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        Like  The Great Gatsby, this is a work of fiction.

        However, two things in it actually did happen so it could be said to be based on a true story…

    
		
		
			
			
			When Lucas’s sister tips her head to one side and looks up at him from beneath her fringe, he knows that whatever she’s going to ask of him, he’s going to say yes. 

			It’s a trick she’s perfected over many years and even now he’s thirty-four and she’s twenty-nine, whenever Hattie does this Lucas finds himself flung back to their childhood, before both their parents died, when she’d ask him to take the blame for dropped plates during the washing up, or to cover for her when she’d snuck in late after meeting unsuitable boys on street corners. 

			‘Oh, go on,’ she says, tipping her head and looking up at him, ‘say you’ll come.’

			Lucas doesn’t want to go to the cinema; he doesn’t want to drive the forty-five minute journey from Aldeburgh to Ipswich, and he especially doesn’t want to see  The Great Gatsby. It is, so he’s heard, very much a girl’s film.

			‘Isn’t there anyone else who’ll go with you?’ Lucas switches off the gallery’s lights and ushers Hattie out of the door in to the High Street.

			She turns to face him, giving only a cursory glance at the artwork in the window and says, ‘It’ll do you good to get out for an evening. You know it will.’

			The late afternoon sun is reflected in her bright orange hair. For some reason Hattie always dyes her hair orange in the spring. Dressed today in a motley ensemble of jumper, patchwork coat and purple velvet skirt, she does a little dance around him and begins to sing – ‘All work and no play makes Lucas a dull dull boy!’

			Not for the first time Lucas forgets that Hattie is a respected freelance book editor with an encyclopaedic knowledge of nineteenth-century criminal history and gives her a playful punch on the arm, saying, ‘Oh, for God’s sake, Hats, grow up.’

			 But he knows she’s right. It would do him good to try and push thoughts of his last conversations with Abigail out of his head, if only for an evening. The flat still feels so empty without her; there’s just too much space, too much quiet.

			‘OK then,’ he says, ‘I’ll pick you up later. What time does the bloody thing start?’

			She tells him and, as she skips out the door and back to her bedsit, which also serves as her office, on the seafront, adds, ‘And you’ll buy me popcorn when we get there, won’t you Lukey Luke?’


			*

At the cinema, Lucas buys the tickets and a bucket of popcorn for Hattie and they settle into their seats, but after twenty minutes of being bombarded by adverts and previews, he already wants to go home. Then the film finally starts and, against his better judgement, he finds himself beguiled by the opulence of the cinematography and the tragedy of the story.  What, he thinks, not daring to look at Hattie for fear she will be able to read his thoughts,  would it be like to love like Jay Gatsby loved, to be in thrall to an ideal and to be so faithful to that ideal? 

		
			*

The film is over and as the credits roll, Lucas finds a stray tear coursing down his face and realises suddenly how sepia his relationship with Abigail must have become. Moreover, and for the first time, the surprising thought that perhaps it had been a good thing for them to have split up edges itself into his mind.

			Standing up, he shuffles to the end of the aisle and waits for Hattie to gather up her belongings, only dimly aware of a group of women in the aisle opposite who are also getting ready to leave. As he waits, the woman who was sitting in the end seat opposite his steps out to make her way down the stairs and, without warning, her legs buckle and she staggers, crying out and dropping her handbag at the same time. 

			Instinctively, Lucas lurches forward to stop the woman from falling and glances at her face as she reaches out and clings on to him. She is, he notices, incredibly beautiful. She reminds him of a young Julie Christie.

			‘Here,’ he says, ‘let me help you.’

			Still clinging to him, she bends down to pick up her bag, then straightens and looks at him in the darkness of the cinema. ‘Oh, thank you,’ she says. The whites of her eyes are shining bright in the gloom.

			It’s nice to feel the weight of her leaning against him; she is warm and smells of honey. She holds his arm all the way down the steps, turning to him at the bottom and saying, ‘Pins and needles, must have sat still for too long, but thank you for being such a gentleman. Your name’s not Gatsby by any chance is it?’ And then she laughs a carefree, joyous laugh and looks back over her shoulder and up at her friends.

			‘No,’ he says to her, ‘not Gatsby. My name’s Lucas. Lucas Goodyear; pleased to make your acquaintance.’ He does a mock bow and immediately hates himself for doing so. 

			Then he’s aware of Hattie digging him in the back and whispering, ‘Get a move on!’ 

			The three of them are now standing at the bottom of the steps causing a bottleneck and the woman glances from Lucas to Hattie and says, ‘Your husband’s a good man. You’re very lucky.’ Lucas hears Hattie starting to say, ‘He’s not my—’ but then the woman who almost fell slips away into the crowd of people making for the exit and is gone.
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