnish on, and a pair of tight black jeans with expensive-looking nude ballet pumps.

Claire looks a bit more creative than her public relations man; it’s the jewellery that gives it away – big chunky bracelets and an eccentric beaded necklace. I reckon she works in the art world, perhaps. Possibly not holding a paintbrush, but maybe in a gallery, having to explain to people what the artist meant by the scrambled splats on the walls.

She’s probably well educated, with a family who live in Kent but holiday in the Cayman Islands three times a year.

I bet Tom loves her. It looks like he does. He has the aura of a man who won’t be easily distracted. It’s lovely.

One of her legs is up on his lap. She’s reading the paper and he kisses her on the cheek every now and then, looking like these are the moments that make his world go round. On the way to work with the love of his life.

I let out a deep sigh as I realise I am staring. Plus, I’m being overly romantic. I’m sure they have the same problems as everyone else – you know, rows about snoring, map-reading and household duties.

But still . . . It dawns on me that I don’t have a love like that at home. I have love, but it’s different . . .

I’m thinking that maybe mornings are easier when you are Tom the PR man and Claire the gallery girl, and not me. Sienna Walker.

You might be woken by gentle kisses, and that special feeling of skin on skin that you soon take for granted.

Warm breath against your face and knowing that you’re safe.

But not me.

My mornings are more like being dunked into a vat of cold water.

I flinch as the train pulls away from the station and I recall the start of my day, which I’m sure would’ve been much easier if I had woken up next to the man of my dreams like Claire, or whatever her name is, did.

The alarm went off at 6.30 a.m., a shrill, piercing scream that made my ears want to burrow inside my head and nestle in the padded, warm folds of my brain. I just wanted to sleep. I wanted to sink back under the covers, which are soft on my skin and smell like fresh daisies, and hide from the world. I contemplated calling in sick, but I haven’t been in the job for long enough to be doing things like that.

Mornings and I do not go well together, a bit like cheese and jam, or hummus and chocolate. It’s a bad combo.

I dragged my heavy limbs out of bed and pushed my feet onto the smooth wooden flooring, my fringe sticking up into the air like a mobile phone mast.

The soft cocoon I had been lying in was replaced by a cool draft and an urgent need to pee. Like a zombie I plodded into the bathroom and tried to make sense of the half-light.

After a few minutes of ‘getting ready’, which included stabbing at my mouth with a worn-out toothbrush and attempting to run a comb through my tangled hair, I felt ready for a shower.

I was wrong.

The water came out cold.

It was a little like someone had stored a night’s quota of icy rainfall in a rusty bucket and tipped it all over me.

My eyes opened wide for the first time since waking, my pupils shrinking to the size of pinpricks as I attempted to deal with the shock. I jumped around to dodge the relentless bullets while I waited for the water to heat up but they were unavoidable.

Then there was the challenge of negotiating the leafy streets of my west London suburb and getting the train to work. In spite of the shock of the shower, I was still bleary-eyed, and so the pavement seemed to spread out in front of me like a chessboard.

Walking around London in the rush hour is like a platform game. The scoring system goes a little like this:

5 points for not stepping into the giant puddle that always collects at the bottom of Edgley Road.

15 points for successfully overtaking the elderly couple who are blocking the way, without walking into a lamp post.

10 points for avoiding the charity touts who lunge towards me outside the station and give me incommunicable guilt for scuttling away.

15 points for buying the last carton of orange juice at the local shop.

20 points for picking up a Metro before they have all been greedily swiped by the grab it for yourself, then throw it away ten minutes later commuter population.

The next challenge was finding a seat on the train. Play it right and you are in for a relatively comfy ride. Play it wrong and you will spend twenty minutes with your face rammed against the toughened glass window and a walking stick wedged into your coccyx.

The train arrived one minute after I got onto the platform, so I weaved through the people, left, right, left, right, and I made it.

But as I sit across from a picture of love that is making me feel acutely depressed about my situation at home, I realise that today, I am not in the best of moods.

Oh no . . . As Tom pulls a strand of Claire’s hair away from her right ear and kisses it gently I have to look away before I go insane. So I glance to my left in a bid to escape this doe-eyed display. But in doing so, my eyes meet directly with those of a man sitting next to me, who just happens to be staring at that moment.

He must be in his fifties, a skinny type with beady eyes and a pair of glasses with lenses so thick they remind me of the bottom of milk bottles.

He smiles awkwardly as he realises he has been caught staring. Because I like to think I’m a relatively nice person, I smile back as if to say, ‘you know what? It’s ok. Let’s just forget about this and move on’.

I turn away and gaze towards the ceiling; it is obviously a safer option today. But I feel a presence again, my peripheral vision is telling me this. So I turn my head back and the man is staring again, almost boring his eyes into my cheek. This is no accidental gaze. He jumps as if he has been caught pilfering grapes from the supermarket.

‘Oh err, ever so sorry about that, it’s just you’re very beau . . .’

‘Just stop will you. Please?’, I ask, turning red.

‘Yes, of course. Sorry’, he says in his well-spoken accent, somewhat crestfallen.

Welcome to train life. It is a circus and a zoo all at the same time.

I wonder why invasive behaviour of this nature irritates me so much. Blatant letching goes hand in hand with over-enthusiastic public displays of affection, offensive-smelling takeaways and unrestricted trumping.

It’s only my third week at the new job and this daily ritual is all a bit of a shock.

The squash of the rush hour can do such strange things to normal people. Individuals who are usually quite calm find themselves gritting their teeth, muttering under their breath and trying desperately hard not to decapitate someone with an umbrella.

A woman to my right makes a phone call, and a loud one at that.

Man sitting next to woman grimaces.

This woman is so wrapped up in her conversation that she fails to notice we are approaching a tunnel and then, oh dear.

What a shame. The whole carriage breathes a sigh of relief apart from Tom and Claire who are so wrapped up in their bubble of love, ducklings and popping candy that they had no idea about it all in the first place.

For a moment we seem to achieve some kind of peace. An idle-looking young man who appears to have been rudely awoken halfway through a six-month hibernation shuffles back into the corner of his seat. His scruffiness makes me feel better – he has the look I was sporting within my first hour of waking.

Tense legs start to relax, and daydreamers turn their heads back to the windows, hoping for some kind of escape from this cattle cart from hell.

I balance my tea between my knees, pick up my copy of Metro and try to think of the things I have planned for the day ahead, but I am quickly distracted by a picture story of a squirrel on custom-built waterskis.

God, I love this paper.

Being a journalist myself, much as I dream of one day uncovering an earth-shattering revelation of the same magnitude as the expenses scandal, I’d be just as happy writing about small, cuddly animals engaged in bizarre activities like this one.

I look around at other Metro readers. Is anyone else looking at the squirrel? I wonder.

A lady in the row behind the star-crossed lovers is reading, but no, she looks quite sad.

No one is smiling, let alone laughing, and that can’t be right because this is one bloody funny animal.

I keep scanning and my eyes rest on a desperately handsome man in a green T-shirt, sitting across from me, a couple of spaces to the right. He is smirking; in fact, he is so tickled by something that he has to clear his throat.

Wow. How did I not notice him before?

Maybe he got on the train just a few minutes ago when I was lost in my angry, bitter thought processes.

He looks like he would be tall standing up. Under the T-shirt I can make out a perfectly proportioned torso supporting broad, handsome shoulders, and atop it all is a face I can’t bear to look away from. My heart catches in my throat and I swallow hard.

He has pure olive skin, dotted across his chin with sexy stubble that creeps up his chiselled jawline like vines on a beautiful house. His features are strong and bold.

He doesn’t look like a coward. He looks like he could save your life.

These hard, artistic features contrast with a pair of dangerous brown eyes that almost glitter in the artificial strip lighting.

Don’t. Fall. Into. Them.

His lips are perfect, and startlingly like those of my favourite pin-up, Jake Gyllenhaal.

He has whirls of thick brown hair almost caramel in tone, waxed in different directions.

He looks like trouble.

I can already imagine what it might be like to kiss him . . .

I peer over the top of the page and he must sense me because he looks too.

Our eyes meet, and for a few moments all that stands between us are forty-five thin sheets of sooty recycled paper, two metres of stifling carriage air and a fat man who is nodding off on my left shoulder.

This is one of those Hollywood moments you see in the cinema, except I am supposed to be blonde and a size zero.

He is quite possibly one of the most striking men I have ever seen in my life.

As a Londoner, you come to realise that while this city is bursting at the seams with people of all shapes and sizes, it’s very rare that someone stops you in your tracks.

Most people on trains try to lose themselves in the depths of a book, hide away behind a paper or enter the realms of a musical world. They just pass each other by. To actually make a connection, and a friendly one at that, is nothing short of a miracle.

So here goes.

I am either going to make a massive fool of myself, or one day we will tell the guests at our wedding how we bonded over a rodent with a love of water sports. That will beat the usual stories of blind dates and meeting at the gym.

Deep breath . . .

Squirrel?

I mouth it at him, my lips slowly forming the shape of this very silly word. My eyebrows are arched in an inquisitive manner.

Time seems to blur like a slowed-down film clip; I can hear my heart beating in my ears. Shit, shit, shit . . .

Suddenly one thumb is up and the most gorgeous man in this city, in fact possibly the world, has turned his copy of Metro to face me and is pointing towards our fluffy matchmaker.

He bites his bottom lip to stop himself laughing out loud, a row of perfect white teeth just about visible. This is sexy.

I flash him a flirtatious grin and draw my eyes away from his, my heart racing in my chest.

Play. It. Cool.

I keep pretending to read my paper, turning away from the picture story as otherwise I would soon be laughing so hard I’d be squirting tea through my nostrils, and that would kind of ruin the look I was going for.

Aware that I have pushed my own boundaries by initiating this whole thing, I keep reading and reading as if I don’t care, and try to work out what to do next.

The train stops once but I am pretty sure I can still see the lush green hue of his top from the corner of my eye. I must try not to look at him.

God bless peripheral vision.

Soon five minutes have passed and I’m satisfied that it is safe to proceed with eye contact number two.

I look up, but to my horror my handsome stranger has been replaced by an elderly man in a pea-green jacket. The couple has gone too. I quickly whip my head around the carriage, back and forth, and then once more just in case. He has disappeared.

The pensioner sitting in his seat looks happy and surprised at my attention. Not you, pal . . .

Great, I think, looking down at my feet. There goes the man of my dreams. Quickly I realise the naivety of my little fantasy and I feel embarrassed. It was a silly idea anyway. I shudder at how I went from nought to sixty on the love scale within a few minutes – not like me at all.

Besides, he was probably a raving lunatic. Laughing at squirrels? Whatever next, I console myself.

I am a desperate romantic. I love the idea of random collisions of the heart. I crave quirky meetings rather than the conventional way women get chatted up at bars and dragged home for a night of drunken fumbling with a man they barely know. ‘We got talking through mutual friends at dinner’ is dire. If you’re feeling particularly dull, you could whip out the ‘We met at work’ tale.

Yawn.

There is a little Juliet inside me, hoping I will lock eyes with my Romeo on the other side of a fish tank or through the gap in a library bookcase. Hell, even if it’s behind the condiments section in a supermarket I don’t really mind.

I’m only twenty but I lament the day that good old-fashioned romance died. I’m not sure when it was. Some say we lost it when we fought for feminism, which is probably a relatively small price to pay for what we’ve gained.

But did we really mean to take it this far?

So far, in fact, that if a man sends you flowers at work your female colleagues will cackle and pretend to vomit, yet when they get home they will still berate their husbands for never buying them flowers?

My stop interrupts me from what was becoming a deep, downward spiral of thought.

Being the fickle young thing that I am, I have pretty much forgotten about my handsome stranger by the time I get to the bottom of my large tea and chuck the crumpled cup into a heaving bin on the platform.

It was a fleeting moment, a bit of sugar on my cereal. I have bigger fish to fry, a career to focus upon. No time for distractions, I tell myself. Plus, there is too much mess at home. Too much to cope with. I really shouldn’t be looking out for other men.

My heart starts to flutter as I negotiate the pavements of Balham. The streets are cluttered with people, mothers and prams, lads in baggy jeans, the last dribs and drabs of City workers dashing towards the train station to head into central London. There are newsagents, estate agents and pound shops, the usual suspects with the occasional petite coffee shop sandwiched between them.

I love it here.

Cigarette smoke wafts in the soft spring air, mingling with the steam emanating from fresh bacon rolls on the plates in front of a couple sharing breakfast at a table I pass.

I’m really pleased with my new job. It has taken two years of hard work and painful rejections to get this entry-level role at The Cube publishing house. Climbing the career ladder has been difficult for me, so I’ve had to be pretty creative to catch the eye of prospective employers. I wasn’t able to go to university, so I’ve had to ensure I’ve taught myself about things like web journalism, video and trying to keep my finger on the pulse in terms of social media. OK, it isn’t the Guardian or The Times, but it’s a good start and so far I have thoroughly enjoyed every second.

The Cube is a media group which produces a range of unusual publications read by very niche audiences. Some of them cool, some not so cool. This means I am writing about a host of quirky subjects, ranging from what’s going on in the world of fishing (less fun) to testing fast cars (a lot more fun). Some of our publications are small and virtually unknown, others are read by thousands.

This job is perfect for me as I love writing. I still can’t quite believe my luck. I weave in and out of the bodies around me in a strange kind of dance – ducking, diving and dodging. Schoolchildren swarm around and pensioners scuttle into shop doorways, newspapers tucked under armpits.

Something in me thrives on the energy of London. Despite the infuriating nature of this lifestyle, I can’t imagine anywhere else I would want to be.

Every day it’s the same: I come home, feet aching, eyes bloodshot, hair limp from a combination of the weather and the pollution, but I am inspired. As I lie in bed I can’t wait for the next morning so I can take it on all over again. Even if the first hour is pretty painful.

After five minutes of dancing through the crowds I am close to my office, a small, modern installation down a busy side road. It is nestled between two restaurants, one Indian, one Italian. Their beautiful, garlicky aromas manage to waft into our air-conditioning system and I spend most of my time in the advanced stages of hunger. There is a small car park behind the office with a bench in the middle, and a homeless guy often sits there.

He’s there right now, and as I realise I’m going to have to walk past him again, butterflies fill my tummy.

I noticed him the very first day I arrived. It was hard not to as he called out to me from a small, hungry mouth, almost lost in the brown and black streaks on his weathered face.

‘Can you spare some change, love?’ he said, a look of hope in his eyes.

I turned away and walked past him. I never quite know how to handle these situations, and I’ve got too much on my plate right now.

He doesn’t look crazy, or on drugs, or any of those stereotypes. He smiles at me sometimes; I smile back. I don’t have the time to get involved. I know that’s bad.

I’m scared of him, really, and the reality of his life. He has icy blue eyes, so icy they make me cold. I don’t like looking at them, so I turn away.

The first time I met him, I asked one of the women in reception who he was.

‘Who are you talking about, love?’ came a high-pitched voice from a blonde, middle-aged character behind the desk.

‘You know, the guy sitting in our car park,’ I explained.

‘Hmm, I don’t think we’re expecting anyone today,’ she said, rifling through a tray of papers in front of her.

Receptionist number two piped up, ‘Oh, Sandra, you know who it is. It’s Dancing Pete.’

‘Dancing who?’

‘You know, the homeless fellow who insists on sleeping out the back.’

‘Dancing? Why dancing? I’ve never seen him dance, for God’s sake!’

By now the two ladies were in a frustratingly slow-moving conversation. It was like observing a pair of peacocks, clucking away pointlessly behind a glass screen, waiting to be put down and made into exotic handbags.

‘Homeless fella? I didn’t know we had one of those,’ Sandra squeaked, as if she was talking about a new franking machine or state of the art photocopier.

‘Yeeessss. He’s been hovering around for a couple of years now. Are you blind?’

I walked away from them mid-chat; they barely even realised I had gone.

But the situation bothers me again this morning as I walk through the rear entrance to our car park. I don’t drive, but the cut-through saves time and you have to come through the back if you want to take it.

He is sitting on the bench with his head in his hands. He looks up as I approach, his face as sad as ever.

‘Excuse me,’ he calls out as I walk past, grimacing because I don’t want him to see me, but he always does.

I stop in my tracks and find myself standing next to the bench, but looking straight ahead so as not to make eye contact.

I should have just walked on, I tell myself.

‘Yes,’ I say feebly, regretting my actions.

‘Have you got any spare change?’ he asks, as always – like the answer will be any different this time.

I say nothing and walk forward quickly, swipe my entry card to open the glass doors and step into the lift. I hear him mutter, ‘I just wanted to get myself a cup of tea,’ as I go.

The lift to the third floor is small and often smells of PVA glue. I don’t know why this is. No one else seems to know, either.

‘Hello, gorgeous!’ says Lydia, the second I enter the office. She gently squeezes my left cheek, which she has done pretty much every day since I first set a shaky little Bambi foot into the office. I am glad to be distracted from the fact that I keep walking away from someone who clearly needs help.

Lydia is the office co-ordinator. A very important-sounding title for someone who potters about and does all the annoying things no one else wants to do. I think she is capable of more, though.

She has a wild shock of thick chocolate curls set against a freckled face and the most piercing green eyes I have seen outside the pages of a children’s storybook.

She is all cuddles and warmth and exactly what you need when you start a new job. Although she is only three years older than me, she just took me under her wing.

‘Hey, Lyds, good weekend?’ I respond, making my way over to my desk with a big smile.

Like a fairy, Lydia floats around me, whipping things out of my way. Before I know it my jacket is hanging neatly on the hatstand and my list of editorial tasks for the week is fanned in front of me in perfect order. I quietly wonder how many arms she has.

‘Bloody excellent, thanks, Si. You will never guess what happened on Friday night,’ she begins, a wicked smile on her face.

I start to scan three scribbled Post-it notes on my desk. And no, I’m sure I will never be able to guess what happened on Friday night.

I haven’t known Lydia for long, but she seems to have a social life which revolves around eight-inch heels, copious amounts of Jack Daniel’s, bribing DJs with cold hard cash to play eighties cheese, and then busting into kebab shops on the way home and making everyone inside laugh. These are just some of the tales I’ve heard.

She leans in and whispers in my ear, despite the fact that I have made no effort to guess what happened on Friday night. It could be anything. She really is that random.

‘I got barred from that salsa club in Leicester Square,’ she says, before giggling and standing back up proudly, one hand on a curvaceous hip.

How, I wonder, do you get barred from a salsa club? Violent clockwise turns? Stiletto rage? I offer no response but look at her with a raised eyebrow. I can’t wait to hear this one.

‘Well, basically, we had too much to drink before we got there, which wasn’t a good start, and I fell down the stairs that lead to the toilet. They thought I was really drunk, but I wasn’t, you know. I’m sure it was my shoes . . .’ she trails off with an element of shame to her voice.

I switch on my computer and it whirrs into life like an aircraft. I’m sure they aren’t supposed to sound like that.

‘Oh God, did you hurt yourself?’ I reply with little interest. The story isn’t as exciting as I first thought it might be and I’ve got so much to do today.

‘Not really. The heel snapped off one of my shoes, though, which made walking home a bit difficult,’ she adds, twiddling a long, luscious curl with her index finger and glancing over at our office goldfish, Dill, who is looking with longing through the glass at the outside world.

Rhoda, our advertising features writer, bought Dill six months ago and treats him like a child. There are toys. Yes, actual toys for fish, floating around in the tank. She buys them at the weekend and brings them in on a Monday. I’m surprised she hasn’t put up an alphabet wall-chart yet.

I smile widely and look at Lydia. I continue the small talk to stay polite but I am struggling not to laugh at the mental image of her tumbling from the dizzy precipice that is high fashion.

‘So what was the damage?’ I ask, feigning interest but distracted by the tremendous workload that lies ahead.

‘Well, they were Kurt Geiger, love. So, like, £120,’ she replies with a giant sigh.

I feel her pain.

Caffeine. I need caffeine. I rise slowly and head towards the drinks machine; a small queue has formed and within it the usual inane chatter has commenced. One thread goes along the lines of how we’re due a really hot summer this year as the last three have been terrible, another analyses how many holidays are acceptable in a year before you’re considered just plain greedy, and the final one – the most dire – is about speed cameras and how unfair it is that Mark Watson received a ticket for driving at 100 miles per hour rather than the 96 he claimed to have actually been travelling at. At last my turn comes and I get a large tea with one sugar.

I return to my desk and get to work, but I’m soon interrupted by a frenzied kerfuffle, which has broken out like a virus in the area behind me.

It is a large, open-plan space and my desk is one of eight in the middle of the room, which are separated by little partitions. To the left of my desk are three small offices with their own doors and windows. The rest of the space is taken up with the usual suspects: more desks, noisy fax machines, recycling bins and a huge coffee machine. Our boss’s office is on a floor above ours, and has its own little stairs leading up to it like a tree house.

I keep looking at my screen, trying hard to concentrate. I doubt it is anything that would interest me. Normally I have a great ability to tune everything out, but there is talking, and lots of it.

Concentrate. Concentrate.

Suddenly a sharp elbow belonging to Lydia is jabbed into my shoulder and I realise she’s standing next to my desk, grinning at me. Strange, contorted expressions that are meant to be subtle, as if to say ‘Look behind you,’ without yelling it out loud, which is what she clearly wants to do.

Oh, for God’s sake, I think, as I reluctantly spin my chair 180 degrees and see a figure in the middle of the din. He is surrounded, ambushed by fussing colleagues. All I can make out is a shade of green. Lush green.

My heart skips a beat, then two. Three may be pushing it.

A couple of people move out of the way, and as I slowly scan from the middle of the T-shirt upwards, my eyes meet a familiar face.

Holy shit. It’s squirrel man.

And if it’s possible, in this stark, dentist’s-chair-like lighting that we are bathed in, he looks even more gorgeous than he did earlier this morning. He does look decidedly miserable, though.

But why is he here? Who the hell is he? Is he being interviewed? Maybe he’s here to fix something . . .

No, he looks too soft for all that, and everyone seems to know who he is. ‘Lydia, who the hell is that?’ I whisper into her ear, my right leg trembling a little.

‘It’s Nick,’ she whispers back, giving me a wink.

Of course. Bollocks.

Nick went away just before my first day, so he’s the only person working at The Cube I haven’t yet met. I do know, according to the kitchen rota, that it is his turn to get the milk and sugar on a Tuesday, and that he drinks peppermint tea with caraway seeds. I always thought he sounded like such a pretentious shit from the way people talked about him.

Apparently, since Nick’s been away, Kevin in accounts has been screwing up invoices and wandering around listlessly, Tom in editorial has tried to take on the role of leader of the pack and failed miserably, and Rhoda has even taken up smoking again. The lads all think Nick was incredibly funny before his girlfriend left him for someone else. If I hear one more account of the time Nick dressed as a tree and spent two hours in reception unnoticed, I may actually cry.

His girlfriend and the guy who ‘snatched her away’ both worked here, I’m told. What a mess.

Now I am no longer faced with working alongside someone who is a hysterical jackass (which would have been bad enough) but instead – even worse – a heartbroken shell of a man who will probably leave a trail of teary snot wherever he goes.

And this heartbroken shell of a man is the guy I almost fell in love with on the train this morning.

Gutted.

Nick

Usually, eturning to work is pretty dull, especially after a break in Ibiza. It certainly wasn’t this time.

I have managed to avoid budget, boozy lads’ holidays in recent years. Scarred by trips to Spanish islands in my early twenties that were great fun at the time, I now feel like they’re the last places I would want to be. I’ve spent enough time spewing in cheap hotels, falling into swimming pools and twisting limbs while attempting drunken stunts on holidays like that. No more Shagaloof for me, thanks. It just isn’t my cup of tea any more.

I prefer city breaks now, if I’m going away with the boys. We still have a hunger for exactly the same things – pulling hot girls, drinking too much and dancing – but we have more money these days so we do it in a different setting. Our recent trips have involved smoking weed in Amsterdam, eating the best steak imaginable in Paris, clubbing in Brooklyn, stuff like that. We aren’t kids any more.

So it’s either overindulgent stuff in cool cities, or exciting adventures in tropical climes like Fiji. I love sharing my favourite life stories under the stars with random backpackers I’ll never see again.

But many of my friends are hurtling towards thirty, and I’m getting there too. The prospect of a milestone birthday and a stag party do funny things to the male mind.

‘Come on, mate, you’ll love it – and it’s my stag do. So you have to come, really, don’t you?’ said Ross, punching me hard on the arm like an American jock when the idea of Ibiza was first floated. He acquired the habit of punching me on the arm at university and he’s carried on ever since. He does it for pretty much anything: birthdays, holidays, Tuesdays . . . It’s slightly annoying and he’s definitely too old to do it now, but it’s his trademark so I guess it can stay. I always reckoned if we failed to find nice women, we could live together as bachelors and never have to grow up, punching each other all over the nation’s golf courses and the bingo halls of west London. But that was looking pretty remote now.

Ross is my best mate, who I met at university. I thought he was a bit of a dick at first – he was the loud, rowdy one who always had to drink more than anyone else and he was more successful with women, too, which made me massively jealous. He’s a big bloke – not fat, but burly, with broad shoulders and messy hair that makes him look as if he’s just stepped off a rugby pitch. Girls love that, I’ve learned.

After just six months of living with him in halls I realised that it wasn’t a competition, and that actually, he was a pretty cool guy. He even taught me how to talk to women without stuttering or spilling my drink all over them. He’s not the best-looking bloke I know, but he has this incredible confidence, which seems to take him everywhere he wants to go.

Obviously I had to go to his stag do, even if it involved sitting in a pile of steaming horse manure for three days. This was Ross . . .

Like I said, Ibiza – not a place I would have envisioned myself visiting these days. The prospect of packed nightclubs and vomit-inducing light sequences made me sweat just thinking about it.

I protested, I did, but they had me by the short and curlies. The whole lot of them had worked out a response to every attempt I made at suggesting different locations. Eventually, the old ‘last chance to have fun before marriage’ guilt trip, combined with a bit of Googling and the promise of lots of hot girls, was enough to seal the deal.

It was only a few days, I told myself, and if it was too dire I could always get lost in the historical Ibiza Town everyone bangs on about.

Packing my suitcase wasn’t too hard: shorts, shorts, pants, more shorts and some shower gel. I wedged five books into my hand luggage; if they went missing en route I feared I might lose my only escape if things got bad.

I was pleasantly surprised – something about the atmosphere got me in the mood to let my hair down as soon as we landed on the island. It was scorching hot and I needed to have some fun.

After a pint or five too many I managed to tell Ross I loved him on more than one occasion, fall down a small flight of stairs one night, and tread on several girls’ sandaled feet in nightclubs – one of whom slapped me in the face. I felt nothing.

It was bloody brilliant.

Although I returned to London with the dreaded Ibiza flu everyone talks about. They should vaccinate for this shit. I’m afraid if I keep blowing my nose like this I may look down at the tissue and find the damn thing sitting there and looking at me from a bed of translucent snot.

It seems that seven days of pouring various different beers and spirits down your throat like there’s a fire in your belly is not that good for you.

In addition, I smoked a disgusting number of cigarettes and joints, leaving me wheezing like a broken chew-toy.

I am a lightweight. It’s official. I had to have a week off sick, for God’s sake. Getting out of bed this morning was a joke – I’m surprised I managed not to drown in the puddle of drool next to my face let alone actually reach across to the alarm.

But lurgy aside, returning to an OK job that I’ve been in for far too long feels like a big comedown. That combined with the fact that I’m twenty-seven.

And single.

Nor has Amelia flooded my doormat with letters documenting her shame and regret at leaving me for one of our colleagues, and I was pretty sure she would. I had fantasies of not being able to get into the house due to the sheer volume of letters she might have sent me.

Toby Hunter, for God’s sake!

Toby joined The Cube three years ago when I was a trainee designer and Amelia was a writer. He was the new company lawyer, a young guy for his position. He and his wife became friends of ours – they would come over for dinner and everything.

I should have suspected something when Amelia kept going down with this bug and Toby would always get it too. I learned later that he was off sick on the same days. Both workstations empty at the same times. The idea was so preposterous that I just pushed it out of my mind. It was a surely not situation.

This bug was so bad, she said, that she couldn’t get out of bed. And there I was, working away happily in the office when he was over there getting into it with her. It was Toby who quit work first. He said he’d got a new job at a blue-chip company. I believed him. Next thing I know, Amelia’s bags were packed and she was sailing off into the horizon with floppy-haired, watery-eyed Toby Hunter. I only hoped he would be sailing off somewhere nice soon, in an ambulance . . . The whole thing made me sick. (Actually, I am a tad jealous about his law career. I’m fast becoming a bitter ‘artist’ who wished he’d studied something else.)

Amelia didn’t even serve out her notice period. Boom. Gone. Just like that. And all the while Toby’s wife was coming round on Friday nights and crying into a hanky while we got drunk on Grolsch, wondering what the hell had hit us. She even tried to kiss me one particularly booze-addled evening. I soon put a stop to that. The whole thing was enough of a mess as it was.

Needless to say, it was all pretty embarrassing at work. Everyone knew what had happened. It was a messy home situation, which should never have leaked into our professional lives. Getting together with people at work is a huge mistake.

I feel like life has juddered to a grinding halt. The brakes have been applied, pretty sodding hard, and there are angry tyre marks on the road. People don’t seem to be taking my position very seriously, either. I’m sure if she’d left me for someone a bit cooler, like a footballer or a musician, they would be rushing round with porn magazines and takeaway.

My career has hit the buffers, my love life is in tatters and most of my friends are now marrying/having children/having some sort of meaningful life. Ibiza and its aftermath did a good job of numbing the pain for a couple of weeks, but when I woke up this morning I was greeted by that horrible feeling in the pit of my stomach.

Doom, I think it is.

This is not what I envisaged when I left university. Full of the hope of youth, I thought that by the time I reached thirty I would be the CEO of some multimillion-pound company, with a sexy wife, two children and a car that required that special petrol just because . . . well, because it’s a flash car, isn’t it?

OK, OK, I know that’s not very realistic. But at least I could be running my own design studio or something. I could have at least got that sorted.

Now I have just two and a half years to achieve all this and basically it’s not going to happen.

I was considering this very situation on the train this morning, the same anxiety gripping my chest, when something odd happened. Flicking through my copy of Metro, I stumbled across a picture story about a squirrel on waterskis. Utterly ridiculous.

For some unknown reason, this was a temporary cure for my weary heart and I felt the sudden urge to laugh my backside off. You know, the kind of laughter that makes you accidentally fart or snort like a greedy pig. The kind of laughter that only comes when you are so depressed that suddenly the most inane things are funny enough to bring you to tears.

You can’t laugh like that, though, on a stuffy train full of tight-lipped Brits. It wouldn’t be acceptable. So I spent a few minutes holding in my amusement with great difficulty. The more I held it in, the funnier it became. My eyes were filling with water and my stomach muscles were jumping up and down furiously. Trying to divert my attention from the rodent I looked up and saw a pair of the most beautiful denim-blue eyes ever, peeping over the top of the same newspaper.

Wow.

My stomach filled with butterflies and she mouthed a word at me.

Squirrel . . . she said.

She was bloody gorgeous, with a thick, straight fringe just touching her eyelashes and the most healthy-looking, beautiful skin I have ever seen. Her hair was a chestnut brown and I just wanted to touch it. Not in a horrible, overtly sexual, pervy way, or even in a gay hairdresser way. In an I’m not sure if you’re real, so I just want to touch you to check kind of way.

Jesus. Be cool, Nick, I told myself.

Just. Be. Cool.

I did the opposite and stuck my right thumb up at her. Why? Why would I do that? She seemed pretty horrified by me after that and went back to reading. Don’t blame her, really. Thumbs are so eighties.

I sat for a few moments, trying to work out at which point during my life I lost the ability to be good with women. Nope – no idea.

A few minutes passed and she kept reading, not even a glance my way. I could feel myself burning up.

You may wonder why I was taking a chance meeting on a train so seriously. I wouldn’t normally attach so much hope to it either, but there was something about her. She was the girl from my dreams. Sweet, understated, devastatingly sexy.

I was already teetering on the edge of feeling really down, so I figured I would quietly get up and go to the toilet. Maybe a quick self-bollocking in the mirror and a splash of cold water on my idiot face would sort me out, and thankfully it did. A cigarette on the way to the office and a small, strong coffee, and I was composed again.

I needed to keep busy, and if I’m honest, I had missed the office crowd quite a lot. I was hoping to be at my desk on time, ready to create a new round of graphics for our weird magazines, but reception soon put an end to that idea.

‘Niiiick!’ came the shrill tones of Maria behind the welcome desk, her hands clapping together and an armful of bangles jingling around like sleigh bells.

‘Hey, gorgeous,’ I said, leaning over the counter to give her a gentle peck on the cheek. She loves this.

‘Look at you! Look, Sandra, doesn’t he look good all tanned?!’ she cried, sharply elbowing her colleague, who was buried in a copy of Elle.

The encounter went on for about six and a half minutes. I won’t bore you with the whole conversation because, like me, you will be angry that you lost this chunk of your life with no way of getting it back.

When I finally peeled myself away from the ‘lovely’ ladies, I figured I would take the stairs to the third floor. It was time to face the world again.

By the second floor I was exhausted – my chest was thick with cold and the wheezing was getting worse, so I decided to get the lift for the final flight. I stabbed the control panel impatiently before realising I had pressed the wrong button, then started jabbing angrily at both buttons in turn.

Come on . . . I even started tapping my right foot impatiently on the floor, a trait I abhor in anyone else.

Thankfully the lift soon turned up, but when I stepped onto the office floor, it was all a bit overwhelming – like the floodgates had been opened.

Tom came over first, his gangly limbs moving as if in a fight with each other. I have never known a bloke so clumsy.

‘Nick, you’re back!’ he exclaimed, nervously slapping my back, and nearly tripping over his own shoelace.

‘All right,’ I said meekly.

Then almost everyone else came over at once, offering me tea, biscuits and all sorts of ‘feel better soon, please’ comments.

‘So, go on then, how many girls did you sleep with?’ asked Tom above the hubbub, rubbing his hands together excitedly. But I couldn’t concentrate, because I saw someone in the distance.

It was just the side of her face, but she had the sexiest smile. She was worryingly familiar. Could it be?

No . . . surely not, I thought, trying to look away.

But then she turned around in her chair and I realised that it was indeed the beautiful girl from the train this morning.

I wanted to laugh.

I don’t even really know what was so funny. I hadn’t felt happiness like this in a long time, the kind of delirious joy that makes you want to dance with strangers on the street and throw handfuls of sweets to children. A far cry from the wallowing mess I had been this morning.

My mind was full of questions. Who was she? Why was she here? Why wouldn’t my bloody stomach stop feeling like it was full of jelly? Did I have a good enough shower this morning? God, I hoped I’d had a good enough shower this morning . . .

I looked her up and down, half concentrating on Tom. Our eyes met and it was like an electric shock running right through my body.

‘So, go on then, tell me!’ Tom insisted, a look of glee on his face, oblivious to the vision I had spotted in the near distance.

‘Er, none, mate,’ I said quietly, turning to my left in a bid to escape to my office. Tom walked away with obvious disappointment, as if I had forgotten to bring him back chocolate-based treats from the airport. I had forgotten those too, actually . . .

Suddenly Lydia was in my path, smelling like a bunch of freshly picked flowers.

‘Hello, sweets,’ she said, a look of pity on her face.

There it goes again. The look. People have been giving me that look ever since Amelia shacked up with Toby. I just wish I could turn back time and never get involved with anyone at work.

‘Hi,’ I replied, glancing towards the floor and feeling ever so aware of squirrel girl, who was now standing next to her, also looking shy and – if I was reading it right – slightly pissed off.

‘There’s someone I need you to meet,’ Lydia announced, beaming and stepping aside with pride, as if unveiling a new museum exhibit. She gave the beautiful girl a hard shove and she stumbled towards me reluctantly.

‘Hi, I’m Nick,’ I said, extending my hand to shake hers, but afraid that I might fall in love if she touched me.

‘Sienna,’ she replied in a well-spoken voice that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

The skin of our palms met. Hers was soft. Neither of us mentioned the train thing.

‘I work here, I’m a writer – just started a couple of weeks ago,’ she said, looking deeply embarrassed.

That was when my short-lived dream was shattered.

She works here? This is not good news.

This means I will probably spend a lot of time wanting something I simply cannot have. Office romance is not an option after Amelia and Toby’s stunt. Toby was a colleague. I’ve learned that for some people there are no boundaries. All the time I was working with him, he was lusting after my girl. Planning his attack. Dreaming of taking her away . . .

So I made a promise to myself. I would never get myself into a similar situation again. People at work already knew far too much about my life and now I wanted to keep work separate. Plus I’ve had too many friends leave the careers they’ve worked hard for because the person who tore their heart out and stamped on it was sitting at the desk opposite them, stalking around the photocopier and taking minutes at every damn meeting. In a way, I was lucky that they both left. The office is hard enough without affairs of the heart.

A cold chill descended on me. It was over before it had even begun. What had I been thinking? I don’t even know Sienna. She could have a boyfriend, she could be married or something. Christ . . .

‘Well, have a good day, Sienna,’ I said as I stepped into my office, red-faced.

But hold on a minute, maybe I was being too hasty. If Romeo and Juliet could fight for forbidden love, then surely I could ask her on a date?

No, I told myself. Just no.

As I closed the door behind me, I wondered how I was going to cope with this situation.

This was me, Nick Redland. Nick who has never felt anything stronger than shallow, trouser-tightening lust for a woman I have just met.

Even my own girlfriends have failed to provoke this much enthusiasm in me. Even Amelia.

I must be having some kind of breakdown, I decided. The post-holiday blues were doing something odd to me.

This was straitjacket stuff. I was being a loon. What was I thinking?

She was clearly much younger, and gorgeous, and probably wouldn’t be remotely interested in me anyway, I thought as I looked in a small mirror hanging on the wall.

Small lines were starting to gather round my eyes, and I noticed how I was beginning to look more and more like my father every day. I sighed a deep cavernous sigh which emptied my lungs entirely.

I sat at my desk for a while, wondering if I should talk to a close friend about the strange thoughts I’d been having lately. This break-up with Amelia was really getting to me.

Ten minutes or so passed. I collected myself. Pulled myself together. I was being rude locking myself away like this. I stepped out of my office and stood there for a moment with my hands in my pockets, looking out of the window to my left with a view of the flats above the shops across the road.

‘Incoming!’ shrieked Tom. I turned round and was hit square in the face with a Hacky Sack. Ha ha bloody ha.

‘Right, that’s it,’ I yelled back, breaking into a run. I charged towards Tom, who despite being in his early twenties has the waif-like appearance of a ten-year-old, all skin and bones and silly hair.

He tried to run but it was useless. I backed him into a corner, leaned down, picked him up and proceeded to parade him round the office like a baby, his legs dangling uselessly from my arms.

‘Oi! Oi! Put me down, you twat!’ he shouted, his voice becoming shriller and more baby-like by the second. Everyone in the office was laughing. A lot.

‘Put . . . me . . . down!’ he insisted, fighting his own laughter.

‘Say you’re sorry! Come on, Thommo, say, “Sorry Mr Nick, I will never throw a beanbag in your face again,” I taunted, looking down at him with a huge grin on my face.

He wasn’t able to apologise as he was laughing too much, his cheeks a deep shade of crimson and tears of mirth forming in the corners of his eyes.

I eventually put him out of his misery and into a large recycling bin for old envelopes and junk mail. I left him there for about five minutes, his body folded like a paper aeroplane. He was giggling too much to be able to lift himself up and out.

You can do pretty much anything in our office and get away with it, which made it a pretty comfortable place to be, and was probably why I hadn’t done much to try and leave.

My boss leaned back in his seat, poked his head round the door of his office and welcomed me back. I was pleased he was greeting my return so warmly, considering I had managed to screw up a whole load of illustrations just before I left.

Once Tom’s humiliation had reached fever pitch I walked over to the bin, pulled him out and put him back on his feet again, ruffling his hair to assure him that I was only kidding. He looked sheepish.

Sienna was not paying us the slightest bit of attention. She was clearly above pratting about at work.

I laughed. Maybe being back wasn’t that bad after all; and no one else knew that maybe, just maybe, I had fallen in love today.


Two

‘I believe in love, you know . . .’

Sienna

It’s been five weeks and two days since I met Nick Redland, and things have not settled down as much as I’d hoped.

I quietly wished, after the disappointment of the train incident, that I would calm down. So I saw this guy on a train who seemed to be perfect, but then I discovered he was a heartbroken prankster who works at the same place as me. Never judge a book by its cover. That’s what they say, isn’t it?

He’s more than a bit irritating, with all his fooling around in the office. Ping-pong balls thrown back and forth across the room, salt in cups of coffee and joke-shop severed limbs in the paper tray of the printer. It’s almost as if his main purpose in life is to make Tom laugh. He seems so immature for his age, plus he’s damaged goods.

Heartbroken men are like wild animals, running around with hysteria in their eyes, desperately trying to knock the dents out of their egos.

But he’s gorgeous . . . And it’s hardly as if I discovered that he has a wife, two dogs, a semi-detached house in the country and a baby called Alistair.

As much as I try to stop myself, I keep finding myself thinking about him. I’m about as calm as Cameron Diaz in My Best Friend’s Wedding when she’s on the brink of orgasm at simply being offered a cup of tea.

He is single. Yes, single. And looks-wise, my idea of perfection.

But sadly I can imagine why this Amelia woman would have left him. Maybe he was annoying at home, too, and it isn’t just a front for the office. I think that would be enough to drive me away . . .

I’m trying to rein in these conflicting feelings. I feel guilty for being so shallow, because essentially he isn’t stacking up the personality points. I just fancy him. A lot.

Every time I find myself walking down the street with a grin so wide it looks like a saucer has been rammed into my mouth, I tell myself off a little bit. And to be fair, his pranks are pretty funny sometimes.

He wouldn’t be interested in me, anyway. I’m pretty sure he’s a fair bit older than me, plus he ruffled my hair the other day and told me how much I look like his sister.

That is never a good sign. Ever. It’s probably his little way of saying ‘Please get away from me, I just don’t like you like that.’

He gives the same beautiful grin to the ladies at reception; he pays the same amount of attention to Tom; he even feeds Dill, for God’s sake. Nick does not look at me any differently to anyone else in the world.

The problem with silly men is they are funny. And funny does eventually make them quite sexy. It’s a fact. Men who make you laugh instantly become hotter. And while he is immature, he makes me laugh a lot.

My best friend Elouise thinks I’m going crazy, and has told me to calm down. That’s exactly what I’m going to do; she is the cool splash of water I need at the moment.

I’ve known Elouise since Year 7, and she is my hero. She is the calm in the eye of the storm. When gale force winds are battering away at me, nothing ever seems that bad after we’ve discussed it over a bottle of wine.

She’s a beautiful blonde legal secretary with a cute nose, who’s so attractive it’s almost a bad thing. Men suddenly want to become her Superman so they act up when they meet her, but really, she just wants to find someone who will be there for her and stop playing games.

She has a little boy, who’s three now. No one told her that if you’re sick while you’re on the pill you can get pregnant. We were just in our late teens when it happened. When she told me about it, I remember wiping the mascara-stained tears from her cheek and thinking it would be the making of her. I was right.

People sometimes judge her the wrong way, but she’s one of the strongest, most intelligent people I know and every day I feel lucky to be her friend. I need to talk to her about this Nick situation again, tell her that it’s not going away. She will know what to do. She always does.

I was feeling even more on edge today because I had a meeting with my boss at 1 p.m., and I had no idea what it was about. Anthony had never called me in for a one-on-one meeting before, so it felt pretty exciting, although he did sound quite stressed when he phoned first thing this morning. It was the first time he’d called me before 9 a.m.

I had been trying very hard since I arrived, so I hoped it was something positive.

But then with all the silly daydreaming, my mind had been wandering, so he might be about to sack me. My probation period hadn’t yet drawn to a close so I was still on shaky ground.

Knowing that this chat was coming up meant the clock was moving particularly slowly, and each second seemed longer than the one before it. I wanted to climb up on a chair, push the hands forward and watch while the office revved into fast forward mode. I tried to make time go more quickly by turning the clock on my desk around to face the woven partition, and I even hid the one on my computer screen. If I couldn’t see it, I decided, I couldn’t clock watch.

Finishing a feature about running shoes took up a decent chunk of my time and I made enough rounds of tea to equate to at least an hour of prime faffing around time.

An hour before the meeting my mind turned to Pete, the homeless guy. Maybe I could reduce my nerves by focusing on someone else. Doing something good. That’s what my dad says, anyway: ‘If you’re worrying about yourself too much, help someone who has real worries. Turn your anxiety into something productive.’ The words were bouncing around in my brain, so I decided to act on them.

‘Lydia?’ I called quietly across the office, leaning back in my chair. ‘You know that homeless guy outside?’

‘Yes, love?’ I heard her respond from a muffled place far away.

‘Can I, erm, can I take him some tea, do you think?’ I instantly felt like a fool. What had got into me?

A wild shock of hair crept round from behind a desk partition, followed by an electric smile and crazy eyes.

‘Hmm . . .’ She looked around her, left to right, scanning for authority. Then she leaned towards me, and in a gentle whisper this time, a cloud of fruity perfume wafting up my nose, said, ‘Go for it, but I never said a word.’

And just like that she vanished again, taking her cheeky smile with her.

I got up and headed for the drinks machine, peering out of the window into the car park below. Sure enough, he was there – a thin, bent figure sitting on the bench, but this time surrounded by four cans of beer.

There was no queue this time. I got a tea with one sugar. It was a guess, of course. I imagined that if I was sleeping on the streets during a damp spring night I would probably like a sugar too. I had packed some biscuits in with my lunch so I put two of them in my pocket for him. Chocolate ones.

I hid the drink inside my jacket as I walked away and into the lift. I was nervous. What if he was abusive? What if he was rude to me? He probably wanted money. Not tea.

I stepped into the lift, hoping I was doing the right thing. I slipped unnoticed through reception, pressed the release button on the big glass doors at the back, and headed out into the cool air of the car park.

He was sitting with his back to me, his head bent forward so that from behind it looked like he didn’t have one. I looked at my watch; it was 12.05.

I walked quietly over to the bench and sat down next to him. He didn’t look at me, but his wrinkled face was now angled towards the lukewarm sun that was marking the start of our summer. He was wearing a dark navy bomber jacket, faded and full of holes, a grey jumper underneath, a pair of ragged black jeans and some brown boots with frayed laces. He stank of beer.

‘So, you’re talking to me now, are you?’ he said sharply.

Immediately I realised this had probably been a bad idea. I decided to ignore the question. ‘Hi, I’m Si—’ I started meekly but I was interrupted. It made me jump.

‘I believe in love, you know,’ said Pete, his eyes drifting off to something on the horizon. ‘I even had it once,’ he continued, shuffling nervously on the bench, his grubby fingernails playing with a thread hanging from his jumper.

‘What’s your name?’ he asked, oblivious to the fact that I had tried to tell him just a few seconds ago. He had a gruff voice with a thick London accent, like he had been posh once but turned cockney somewhere along the line.

‘Erm, Sienna. Your name’s Pete, right?’ I asked him, noticing that he was still unable to make eye contact with me.

He nodded softly to confirm his name. ‘She died, though. She isn’t here any more . . .’ he started again, a tinge of hopeless despair in his voice. This was something of an overshare for a first-time meeting, but I kept quiet, looking at the beer cans around his feet. He must be drunk. He kept pulling at the thread and a small section of his jumper started to unravel.

I didn’t really know what to say. ‘You had a girlfriend who died?’ I asked eventually, realising how stupid I sounded, because that was exactly what he’d just said. I pushed the tea and biscuits towards him across the wooden slats of the bench. He took them quickly and put them to the other side of him, away from me, as if I was going to change my mind and ask for them back.

I realised there was more to his tired eyes than cold nights on the street and a lack of nutrition. I didn’t ask too many questions.

We sat side by side and didn’t say a word for ten whole minutes. Police sirens broke the silence occasionally; a twig fell from a tree and landed at our feet. He flinched.

Eventually I felt ready to ask something.

‘Is that why you’re here, Pete?’

‘You could say that. She was my wife, actually . . . She got on the train to work one day. I thought it would be a day just like all the others. That morning everything was normal between us – two big glasses of orange juice and a kiss goodbye. It wasn’t the usual route for her, though; she was heading for some work conference and they were staying at a hotel that night. But there was a disaster, a complete disaster . . .’ He paused for a moment and bit his bottom lip.

‘She was on a train that crashed in Oakwood Park. It was an ill-fated carriage and my girl was inside and I wish I could have stopped her from going that morning. My whole life collapsed the day she died. Ruined. I did some silly things after that, and people weren’t as supportive as I hoped. So it boiled down to this, me alone in the city. It was ages ago now. Two thousand and fucking two.’

 He kicked one of the cans at his feet and it rolled down the slanted concrete before nestling against the back tyre of a Vauxhall Vectra. The car park was small and seemed relatively peaceful compared to the hubbub on the main road at the front of the building, which you could just about hear.

There was room for twenty cars, the spaces surrounded by a neatly trimmed hedge with the odd crisp packet and drinks can wedged between its branches. I don’t know why the bench was here. It wasn’t exactly a great hangout spot. The only other thing in the space was a big blue rubbish bin with a black lid.

So that was it, one man’s demise in a nutshell. An edited-down, hacked-up sentence or two documenting what must have been years of agony for the lost soul sitting by my side.

The story was pulling at my heartstrings and again I wondered if this had been a mistake. I had only wanted to bring him a drink and some biscuits, but now I wanted to help him. Save him. I’m a bit like that sometimes, but it’s a mistake because I already have too much responsibility in my life.

He seemed horribly accepting of where he was, almost as if a way out seemed so impossible that he was just sitting out the rest of his life now, waiting for it to end.

Watching, waiting, scavenging. Rustling around in bins for the answers among the city’s useless solutions. No chance of hoping, wishing or even dreaming. His life had been shattered; the end was already here.

The hollow hopelessness of his situation sent a cold chill through me. I imagined the wreckage of the train, the bent shards of metal and billowing smoke. I imagined the newspaper photographers climbing over fences and using their long lenses to get another shot of tragedy. I imagined the staff crowding on the gravel by the railway line in brightly coloured overalls with reflective strips, hands behind heads, squinting with expressions of disbelief.

I don’t know why I did it, but I put my right hand on top of his left one. Sometimes you just do things because they’re instinctive. His hand was rough to the touch. He flinched.

‘Why are you doing that, Sally?’ he said, turning towards me with a toothy grin.

‘Sienna,’ I corrected him. ‘I don’t know. I just think you might have forgotten what it feels like to not be alone. I don’t want you to forget. I think everything will work out for you . . . I really do.’ Tears started to prick my eyes, and my bottom lip began to wobble as the words spilled out of my mouth like emotional soup. God, I was pathetic.

‘Oh, love,’ he said. His voice sounded tired. ‘I’m all right. I’m a soldier and I keep her with me anyway, she gets me through.’ He pulled a tatty leather wallet from his jacket pocket and dug his nails into a small inside section. The stale smell of beer crept across the space between us and into my nostrils.

‘Here she is: my beautiful Jenny,’ he declared, as he produced a tattered photo of a slim-looking woman with long blonde hair. It was stored in a bit of grubby cling film in a rather vain attempt to preserve her image. She looked clean and wholesome and happy.

I imagined what he must have looked like when he was with her, a fresh shave, a buzz cut and a suit. Maybe they’d even had a car and a newspaper subscription. I pictured them sitting together on a Sunday, Pete with the sports supplement, Jenny with the culture guide.

I looked down at my watch; it was now 12.20. I did something completely impromptu.

‘Can I take that picture away for a moment, Pete?’

‘No. I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, but what if it goes missing? This is all I have and it’s in a right state. It keeps getting rained on . . . It might not last much longer,’ he replied, a hint of genuine fear in his voice.

‘Well, that’s just it, I’m going to make it better for you. Please just trust me and wait five minutes,’ I pleaded.

‘But why do you want it? Tell me,’ he said.

‘Just trust me, could you?’ I responded, my heart rate picking up.

Before he had the chance to argue any further I plucked the picture from his fingers and stood up. A look of desperation crossed his face, as if he were begging me not to take away the last beautiful thing he had. He looked as though he barely had the energy to speak.

I turned and ran through the back doors and into reception. ‘Can I use the copying room, please?’ I asked Sandra hurriedly. I didn’t want to prolong what must have been for him a period of unbearable worry. She was filing her nails and paying little attention to anything else.

‘Yes, of course, sweetheart. Whatever,’ she responded, not even glancing in my direction and flicking the file into the air flippantly.

I had to work fast; I had just five minutes to do something really special and if I fucked it up, I would spend the rest of my life trying to come to terms with the guilt.

I gently placed the photograph on the scanner, ensuring there were no greasy stains on the glass. Within seconds the image was replicated on a screen in front of me. I made it slightly larger, sharpened the colours a little and trimmed the edges. I clicked print, my right hand shaking slightly. Yes. This was going to be fine. I would just laminate this so it wouldn’t get ruined, give it back to him and go upstairs again. End of. Then he could have it forever.

The printer coughed into life and after I pressed a couple of buttons, it started to whirr. I didn’t know how to use it, but it couldn’t be that difficult.

The first copy came out, her face printed on photo paper, and it looked as good as the original, if not better. I picked it up and smiled. Cool. So far, so good.

But then another copy came out. And another. And another.

Oh God. Where was the stop button on this thing? Shit.

The copies were building up in the tray now and they were coming out faster and faster. It must have made a hundred in a matter of sixty seconds. How had this happened? Jenny’s face was taunting me. Again and again and again.

I stood there for a few minutes as the paper kept spewing out, the sheets now slipping over the edge of the tray and sliding onto the floor like a mini avalanche.

I was getting flustered. And when I get flustered I can’t think straight. I had been at least five minutes; I had already broken my promise.

I looked at all the buttons on the machine, but none of them made sense. Lights were flashing, one green, one red. There was a large pink button that looked like it might end this situation, so I pressed it but nothing happened. I leaned over the machine and my eyes scanned frantically for a wire that might lead to a plug, but it all seemed to be built into the floor. Fuck.

More copies were pouring out now. It seemed to get even faster. Clicking and whirring . . .

Suddenly I heard the sharp banging of heels across the tiled floor and the door behind me swung open. ‘What are you doing, Sienna?’ asked Sandra, who was now standing in the doorway looking suspicious.

I said nothing and flapped my arms a little.

‘People need to use this room! What’s going on?’ she continued, her face now sour, the make-up so thick it looked as if it might fall in a pancake from her face and land on the floor with a wet slapping sound.

I thought I was doing a good job of hiding the papers, but the copier was still churning out endless Jennys.

‘Hold on a minute, what’s this all over the floor? You do realise you’re only allowed to make ten copies a day and if there are any more, you need to get permission from IT? There must be hundreds here!’ She was shouting now as she kneeled down on the floor and started trying to scoop up the sheets. Her jewellery was clattering away and her noxious perfume was making me feel sick.

‘Look, I pressed the wrong button, I don’t know how,’ I stuttered, my cheeks now crimson.

She held one of the sheets as she stood up, looking at the small image of a woman she didn’t know on the top left-hand side of the page. ‘Who the hell is this? The company does not have the money to be funding your projects, Sienna. You do realise I’ll have to report this? It’s my job.’

I was beginning to feel really angry now. ‘I told you already, I made a mistake. How do you stop this?’

She ushered me out of the way as the printer kept vomiting copies of Jenny and pressed a single button. One last sheet dripped out, number 451. There was silence. She looked at me with pursed lips and a raised eyebrow. I was sure she was evil.

I opened my mouth to speak but a loud banging could now be heard from the reception doors.

‘Oi. Oi! Give my photo back!’ came an angry shout. We both looked through the doorway nervously. It was Pete. We couldn’t see him, but I knew.

‘What the hell is going on?’ she asked, flinching as the banging got louder.

‘Oh God. I’m so sorry. Just give me a second, will you?’ I turned to open the lid of the scanner so I could get the photo out, but before I had the chance, Dave, our sports writer, appeared as if from nowhere.

‘Guys, there’s something crazy going on!’ he said excitedly, a great chunk of his boy-bandesque fringe falling over his face. He swiped it away.

My stomach flipped.

‘That homeless guy is going mental out there, throwing beer cans. Fucking cans of beer he’s lobbing, at the windows upstairs! One of the windows to Ant’s office has cracked – he’s livid, man! They’re going to call security!’ he shouted with glee, as if this was the most exciting thing ever to happen in the office. Ever.

‘Everyone is upstairs watching! They might even have to call the police,’ he continued, slapping his hands together.
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