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  Chapter One




  Beth




  I was trying to arrange November’s film listing brochures into neat piles on the counter but I could feel him, the most beautiful man in the world, staring at me across

  the deserted cinema. His steady gaze met mine and I looked away hurriedly, my cheeks burning with embarrassment. He knew what I was thinking about doing. I just knew it.




  Do it, Beth, the right side of my brain urged as I sat down at my desk and switched on the computer. Go over and talk to him. Say what you need to say. It’ll help.




  No way! said the left side of my brain. That’s ridiculous. What if someone walks in and sees you?




  No one’s going to come in. It’s half past ten in the morning and the first film isn’t on until eleven. Go and talk to him!




  The right side of my brain made a noise that sounded a lot like SADDO! but I ignored it, stood up and crossed the foyer until I was a foot away from the tall, dark, gorgeous man standing

  near the glass front door. The warm smile on his face made my stomach flip over.




  ‘I’ve got something I need to say,’ I said, avoiding his intense gaze and looking at the carpet instead. Once upon a time it was a deep crimson with a thick pile. Now it was

  worn and tired, like everything else in the Picturebox cinema where I worked.




  ‘The thing is,’ I continued nervously, ‘I’ve loved you from the very first moment I set eyes on you.’




  I paused. Handsome man said nothing.




  Urgh! No wonder. I’ve loved you from the very first moment I set eyes on you – if declarations of love won awards, I’d be handed an Oscar made of Stilton.




  ‘Sorry,’ I said, still staring at the carpet. ‘That was too cheesy. What I wanted to say ... what I’ve been trying to say for months ... is that ... I think I’ve

  fallen in love with you.’




  Handsome man remained silent and my stomach lurched violently.




  ‘Was it really that bad?’ I gazed up into the warmest brown eyes I’d ever seen and brushed a cobweb off his cheek (I’d gone slightly overboard with the Halloween

  decorations). ‘If you were Aiden, would you run for the hills? If you could actually run, obviously.’




  The George Clooney cut-out in front of me didn’t answer.




  ‘Oh God.’ I shook my head and walked back to the counter. ‘I’m seriously losing it. What kind of idiot woman practises saying I love you to a cardboard man?’




  I slumped into my chair and stared despondently at the computer. After ten months together, Aiden still hadn’t told me he loved me. I hadn’t said it either, but considering

  Josh’s reaction the evening I’d told him I loved him, you couldn’t really blame me for being scared.




  I looked back at George Clooney. He was still staring at me from across the foyer. His eyes seemed to twinkle with amusement.




  ‘Yeah, yeah, you can grin. You’ve probably had millions of people tell you they love you, while I’ve ...’




  I rested my head on my hands and sighed. I couldn’t even say it out loud. Twenty-four years old and no one had ever told me they loved me. I’d been told other things, things like

  ‘I’m very fond of you’, ‘I care about you’ and ‘You mean a lot to me’, but no one, not one single man, had ever said those three little words. People all

  over the world were falling in love with each other and sharing their feelings. What was so wrong with me? Why did ‘Would you like to go out for a drink?’ inevitably lead to

  ‘It’s not you, it’s me’? Was I really that unlovable? It was almost worse than being a twenty-four-year-old virgin (which I wasn’t, thank God).




  I’d lost my virginity to Liam Wilkinson, school heart-throb, on a pile of coats at his seventeenth birthday party. I’d floated around on a cloud of ‘wow, I can’t believe

  that really happened’ for the rest of the weekend, then returned to earth with a bump when we went back to school on Monday.




  ‘Hi, Liam,’ I’d said breathlessly, after I’d plucked up the courage to talk to him in the corridor. ‘Just wanted you to know that I had, like, the most amazing time

  ever at your birthday.’




  ‘Cool.’ He’d touched the top of his spiked-within-an-inch-of-its-life hair, his gaze drifting over my head to the group of girls giggling at the other end of the corridor.

  ‘Glad you enjoyed it, Beth. I was so pissed I can’t remember anything.’




  Two weeks later, he’d declared his love for Jessica Merriot by graffiti-ing her name on the wall of the science block. He was suspended for two weeks but claimed it was worth it.




  Every man I’d ever dated had been in love before. I knew because I’d seen the way their eyes went glassy at the mention of their first love or their ex-girlfriend. They’d never

  fallen in love with me, though. Not one of them. And I had no idea why. I wasn’t a psycho. I wasn’t high maintenance. I wasn’t stupid or cruel or selfish. I was just me, Beth

  Prince, the ‘you’re lovely and funny and sweet but I’m still going to dump you’ girl. What was I doing wrong? Was I missing the lovable gene?




  ‘What should I do, George?’ I said aloud. ‘Should I tell him?’




  I needed to tell Aiden how I was feeling; not about the fact that no one had never loved me – I didn’t want him to realise I was a complete loser – but that I loved him. Okay,

  so Josh, my ex, had visibly blanched after I’d said ‘I love you’, but that didn’t mean Aiden would. Maybe he was scared. Maybe his ex, Magenta, had hurt him so much

  he couldn’t say it any more. Maybe he was waiting for me to say it first. Maybe, maybe, maybe ...




  Aiden Dowles was different from the boyfriends I’d had before. He was scarily posh, but also charming, grown up, well travelled and impossibly intelligent. He could talk for hours, and

  I’d sit and watch him, my mouth wide open, as he told me about the time he’d worked in an orphanage in Nepal, or bungee-jumped in New Zealand. I’d never met anyone like him

  before. He was like an action-hero version of Ralph Fiennes.




  Over the last month, the urge to tell him how I felt had become unbearable. Every time I saw him, it rose up from my chest and sat in my throat, just waiting to come out of my mouth (‘A

  bit like sick after a night out drinking,’ as my flatmate Lizzie had charmingly put it). I couldn’t put it off any longer. I had to do it.




  I’d planned the perfect scenario and everything. Aiden had invited me to a friend’s Halloween party and I’d spent ages searching the internet for the perfect costume. All of

  his friends were uber-posh, uber-skinny types who could make a binbag look expensive and stylish, and I knew they’d probably dress up for the party as sexy Morticia Addams clones in tight

  black dresses, or dead size-zero brides with the blood artfully applied so it didn’t spoil their make-up. There was no way I could compete with that kind of perfection – not least

  because I’d struggle to fit one thigh into a size-zero wedding dress – so I’d decided to go for a comedy angle instead. I’d ordered a massive orange pumpkin costume from

  eBay. It came with a matching hat – complete with stalk, and elastic for tucking under your chin to keep it on. As soon as I tried it on I burst out laughing. I looked ridiculous – like

  a big orange blob with a teeny tiny pinhead and wobbly white thighs. Lizzie had popped her head round my bedroom door to find out what was so funny, and had laughed so hard she wet herself. It was

  her idea, once she’d returned from a speedy trip to the bathroom, to wear the costume with hold-up stocking and high heels.




  ‘You have to!’ she’d insisted, looking me up and down with a grin on her face. ‘The costume’s brilliant but you need a little bit of sauciness too, Beth. And some

  kind of sexy black corset or body underneath. Imagine Aiden’s face at bedtime when you whip off your pumpkin to reveal your inner vixen. His eyes will pop out of his head!’




  I wasn’t sure I had an inner vixen, but I loved Lizzie’s idea of surprising my boyfriend with a bedtime transformation. Maybe he’d leap off the bed, sweep me off my feet and

  ravish me. Afterwards, when I was lying in his arms, I’d look up at him, meet his tender gaze and ...




  ‘I love you so much,’ I said, sitting up straight in my chair and squeezing my face into a smile so the words came out brightly. No, that sounded too twee – like something a

  five-year-old American girl would say to her granny. Rubbish. I stared at my screen, determined to get some deep meaning into the phrase.




  ‘I loooove you,’ I said with gusto.




  Great! If I wanted to sound like an Italian gigolo.




  I picked up the film script of When Harry Met Sally that was lying open, as always, on the edge of my desk. (It’s my favourite film, ever. Nora Ephron is a genius.) How did they say

  it to each other? How did they make it sound so bloody perfect and romantic? I flicked through the pages, my eyes flying over the words I knew so well, then slapped the script closed. I

  couldn’t copy a film. I had to find my own way of saying how I felt.




  ‘I LOVE you,’ I said with feeling. Then, louder, and with more passion, ‘I love you, I love you, I love you.’




  ‘Thanks,’ said a deep voice from across the cinema. ‘You’re not so bad yourself.’




  I stared at George Clooney in shock. His lips weren’t moving. The man standing beside him, however, was grinning at me in amusement.




  ‘Fuck!’




  My first thought, as I slid down in my chair and crouched under my desk, was Quick, hide! My second, as the bin pressed into my hip and the side of my face squished up against the

  filing cabinet, was What the hell did you do that for?




  ‘Hello? You okay?’




  Oh God, his voice was getting louder. He was coming over to the desk. No! Why couldn’t he act like a normal person, recognise that I was suffering an acute attack of cringeitis and just

  leave me to die quietly?




  ‘It’s okay to love me,’ the amused voice continued. ‘My colleague’s daughter is convinced she’s going to marry me when she grows up. She is only two, though

  ... Hello?’ The voice was even closer, like he was leaning over the counter. ‘Are you okay down there? Should I call 999?’




  Yeah, great. Call the police and add to my embarrassment, why don’t you?




  ‘I’m fine, really,’ I mumbled as I crawled backwards from under the desk, my hair covering my face. ‘I just dropped my ... er ... paper clip.’




  ‘Paper clip. Okay. Vital bits of office equipment, paper clips. You wouldn’t want to lose one.’




  I gripped the edge of the desk, still on my knees, and peered over the counter. The man standing on the other side was about thirty. His dark brown hair was wavy in a ridiculously sexy

  just-got-out-of-bed way. His lips were wide and generous and his eyes were the most beautiful shade of hazel I’d ever seen. I ran a hand through my hair and felt myself blush furiously.




  ‘Can I help you?’ I slid back into my chair and sat up straight. Come on, Beth, at least try to appear professional!




  The customer smiled and slipped his hands into the pockets of his dark jeans. ‘Is Mrs Blackstock in?’




  ‘Edna? You want to speak to her?’




  Oh God. Why did he want to speak to my boss? Was he going to report me for professing my undying love to the shop fixtures?




  ‘Yes.’ He nodded, then held out a hand. ‘I’m Matt Jones.’




  I shook it. ‘Beth Prince. Are you after a job, Matt?’




  He looked too old to be a student after a few part-time hours, but all sorts of people came in, so it wasn’t beyond the realms of possibility.




  ‘Kind of,’ Matt said, the left side of his mouth lifting into a lopsided smile. ‘Is she in?’




  ‘No.’ I wondered if I should explain that I hadn’t actually seen Edna Blackstock in over a month. She was about a hundred years old – well, definitely seventy-something

  – and the Picturebox had been in her family for years. When I’d first started, she’d been in several times a week, making all kinds of wacky suggestions (my favourite was that we

  should introduce a new line of Marmite-based sandwiches, starting with Marmite and Spam), but after her husband died three years ago, her visits became less and less frequent. Now we hardly ever

  saw her. ‘Maybe I could help you? Have you ever worked in a cinema before?’




  ‘Yep.’ Matt pushed his shoulders back proudly. Wow, pretty confident for someone who’d just strolled off the street after a job. ‘A few.’




  I bit the top off a felt-tip pen and scribbled his name on a piece of paper. ‘Any I might have heard of?’




  ‘Apollo.’




  ‘Poor you.’ I raised my eyebrows. Apollo was a horrible, soulless multinational cinema chain that showed big-action no-plot movies and made its money out of overpriced tickets and

  stale popcorn. It was the complete opposite to the lovely, cosy cinema where I worked. We screened a mixture of popular classics and independent films, and our customers could buy Fairtrade coffee,

  home-made cakes and doorstep-sized sandwiches from the café upstairs and take them in with them. Yes, the cinema was a bit run-down, but that gave it character. ‘Which one?’




  ‘A few.’ He sounded amused. ‘Would you like me to list them for you?’




  ‘If you like.’




  There was a pause, and I looked up.




  ‘I’m sorry.’ Matt was grinning from ear to ear. ‘I’m not being fair. I’m the south-east manager for Apollo and we’re expanding our business in

  Brighton.’




  ‘Really?’ I looked at him in surprise. ‘Aren’t there enough Apollo cinemas here already?’




  ‘Not in this part of town.’




  ‘What?’ We were the only cinema in the north of Brighton.




  Matt pulled a face. ‘I take it Mrs Blackstock didn’t tell you she’s thinking of selling the Picturebox to us?’




  ‘No.’ I could hardly breathe. ‘No, she didn’t.’




  ‘Oh God. I imagined she’d have told all the staff already. Er ...’ Matt glanced towards the front of the cinema, then froze and turned sharply back to me. His eyes were wide,

  his face suddenly pale. ‘Is there another way out?’




  ‘Um, yeah.’ I pointed towards the screening room. ‘Go through there and take the door on the right. There’s a code – 2243. That’ll get you out onto the

  street. Make sure you slam it shut behind you. If anyone sneaks in to the next film, I’m holding you accountable.’




  ‘Thanks.’ He glanced back at the front door, then skidded towards the screening room.




  I looked in the direction of the street and shook my head, confused. It didn’t look any different to normal – just people milling past with bags of shopping in their hands. What had

  he seen that had scared him so much?




  ‘By the way,’ came Matt’s voice again, his head poking round the screening room door. ‘I preferred your last “I love you”. It sounded the most

  sincere.’




  And then he was gone.




  





  Chapter Two




  Matt




  No man ever sets out to become a dick.




  Honestly.




  You need to believe me on that one.




  We don’t sit around in bike parks when we’re little kids, our BMXs piled up at our feet, and discuss how much we’d like to be a dick when we grow up. Most of us, anyway, and

  definitely not me. So how had I managed to go from ‘nice bloke’ to ‘total dick’? That was the question I was discussing with my best mate Neil in the Pull and Pump, our

  favourite Brighton pub.




  I’d been to the Picturebox to discuss the acquisition with Mrs Blackstock, totally put my foot in it with the girl who worked there, and then had to run away because I’d seen Alice,

  my psycho ex, peering through the glass doors at me. So not only was I a dick when it came to relationships, I’d turned into a professional penis too.




  ‘I don’t want to be a dick.’ I leaned towards Neil, my voice low. A vampire with pink hair and bleeding eyes was staring at us from the next table. It was only 7 p.m., but the

  pub was already packed. Instead of the normal crowd of scruffy post-work drinkers, we were surrounded by ghosts, ghouls and zombies eyeing up the tables for somewhere to sit. We were pretty much

  the only two people not in fancy dress, and I could definitely sense a ‘not impressed’ vibe from our glowering local vampire.




  ‘All I did was split up with Alice,’ I continued, ignoring her. ‘I didn’t cheat on her, I didn’t flirt with her mates and I didn’t treat her badly. I even

  finished with her face to face instead of taking the coward’s way out and texting or emailing, but she’s ...’ I paused. ‘Well, she’s stalking me.’




  Neil raised an eyebrow. ‘Has someone been watching too many late-night episodes of Murder, She Wrote?’




  ‘I’m not kidding,’ I whispered. ‘I can’t go anywhere without her following me. Like this morning,’ I reached for my pint and wet my throat, ‘I went to

  visit a cinema that we’re trying to buy, and she followed me there.’




  Neil grinned. ‘There’s drugs the doctor can give you for paranoia, mate.’




  ‘I’m not paranoid.’ I sat back in my seat. ‘I split up with her three weeks ago, and since then she’s showed up at my flat or my office every ... single ... day.

  She posts notes through my letter box and rings me constantly. She even emailed me some photos of her so that I’d know,’ I made quotation marks in the air with my index fingers,

  ‘what I was missing.’




  Neil looked intrigued. ‘Naked photos?’




  ‘It’s not funny.’




  ‘Then call the police, or,’ he reached for his pint and smirked, ‘send the photos to Readers’ Wives. They pay quite well ... apparently.’




  ‘I can’t call the police,’ I said, ignoring the Readers’ Wives comment. ‘It’s not like she’s threatened me or anything, and anyway, if I walk into a

  police station and say, “I’d like to file a complaint because a beautiful blonde has threatened to shag me stupid,” they’d just laugh me right out of the door.’




  ‘Hmm.’ Neil looked thoughtful. ‘I see your point.’




  ‘So? What do I do?’




  ‘Take her up on the sexual favours, then dump her again?’




  I stared into my pint and shook my head. ‘I don’t know why I thought talking to you about this was a good idea. I’d get more helpful advice from the back of a pack of

  Tampax.’




  A hissing sound made me look up. Neil was sitting bolt upright, his eyes fixed on the pub doorway behind me.




  ‘Don’t look round, Matt,’ he said, ‘but your ex-girlfriend just walked into the bar.’




  I slumped down in my seat, waiting for the punch-line.




  ‘And,’ he breathed, ‘she’s staring right at you.’




  ‘Talk to me,’ I hissed. ‘Make it look serious, like we can’t be interrupted. Pretend your dog died or something.’




  ‘Um ...’ My best mate stared wildly around the pub, as though searching for inspiration.




  ‘Quick!’ I urged, as the sound of stiletto heels on wooden flooring grew louder.




  ‘I can’t!’ He pulled a face. It was the face of a truly crap mate. ‘My mind’s gone blank.’




  ‘Say something! Anything!’




  ‘Ummm ... I was gutted when Man U lost the other day.’ He reached across the table and gripped my arm. ‘Mate, I actually shed a tear.’




  ‘Nice try,’ I sighed, ‘but not quite what I was after. I was hoping for more of a—’




  ‘Hello, Matthew.’




  You wouldn’t have thought that two words could make me feel quite so terrified. But they did.




  ‘Hi, Alice.’




  My ex-girlfriend was swaying precariously beside our table. Normally a pocket-sized five foot two and a bit, she’d elevated herself a good six inches by strapping on a pair of the most

  ridiculously high heels I’d ever seen. Her long blonde hair was straightened within an inch of its life, her make-up was perfect, her beige trench coat skimmed the top of her thighs, and ...

  she was absolutely trollied.




  ‘Aren’t you going to invite me to sit down?’ she asked, shoving me along the bench and plonking herself down beside me before I had a chance to reply.




  ‘Actually,’ I started, ‘Neil was just about to tell me about—’




  ‘He won’t mind.’ Alice flashed a smile across the table at my best mate. ‘You don’t, do you? I can give the female perspective on whatever it was you were going to

  tell Matt. I’m good at advice.’




  Neil stared at me, his expression frozen into a rictus grin. His eyes flashed a desperate What do I say to that?




  ‘Alice.’ I twisted to face her. ‘What are you doing here?’




  She shifted slightly, looked me up and down and then crossed her legs. As she hooked one thigh over the other, her trench coat rode up, revealing a flash of suspender belt. She made no effort to

  yank it back down. I glanced away hastily, but her eyes met mine and she smirked.




  ‘It’s Halloween and I didn’t have any plans,’ she said lightly, ‘so I thought I’d come to the pub.’




  ‘To my local?’




  She looked at me steadily, no hint of shame or embarrassment in her bloodshot blue eyes. ‘A pub’s a pub. I had no idea you’d be here.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Really, Matt. I’ve had a tiring day,’ she yawned dramatically and threw her arms back as though casually stretching, ‘and I fancied a drink. What’s wrong with

  that?’




  I stared at her in horror. The exaggerated stretch had caused her coat to gape open. All she was wearing underneath was a sheer black bra.




  ‘Jesus!’ I said, gripping her lapels and pulling them together as I glanced nervously around.




  Neil’s chin was practically resting on his chest, and the vampire at the next table was coughing so violently her mate was asking if she needed the Heimlich manoeuvre.




  ‘Alice! What the hell? Forgot to put some clothes on, did you?’




  ‘What?’ She flashed me a look of utter innocence, then held her hands over mine and peeped down her front. ‘Oops!’




  ‘Oops?’ I repeated incredulously. ‘What do you mean, oops?’




  She glanced at Neil. ‘Be a darling and get me a drink, would you?’




  My best mate was out of his seat and halfway across the bar like a shot. Traitor! Alice watched him go, then turned, or rather lurched, back towards me. She threw an arm around my shoulders and

  leaned in close, her breath hot against my ear.




  ‘You should see what I’ve got on under this coat,’ she whispered. ‘Or rather what I haven’t. Come home with me, Matt. You won’t regret it.’




  ‘Alice.’ I gripped her gently by the shoulders and held her away from me. She looked stunning, as always, but there was no way I was going home with her. Not after what she’d

  put me through. ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea.’




  ‘Matt. Darling Matt.’ She reached out a hand and stroked my cheek, her voice a soft purr. ‘I’m not suggesting we get back together or get all heavy or anything. I just

  thought we could have a bit of fun, for old times’ sake. A bit of escapism. It’s Halloween, and everyone’s pretending to be someone they’re not. You’re single,

  I’m single, what’s to lose?’




  Possibly the first layer of my epidermis, I thought wryly, remembering the time Alice had lost her shit when I’d come home three hours late one night and thrown a boiling-hot cup of coffee

  at me.




  ‘It’s not happening,’ I said more firmly. ‘Sorry. We split up for a reason, Alice, and it’s time to move on.’




  A flash of anger crossed my ex-girlfriend’s face, and she pulled away from me sharply. Like a snake about to strike, I thought nervously.




  ‘Move on?’ she repeated, her eyes narrowed. ‘Just like that? Move on? Just because you say so? Is that how it works, Matt?’




  ‘Whoa!’ I held out my hands. ‘I’m not telling you to do anything. I’m just saying – it’s been three weeks since we split up, and I think we should both

  get on with our lives. Separately.’




  ‘You do, do you?’ Alice slipped off the bench and wobbled to a standing position. She pulled her coat tightly around her and crossed her arms over her chest. ‘Yeah, that would

  suit you nicely, wouldn’t it, Matt? If I just moved on quietly. If I just forgot about what we had. If I rolled over and stopped fighting for our relationship. Wouldn’t that be

  nice and simple – for you?’ She practically growled the last two words.




  ‘Alice, please,’ I begged as I clocked the curious looks of the skeleton and the witch who’d joined the vampire at the next table. ‘Keep your voice down. People are

  starting to look.’




  ‘I don’t give a shit,’ she roared, staring down a bloke dressed as Freddy Krueger who was gawping at her from a table near the toilets. ‘In fact they’re welcome to

  listen. The more people who find out the truth about you, the better.’




  ‘Which is?’ I asked, then instantly wished I could stuff the words back into my mouth and swallow them.




  ‘That you’re a liar. The worst kind. You told me you loved me, Matt, and then you dumped me, just like that—’




  ‘Not right after I told you I loved you,’ I interjected. ‘It was months after—’




  ‘Tomayto tomato. The timing isn’t the point. The point is that when you love someone, you fight for the relationship; you don’t leave it the second things get

  difficult.’




  ‘Difficult?’ I repeated incredulously. ‘Alice, things were more than difficult in our relationship. Remember when you—’




  ‘When I what? Reacted to you being a dickhead? It’s not my fault if you confuse passion with aggression.’




  ‘Really?’ I jumped to my feet. ‘And since when was throwing a cup of coffee at someone passionate? Or deleting all their female Facebook friends? Or ripping up their favourite

  T-shirt just because an ex-girlfriend, an ex-girlfriend from ten years ago, had bought it? And how about—’




  ‘Yeah, yeah.’ She waved a dismissive hand. ‘And you did nothing to deserve any of that, did you? I just did it because I’m a complete psycho?’




  Well ...




  ‘The fact of the matter, Matt,’ she continued, her voice so loud I could no longer hear the jukebox, ‘is that, unlike you, when I love someone I can’t turn it off with

  the flick of a switch. I still love you, Matt. What’s wrong with that?’




  I was just about to explain, again, why we’d split up when, to my absolute horror, she started to cry.




  ‘You can’t tell someone you love them and then change your mind, Matt,’ she shouted at me as tears spilled down her cheeks. ‘You just can’t.’




  ‘Alice, wait!’ I called as she turned on her heel and hurried out of the pub, swaying violently from side to side and knocking into tables as she went.




  ‘Dick,’ said the vampire at the next table.




  





  Chapter Three




  Beth




  Eight and a half hours had passed since Matt Jones had shouted, ‘I preferred your last “I love you”. It sounded the most sincere,’ as he’d

  sprinted out of the cinema, but I still cringed whenever I thought about it. If it wasn’t bad enough that he’d witnessed my public declaration of love for a cardboard cut-out, I’d

  mistaken him for a student too. Great first impression, Beth! Knowing my luck, he’d get in touch with Mrs Blackstock and tell her he wasn’t surprised the Picturebox was failing –

  she had a total fruit loop running the front of house! Not that my boss took me seriously anyway – why else would she ignore every single marketing or promotional idea I’d ever put to

  her?




  I gazed around the cinema, taking in the crimson carpet, the cream columns intricately decorated with carved panels that stretched up to the arched ceiling, and the dusty chandelier that clung

  to it for dear life. The fixtures and fittings were faded and sad-looking, but a feeling of magic still hung in the air. I couldn’t go into the screening room, with its heavy velvet curtain

  across the screen and the curved-backed seats arranged in neat rows, without stepping back in time. I’d imagine clipping tickets in the 1940s and watching laughing women with painted-on

  stockings wiggling their pencil-skirted bottoms into their seats, dashing British soldiers or American GIs at their sides. The cinema would have seemed the height of sophistication and glamour back

  then. Would those women have lost sleep over a man who hadn’t said ‘I love you’ after ten months? Probably not. They had bigger things to worry about – like whether their

  sweethearts were even alive.




  I sighed, and fanned my hot cheeks with a programme. Maybe I should take what had happened with Matt as a sign that I should keep quiet about how I felt about Aiden. Everyone knows bad things

  happen in threes, and I’d already clocked up two in a row. I reached for my phone, and was just about to text Lizzie to ask her what I should do when the door to the cinema swung open and a

  familiar greasy-haired shape strolled across the foyer.




  ‘Morning, Pimp.’ Carl planted his elbows on the counter and looked me up and down. ‘You’re looking a bit rosy today. What’s up, acne medication stopped

  working?’




  I tilted my head so my hair swung forward and covered my cheeks. ‘I could say the same about your shampoo.’




  ‘Touché!’ Carl grinned, revealing his grubby yellow teeth, then leaned over the counter and reached for my phone. ‘Not bad, Beth, certainly better than your normal inane

  drivel.’




  I snatched my mobile away. The last time he’d got hold of it, he’d switched the language to Polish and it had taken me for ever to work out how to change it back.




  ‘Grow up,’ I muttered as I shoved the phone into my bag and turned back to my computer screen. Keep your temper, Beth, keep your temper.




  Carl, or Creepy Carl as Lizzie called him, was the cosmos’s idea of a sick joke. We’d met on the first day of primary school and shared the same desk. I’d felt him glancing at

  me all the way through the lesson, but was too shy to say anything, and concentrating instead on the words I was copying off the board. At the end of the class, he leaned towards me.




  ‘You smell of poo,’ he hissed.




  I ignored him and hurried to join Lizzie as she filed out of the classroom with a group of girls, hoping I’d never see Carl again. No such luck! Two hours later, he chased me round the

  playground with a stick covered in dog poo, while the other kids watched. Each time he touched my hair with the stick, he shouted, ‘Poo Head Prince!’ and they all laughed.




  By the time I was eleven and it was time to apply to secondary school, I spent most evenings lying in bed desperately hoping that Carl Coombes would go to Hayworth High, not St Swithens

  comprehensive, where I was going.




  Guess who was the first person I saw on my first day of secondary school?




  Yep, Carl Coombes.




  So Poo Head Prince was back, for a couple of months anyway. After that, Carl seemed more interested in playing ‘ping the bra strap’ than taking the mickey out of me, and I started to

  relax, believing he’d finally stopped torturing me.




  When acne appeared on my cheeks and jawline during the summer holidays, the day after my thirteenth birthday, I was horrified. I tried everything – medicated skin scrubs, spot treatments,

  even toothpaste – to try and get it to disappear, but nothing worked. The only way I could hide my zits was to tip my head forward so that my hair covered my cheeks.




  Carl noticed my spotty skin on the first day back at school.




  ‘Jesus!’ he shouted, pointing at me across the classroom. ‘What happened to your face?’




  My cheeks burned even redder as thirty pairs of eyes swivelled in my direction. ‘They’re ... they’re just pimples,’ I stuttered, repeating the least offensive word Mum

  had used to describe my disfigurement.




  ‘Pimples?’ Carl had laughed. ‘Looks like you went to the pimple factory and rolled around on the conveyor belt.’




  And so I was christened Pimples, shortened to Pimp, a nickname that stuck with me all the way through school. Even when my skin cleared up, I was still one of the quietest kids in the sixth

  form. I was worried that if I said something or answered a question, it’d spark a new nickname. The only thing that got me through each day was the prospect of creeping into a darkened cinema

  to watch a film.




  Getting a job at the Picturebox after I left school (with really bad A-level results) was a dream come true. Okay, so it was only part-time, and all I had to do was check tickets at the

  door and sweep up popcorn and cake crumbs at the end of the film, but the customers were lovely and, even better, I got to watch films for free. Sometimes I’d sit in on a showing even if

  I’d seen the film dozens of times before. I’d settle into a seat on the back row as the projector whirred in the booth up above me and gaze at the audience as they stared, transfixed,

  at the screen. I’d daydream about owning my own cinema. I’d make it a magical experience, just like it was in the Picturebox’s glory days.




  Eighteen months after I’d started, one of the front-desk staff left, and Mrs Blackstock asked me if I’d like the job. We were ‘a family’, she said, so I’d still

  have to take tickets on the doors and sweep up, but it was mine if I wanted it. Did I? I was over the moon! Well, until Carl Coombes strolled through the door, announcing that he’d dropped

  out of university and would be working with me while he decided what he wanted to do with his life. I’ll be honest, I wanted to quit there and then, but there was no way he was going to part

  me from the one thing in my life that made me happy. I hoped that if I just ignored him, he’d get bored and go away. That was three years ago, and he didn’t look like he was going

  anywhere fast. Well, unless what Matt Jones had said about Mrs Blackstock selling the cinema was true, in which case we both were.




  Please dont let it be true, I prayed silently, as I grabbed my coat and bag, sidestepped a smirking Carl and crossed the foyer. Not when my life is going so well.




  Matt’s visit and Carl’s sarky comments disappeared from my head the second I reached my front door. Aiden was due round at eight o’clock so I had less than an

  hour to have a shower, do my make-up, sort out my hair and get changed.




  ‘Lizzie?’ I called as I pushed the front door open and stepped into the hallway. ‘Liz, are you in?’




  Lizzie’s my flatmate. Actually, since her dad owns the two-bedroomed terraced house we live in, I’m technically her flatmate. Her dad’s business really took off when we

  were ten, so instead of going to St Swithens like me, she got packed off to a posh boarding school in Dorset. The next time I next saw her, she knew how to play lacrosse (I didn’t even know

  what that was) and sounded like the Queen. It didn’t matter, though, and we continued to be friends all the way through secondary school, writing to each other during term time and hanging

  out in the holidays. We were still best friends when we took our A levels, even though Lizzie was posh and confident and I ... wasn’t.




  ‘Lizzie?’ I shouted again. ‘Are you in?’




  I poked my head around the living room door, half expecting to see Lizzy’s clothes, together with those of some unknown bloke, strewn all over the sofa. I’d lost count of the number

  of times I’d woken up in the morning to find some guy I’d never seen before strolling out of the shower with Lizzie’s towel round his waist. We’re different like that, me

  and Liz. She finds it hilarious that I cry at romantic films like The Notebook (and know all the words), and thinks the concept of soulmates is ridiculous. She can’t stand Aiden

  either, even if she was indirectly responsible for us meeting in the first place.




  I was at work at the Picturebox on a Saturday night almost exactly ten months ago when I met him. It was unusually busy – couples, singles and crowds of students had been in and out all

  night – so I didn’t notice when a tall, fair-haired man in chinos and a navy V-neck jumper walked in. Actually, that’s a lie. I always look up when someone comes in. Call

  me stupid, and Lizzie frequently does, but I’d always secretly hoped that the love of my life would walk into the cinema and sweep me off my feet. It doesn’t matter that I’m ten

  stone twelve and you’d need a forklift truck to sweep me anywhere; that didn’t stop me dreaming. I’d always been a dreamer. When I was nine and my parents were screaming at each

  other, I’d wriggle under the duvet with a torch and a copy of Cinderella or Sleeping Beauty. I never stopped believing in happy endings, even when Mum and Dad got divorced a

  couple of months later.




  Anyway, Mr Chinos had just approached my booth when the phone rang. I snatched it up.




  ‘Hello, Picturebox. How can I help you?’




  The voice on the other end of the line said something I couldn’t make out.




  ‘Could you say that again?’ I asked. ‘It’s a bad line.’




  ‘It’s Lizzie,’ the voice hissed. ‘I need your help.’




  ‘Liz,’ I whispered back. ‘You know you shouldn’t ring me at work.’




  ‘I wouldn’t have to if you’d just turn your bloody mobile on.’




  ‘Well I can’t get anything done when you’re continually texting me about your latest date from hell.’ I sighed. ‘You’re on a date from hell now, aren’t

  you?’




  ‘Sort of.’




  ‘What do you mean, sort of?’




  ‘I’m half on a date, half not.’




  ‘Huh?’




  ‘I’m stuck in the window of the Gladstone pub.’




  ‘What?’ I said loudly. Mr Chinos stared at me. So did the couple standing behind him. I lowered my voice. ‘How did that happen?’




  ‘My sanny towel with wings tried to fly away so I chased after it. Why do you think I’m stuck in the window? I’m trying to escape. Mr Fabulous turned out to be Mr Flatulence.

  And he won’t shut up. I swear, he only pauses to fart. They’re silent, but I can tell he’s doing it; he leans to his left and raises his eyebrows for a split second, then keeps on

  talking. Hello, I’ve got eyes! And a nose, too! He’s vile, Beth. Absolutely vile. Anyway, I excused myself to go to the loo, because I couldn’t breathe, and then I had a fabulous

  idea. Well, not so fabulous as it turns out, because I’m fucking stuck in—’




  ‘Hang on, Liz,’ I said, as Mr Chinos coughed softly. ‘Don’t go anywhere.’




  ‘Very funny,’ she hissed.




  I smiled up at Mr Chinos as he ran a hand through the straight fair hair that flopped into his eyes. ‘Can I help you?’




  ‘I’d like a ticket to see ...’ he started, holding up the programme in his hand.




  ‘Help!’ said my phone.




  I mouthed sorry at Mr Chinos and clamped my mobile to my ear. ‘Lizzie, are you okay?’




  ‘No I’m bloody not. A seagull just shat on my head and it’s starting to rain.’




  ‘Well at least it’ll wash the poo out of your hair.’




  ‘Aren’t you the comedienne today?’




  ‘Yes.’ I smiled at Mr Chinos, who was still waiting patiently. He was a lot more refined-looking than the kind of guy I normally went for, with his perfectly straight nose, high

  cheekbones and strong jawline, like the sort of posh hero Jane Austen’s characters swooned over.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘But if you could just let me have a ticket for—’




  ‘BETH!’




  ‘What?’




  ‘There’s a bunch of teenagers in the street filming me with their mobile phones, and I refuse to end up on You-bloody-Tube hanging out of a pub bog with seagull shit on my cheek.

  Come and rescue me, or I swear our friendship is over!’




  ‘I will ... I’m just ... the cinema’s busy. It’s not a very good time to leave.’




  Mr Chinos mouthed something at me I couldn’t make out. I tilted my head so the phone was wedged between my shoulder and my cheek, and covered the mouthpiece with my hand.




  ‘Sorry, my best friend’s stuck in a toilet.’




  He raised an eyebrow.




  ‘Not actually in the toilet,’ I corrected. ‘She’s stuck in the window of the toilet. She was on a date.’




  ‘Classy date!’ He grinned ruefully.




  ‘No, no. The date was in the pub. She’s in the toilet because she was trying to escape. And she wants me to rescue her but there’s a massive queue behind you now and I

  can’t leave because if I do my boss will probably fire me but if I don’t go and help Lizzie she’ll probably kick me out of the flat so it’s a choice between losing my job

  and losing my home and—’




  ‘Whoa.’ He put a hand on mine. I hadn’t even realised I was drumming my fingers on the counter until he held them still. ‘It’s okay.’




  I looked down at his hand, then back up at his face. His blue eyes seemed to bore into mine. I didn’t move my hand away.




  ‘Go and rescue your friend,’ he said. ‘I’ll take over behind the booth. Just run through what I have to do and I’ll pick it up. I used to work in HM V when I was

  younger. How hard can it be?’




  I stared at him in astonishment. ‘You’d do that? For me?’




  ‘Yes.’




  It was ridiculous really. There I was, standing in the cinema where I’d spent six years of my life waiting for my knight in shining armour to walk through the door, and here he was. I was

  in distress – well, Lizzie was really – and a complete stranger had just offered to make everything right. Things like that didn’t just happen randomly. It had to be a sign

  that Aiden was the man for me.




  What happened in the cinema that day we first met became a bit of a running joke between me and Aiden. Whenever one of us was down or grumpy, the other just had to say,

  ‘It could be worse, you could be stuck in a toilet!’ and then we’d both laugh. Well, I always laughed. Aiden didn’t seem to find it quite so amusing after the

  hundredth time I said it.




  In a way, it was weird that we’d ended up together. Our taste in films was about as diverse as it could be. I liked romantic comedies, while he adored Japanese art-house films. I was a

  chocoholic; he was allergic to dairy. He had a degree in journalism. I’d never been to uni. But despite our differences, I found him endlessly fascinating and could sit for hours listening to

  him tell me about his job as a reporter for the local paper, and his massive family. He talked, I listened. That was us. We fitted together perfectly, just like couples did in romantic comedies.

  Well, sort of. I don’t think Harry would have grabbed Sally’s hand on their first date, leaned across the table and said, ‘Darling, I’m so glad we met. You’ve saved me

  a fortune on internet dating.’




  So now, on Halloween, almost exactly ten months later, I was going to tell him just how much he meant to me.




  What could possibly go wrong?




  





  Chapter Four




  Matt




  ‘Shot?’ Neil asked, handing me a small glass of something green and vile-smelling.




  We were standing at the bar, a cold breeze blowing in from the door, which was still wide open after Alice’s sudden exit. To my right, a group of zombies had their heads together,

  whispering and occasionally nodding in my direction.




  I reached for the shot, raised it to my mouth, then paused. That was what a dick would do, wasn’t it? He’d ignore the fact that his ex-girlfriend had just run out of the pub in tears

  and get pissed with his best mate instead.




  I set the shot glass back on the bar. ‘I can’t.’




  Neil looked at me as though I’d just told him I liked to dress up in nappies and a bib in my free time. ‘What?’




  ‘I need to check Alice is okay.’




  ‘Right.’ He reached for his pint and took a sip. ‘So what you’re basically telling me is that you’re going to ditch your best mate so you can go and comfort the

  girl who’s stalking you? Is it just me, or does that sound a bit ...’ he paused for effect, ‘fucking mental?’




  ‘Probably.’ I shrugged. ‘Anyway, I’m not going to comfort her. I’m just going to talk to her. She’s pissed out of her head and, I dunno, maybe all this ...

  embarrassing herself in public is the end of it and she’ll realise that enough is enough and leave me alone.’




  ‘Yeah, and Dita Von Teese has just joined a nunnery.’




  ‘Could happen.’




  He looked incredulous. ‘No way, Dita Von Teese would never—’




  ‘No, you twat, Alice finally moving on.’




  Neil shrugged and reached for his pint. ‘On your head be it, mate. On your head.’




  It didn’t take me long to catch up with my ex-girlfriend. She was sitting on a doorstep further down the street, a stockinged foot in a puddle, a broken stiletto in her

  hand and an expression of pure misery on her face. It was tipping down with rain and she was soaked to the bone.




  ‘You!’ she said accusingly as I splashed down the street towards her. ‘Come to laugh, have you?’




  ‘No.’ I crouched down beside her. ‘I wanted to check if you were okay.’




  ‘Why?’ Her eyes narrowed accusingly.




  ‘I dunno. You seemed upset.’




  ‘No shit.’ She pushed her wet hair back from her face and looked me up and down. I’d seen that look before. It was the ‘there’s hell to pay’ Alice special. I

  braced myself for the onslaught, but none came. Instead she put her hand on my arm and smiled sweetly. ‘It was lovely of you to come after me, Mattie. I appreciate it.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Of course.’ She paused. ‘Could I just ask you one thing? Would you mind helping me home? My shoe’s broken.’ She cradled it to her chest and looked at it

  sorrowfully, like it was a dead cat or something. ‘I can’t walk.’




  ‘Okay.’ I stood up purposefully. ‘I’ll call you a cab.’




  ‘Come with me,’ she said, reaching out a hand. ‘Please, Matt. I think I’ve twisted my ankle.’




  ‘I can’t tell you how pleased I am that you came back,’ Alice said, hopping across her living room carpet, a glass of beer in each hand. She handed one to me,

  then plopped on to the sofa beside me. The sofa was a three-seater, with plenty of room for us both to sit comfortably without touching, but my ex-girlfriend had positioned herself so close to me

  that her damp forearm was pressed again mine.




  She gazed at me adoringly. ‘I always knew you would.’




  I swallowed nervously. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, Neil had been right. Going after Alice had been a huge mistake. Huge.




  ‘Sorry?’ I said feebly, hoping desperately that she didn’t mean what I thought she meant. ‘I’m not sure what you’re talking about.’




  Alice laughed lightly and flicked back her hair. Oh God. She was flirting with me. ‘What do you think I’m talking about, Matt?’




  I shifted as far to my right as I could, which was only about half an inch, and took a big gulp of beer. Our arms unpeeled with a wet squelch.




  ‘Mattie?’ Her voice had taken on a distinctly shrill tone. ‘What did you think I was talking about?’




  I stared straight ahead, my eyes fixed on the bay window across the room, and tried to work out whether it was locked. If it wasn’t, I might be able to cross the room, open it and jump out

  before Alice could reach for a sharp implement, but if it was—


  

  ‘Matt?’




  Her eyes were boring into the side of my skull. Shit. I was trapped. If I told her the truth – that I thought she was implying that by going back to her house I’d somehow agreed to

  us getting back together – she’d either freak out and scream at me for assuming that was what she’d meant, or she’d be really pleased and hug and kiss me. Neither of which I

  wanted to happen. I glared at the TV and stereo. They were both silent. Switch yourselves on! I commanded mentally, Uri Geller-style. Please just magically turn yourselves on and break this

  horrible, torturous silence. Subject me to a never-ending playlist of cheesy ballads on Heart FM or an eternity of Gok Wan’s How to Look Good in Your Granny’s Girdle and a Pair of

  Support Tights; just please, please put me out of my misery.
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