
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Praise for Richard Roper’s debut

			Something to Live For

			‘Funny, moving and thought-provoking – I loved this’ 

			Clare Mackintosh

			‘This perfect, quirky summer page-turner [is] a life-affirming debut’

			Sunday Times

			‘A magnificent read. Tender, funny, compelling’

			Lucy Foley

			‘I loved this novel with my whole heart’

			New York Times

			‘I adored this! It warmed my heart, broke it a little, then put it back together’

			Beth O’Leary

			‘Endearing and delightful’

			Prima

			‘Heartbreaking. Hilarious. Life-affirming’

			Holly Bourne

			‘This is a story that gets under your skin – a must-read’

			Sun

			‘Funny, moving and uplifting . . . I loved it’

			Libby Page

			‘A wonderful debut that’s heartbreaking, uplifting and laugh-out-loud funny’

			Woman’s Weekly

			‘A life-affirming novel that simultaneously tweaks your funny bone and tugs at your heartstrings. Brilliant!’

			Matt Dunn

			‘Heartwarming, funny, poignant . . . An uplifting and life-affirming read’

			Daily Express

			‘Heartbreaking, uplifting, funny and brimming with human kindness’

			Sunday Herald

			‘It pulls you in, makes you laugh and breaks your heart . . . What an extraordinary debut’

			Gill Hornby

			‘This could almost be the tie-in novel for a Richard Curtis romcom’

			GQ

			‘An off-beat and winning debut . . . gives resiliency and the triumph of the human spirit a good name’

			Wall Street Journal

			‘Wryly funny and quirkily charming’

			Eleanor Brown

			‘A wonderful debut that’s heartbreaking, uplifting and laugh-out-loud funny all at once’

			Woman’s Own

			‘A charming, humorous and life-affirming tale about human kindness’

			BBC News Online

			‘A beautiful, heartwarming, laugh-out-loud story’

			Dinah Jefferies

			‘As funny as it is touching . . . This story of a neurotic, tender-hearted man struggling to learn how not to be alone is irresistible’

			Publishers Weekly

			‘Funny, tender and all-the-feels’

			Red Magazine

			‘Nick Hornby and David Nicholls’ quirky love child would write like Richard Roper . . . endearing, funny and life-affrming’

			Caroline Smailes

			‘A sweetly poignant debut’

			S Magazine

			‘A definite contender for my book of the year . . . funny, heartbreaking and cleverly observed’

			Claire Frost

			‘If you loved Eleanor Oliphant, try this brilliant new read . . . We completely fell in love with this funny, uplifting debut’

			Fabulous 
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			By the time it came to the edge of the Forest, the stream had grown up, so that it was almost a river, and, being grown-up, it did not run and jump and sparkle along as it used to do when it was younger, but moved more slowly. For it knew now where it was going, and it said to itself, ‘There is no hurry. We shall get there some day.’ But all the little streams higher up in the Forest went this way and that, quickly, eagerly, having so much to find out before it was too late. 

			A.A. Milne, The House at Pooh Corner

		

	
		
			PART ONE

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Theo

			I was being evicted, which wasn’t ideal. The fact that my landlords were my parents definitely rubbed salt in the wound. That my residence happened to be the shed at the bottom of their garden was perhaps the biggest sign that things weren’t exactly going brilliantly for me.

			The eviction news had been broken to me with a letter posted under the shed door, my name scrawled on the envelope in my dad’s scratchy handwriting. 

			Theo,

			I’m afraid this has gone on long enough. You cannot simply continue living here without showing any signs of wanting to move on. It was only supposed to be a temporary solution. Therefore, we are giving you until the day after your birthday this Saturday to find somewhere to go.

			It’s for the best.

			Love,

			Dad and Mum

			We’d had the ‘moving out’ conversation a hundred times in the last two years since I’d slunk home from London, but a formal eviction notice – even one written on the back of a church newsletter touting a ‘guess the weight of the cake competition’ – did feel like something of an escalation. I decided, after a brief two-hour nap, to tackle the situation head-on. 

			As I made my way up the garden, I saw that Dad was teetering dangerously at the top of a ladder as he produced some lethal-looking garden shears with which he began to hack at the ivy clinging to the side of the house. He was wearing his self-styled ‘garden shoes’ – old slip-on office brogues that gave zero protection against things like, to pluck an example out of thin air, garden shears. I wasn’t sure what had got into him since he’d retired. He had taken to filling his days with what Mum had started calling ‘your father’s little projects’ – a majority of which seemed to place him squarely in danger. This meant I’d had to keep up a state of constant vigilance: throwing windows open to release soldering iron fumes; pretending I’d just happened to find some safety goggles from my old chemistry set and leaving them on his workbench, before discreetly discarding the Amazon packaging. I wished he could have taken a leaf out of Mum’s book: Agatha Christie’s backlist and a robust exchange of letters with an orthodontist in the local paper about the new one-way system seemed much more on brand.

			I had no choice but to brave the chunks of ivy raining down so that I could stand on the bottom rung of the ladder, holding it steady to make sure it didn’t slip. 

			‘Morning,’ I called up to him.

			‘Afternoon,’ he replied. 

			A glance at my watch told me it was 12.01 p.m. First blood had been drawn.

			‘I presume you received our letter?’ Dad said.

			I rolled my eyes. ‘Yes, it reached the trenches at dawn. And thank you for the chocolate and cigarettes. Morale is strong as we prepare to go over the top.’ 

			‘Ah, that’ll be one of your famous jokes. Not your funniest, I’m afraid.’

			‘I’d say it’s about as funny as my parents evicting me.’

			I just managed to keep both hands on the ladder while avoiding a particularly vicious chunk of ivy that came whizzing down just past my ear.

			‘Yes, well, I’m afraid you’ve given us no choice. We have been having this conversation for two years now.’

			‘Twenty-three months, actually.’

			‘Hairs. Splitting. Rearrange. Et cetera.’

			‘Well, what about the fact you’re doing this a week before my birthday?’ I said.

			‘Oh come on, don’t sulk.’

			‘God, I’m not,’ I said, sighing, rolling my eyes and folding my arms – quickly unfolding them again to grab the ladder, which had wobbled dangerously to one side as Dad stretched to dislodge something from the gutter. (Moss, it would seem, most of which was now in my hair.)  

			To my relief, Dad decided to have a break. When he got to the bottom of the ladder, he put a hand on my shoulder. I noticed what looked like liver spots near his wrist. How long had they been there? Had they arrived at the same time as the last patch of brown bristles had departed his beard, leaving it a dirty-snow grey? 

			Gently ushering me off the foot of the ladder, he said, ‘Look, as we have discussed many, many times . . . I know you went through something of a tough time in London. We all wish that the TV stuff had worked out, and as for Babs – the break-up and whatnot – that was a shame, and we were very fond of her. But moping around here isn’t going to fix things, is it?’

			‘But I’m happy here, Dad. Doesn’t that count for anything?’

			He carried on as if he hadn’t heard me. ‘The longer you stay here, the harder you will find it to rejoin society.’

			‘Rejoin society? You make me sound like I’ve just served a ten-year stretch for armed robbery. Or I’m some sort of . . . hermit.’

			‘Well, you’re doing your best impression of one. I mean, look . . .’ He pointed down to the shed. ‘Turning my garden shed into your little grotto like that.’

			‘Hey, don’t have a go at the shed. I’ve just put fairy lights up.’

			Dad rubbed his eyes. 

			I sensed weakness and moved to capitalise.  

			‘Would you not say I’m a model lodger? I mow the lawn. I unload the dishwasher. I . . . I pay rent.’

			‘Not for the last eight months you haven’t,’ Dad shot back.  

			‘Well, no, not technically. But I put change into Mr Pigglesby nearly every day.’ 

			We both looked through the kitchen window at the piggy bank on the sideboard. The treacherous little bastard seemed to be avoiding my eye. 

			‘Besides,’ I continued, ‘as soon as one of my scripts comes off, I promise you I’ll buy you another shed.’ 

			‘And how are the scripts going?’

			‘Spectacularly,’ I said, though, in truth, I’d not written a word for months.

			‘I’m sorry,’ Dad said, sounding worryingly resolute, ‘but we’ve decided. You’ve been here long enough. No more excuses. As we explained in our letter, we’re giving you until your birthday. After all . . .’

			Oh god. He was going in for the kill. I braced for the headshot.

			‘. . . you will be turning thirty.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Joel

			The letter had changed everything. Although I’d learnt the news it contained in person the day before I’d received it, it was only when I saw everything in stark black ink that it actually sunk in. From that moment on, the letter hadn’t been out of my sight, hidden away in my left jacket pocket. In the month since it had arrived, I’d been guarding it just as closely as what was in my right jacket pocket – the ring which I was clutching now, checking for the hundredth time that morning that it wasn’t lost. 

			I glanced at my watch. It was just after ten. By the time those hands had looped around and were back to the same position, the ring should have a new owner . . .

			Never had I felt more certain of how much I loved Amber Crossley than one rainy summer morning just over two months ago. The city was stirring, and everything was peaceful. I had turned to face Amber, who was still asleep. My eyes were drawn to the faint, pencil-thin scar on her chin, the legacy of when she’d fallen off her bike when she was seven. I remember thinking how much I hated the idea of her being in pain, even more so when I thought of how much of that had been my fault. Well, from now on, I thought, things were going to change. I’d never hurt her again, and if anyone else thought about it, they’d have to get past me first. The little rowing boat we had been on that had weathered furious storms was now drifting through still, clear waters. I knew then in my bones that, at last, everything was as it should be. At that precise moment, Amber had opened her eyes, as if she’d been listening to my thoughts all along. As her eyes had met mine, a smile spread out across her face; slowly, like a ripple on a perfectly still lake. And that’s when I knew I was going to marry her.

			I put the ring back in my pocket and pictured the little cottage in Tuscany I’d booked for the occasion. Its stone walls were being warmed by the rising sun, swallows were darting overhead. I’d carefully planned a spontaneous picnic where we’d head out to watch the sunset later that evening. That’s when I was going to ask her. Amber was on her way there from Rome, where she’d been visiting Charlotte, an old friend. My flight from Heathrow taking me to her was leaving in a couple of hours. It was going to be the most perfect day . . . 

			. . . Except it wasn’t going to happen. 

			Instead, I was sitting in an airless, creaking train, surrounded by screaming babies and self-important businessmen, heading deep into the heart of the English countryside on my way to see someone I’d not spoken to in a decade, who, as far as I knew, hated me with every breath in his body. 

			The train plunged into a tunnel. I rested my head back against the seat and closed my eyes, but the motion of the train made me feel nauseous. Then, just as we entered daylight again, came the phone call I’d been dreading. I made for the vestibule. For a moment, I considered not answering, but I cracked after the next ring. 

			‘Hey.’

			‘Buongiorno, m’darlin’! I can’t wait to see you. Please tell me it’s raining in London? It’s so gorgeous here today.’

			I glanced out of the window at the cloudless skies.

			‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘bucketing down.’ 

			‘Perfect. Are you at the airport yet?’

			I felt my mouth going dry.

			‘Hey, you still there?’ Amber said.

			‘Yes, I’m here. But, I’m . . . This is so shit, but I’m not going to be able to come out.’ 

			There was a moment where Amber digested this. 

			‘What do you mean?’ 

			I tried to push past the disappointment in her voice. 

			‘Something’s come up.’

			‘With work?’ 

			‘No, it’s not that. It’s . . .’ I was floundering already at the merest hint of interrogation. 

			‘Wait, Joel, please tell me you’re not . . . Listen, if you’ve had a slip-up, then it’s fine.’

			‘No,’ I said quickly, ‘I promise. Not had a drop.’

			‘Because you can tell me and I won’t be angry.’

			‘It’s not that,’ I said.

			‘Well then, what?’ Amber sounded a little exasperated now. 

			At that moment, the train began to slow and the guard’s monotone voice came over the speaker:

			‘We are now approaching Kemble.’

			‘Did I just hear Kemble?’ Amber asked. ‘Jesus, it’s not your mum? Has something happened?’ 

			‘No, nothing’s happened,’ I said. ‘But . . . she called me in a bit of a flap. She’s having one of her down days – but worse than usual.’

			At least this was true, not that it gave me any satisfaction to recall the conversation with Mum where I’d told her about the letter. She’d had some tough days since I’d left, and I knew that she got upset sometimes – especially when she went for long stretches without seeing me – but I’d never heard her cry like that before. 

			‘Oh the poor thing,’ Amber said. ‘OK, well, I guess I’ll fly straight back from Rome then.’

			‘No, you should go on still – take Charlotte with you. You’ve probably got loads to catch up on. I’ll come out when I can.’ If things went well today then I knew that was almost impossible, but I couldn’t stop myself.  

			‘I suppose . . .’

			Amber was trying not to sound disappointed for my benefit, which made me feel ten times worse.

			‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I wish things were different.’ And Christ how I did.

			Just then my signal wavered, before cutting out completely. I felt guilty at how relieved this made me feel. I’m not sure how much longer I could have kept up the pretence. 

			We’d reached the station. I saw the Kemble sign go by, its letters rusty brown on the dull white background. As the doors opened, I hesitated. I could just stay on the train, go one stop on to Stroud and Mum’s house. I didn’t have to get off here at all. But at the last moment I stepped down and the train moved off, leaving behind the smell of diesel. 

			I walked to the end of the platform and climbed up onto the footbridge, pausing at the top, the tracks below me now. I turned slowly on the spot, taking in my surroundings. A biplane was making its uncertain descent towards the Cotswold airport. To the south, I could just see the top of the church spire above the trees. To the north, the Thames Head pub, the site of my first legal pint. It was just a short walk from there to the field in which two teenage layabouts without a care in the world had made a promise to each other. 

			If I’d not had the letter, I might have forgotten about that moment – it would be a regret, but just a footnote. But the words contained on that one page of A4 paper had brought into focus things I hadn’t thought about in years. There were wrongs from the past that had never been righted. People who had once been an ever-present part of my life, only to fade away. And one of them was the curly-haired boy I’d watched teetering on the edge of the Thames Head monument, talking about a future that seemed a million miles away. An idle teenage promise, once forgotten and faded as quickly as the footprints in the grass we’d walked home through, now felt like something I was compelled to honour – even if it meant I was about to become the most unpopular surprise birthday guest of all time. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Theo

			‘Happy birthday, you big silly prick.’

			I leant down to receive my sister’s deliberately crushing hug. Her arms – built up from years of wheelchair propulsion – were now perfectly suited to squeezing the life out of me. Alice’s house was next door to Mum and Dad’s. They’d bought it when the couple who lived there had moved out, and used all their remaining savings to adapt it for her: ramps, wider corridors, a specially designed bathroom – the works. 

			I flopped down onto the sofa and let out a long, deep sigh.

			A week had passed since the conversation with Dad about me moving out. It was clear that he and Mum weren’t backing down this time, so unless I wanted today to feature my birthday celebrations followed by my eviction, I was going to have to do something drastic. 

			‘Mum and Dad are actually serious about kicking me out,’ I said. ‘So they’ve left me with no other choice.’ I couldn’t resist a dramatic pause. ‘I’m going to have to sue them.’ 

			Alice’s response was just to look at me, unblinking, a tactic she employs when she wants me to realise just how absurd what I’ve said is. 

			I folded my arms defensively, but as usual my little sister was right. 

			‘OK, fine, I’m obviously not actually going to sue them,’ I said. I pictured their little faces in court. It’d be like telling Paddington Bear he’d developed an allergy to marmalade.

			‘Good,’ Alice said. ‘So now that we’ve quashed that idea, do you not think that this could finally be a bit of a wake-up call?’

			‘How so?’ I asked, as innocently as possible. 

			‘Well, you’ve just turned thirty . . . and you live in a shed. I’m not a life coach or anything, but I’d suggest that means you’re not exactly flourishing. In fact, I’d go as far as to say that – no offence – but you seem to be completely wasting your life, consumed in a cocoon of self-absorption and pointless vendettas.’

			‘Right,’ I said. ‘Normally I think you’re supposed to say “none taken” when someone prefaces a criticism with “no offence”, but, to be honest, there was quite a lot of offence taken there.’ 

			I’d managed to sidestep the truth of what Alice had said, deliberately bogging things down in semantics, which had become something of my forte of late. 

			‘But aren’t you bored out of your mind here?’ Alice asked, not to be dissuaded. ‘I mean, don’t you want to see the world? Not to put too fine a point on it, but not all of us have the luxury of stress-free, go-wherever-the-fuck-you-want exploring that you do.’

			Guilt washed over me at this, and I looked away. There had been a time after Alice’s accident where I’d made myself promise I’d never leave her behind. She’d practically had to beg me to go off to uni when I’d tried telling her I wasn’t going to go. That might have been a noble gesture at the time, but these days the idea that I was sticking around because of Alice was something that – to my shame – I was hiding behind. Because, the truth was, the idea of leaving home again terrified me. I could pretend all I wanted that I was being forced to curtail my dreams of travelling, or my grand plans to make a difference in the world, or even climbing to the top somewhere and making a load of money. But, in actual fact, my ambitions stretched as far as seeing how many sausages I could eat in a single sitting, and the idea of having to face reality again by leaving home was about as appealing as nailing my face to a windmill. 

			It was only in the last couple of months, as I approached the thirty milestone, that a nagging voice at the back of my head forced me to take stock of my life. And the more I thought about it, the more I realised that when I summed everything up it didn’t make for pretty reading, especially in the form of an early 2000s MSN questionnaire: 

			Name: Theo Hern. BA Hons.

			Age: Urgh. Thirty.

			Relationship status: Single. A mutual decision. Definitely mutual. Incontrovertibly. OK, 60–40 her decision. 70–30 tops. 

			Appearance: the lovechild of Screech from Saved by the Bell and a disinterested court bailiff in a true crime documentary. 

			Interests: The writings of Soren Kierkegaard, impressionism, chess, the music of Chopin and Stravinsky, opera, calligraphy, tae kwon do, geocaching, glassblowing, powerlifting, millinery, volunteering. 

			Actual interests: Accidentally-on-purpose positioning myself on trains so I can read people’s texts. 

			Main strengths: Being really good at guessing the time. Remembering jingles from early-1990s TV adverts. Good hair (2009–2012).

			Main weaknesses: Soft hands. Catastrophising. 

			Things I would ban if I were to become emperor of the world: Fracking. Street performers.

			Occupation: Social Media Manager for a budget burger chain.

			It was the last thing on the list that was proving the most demoralising. 

			After university – and following a disastrous failure to make it as a comedian after something of ‘an incident’ at the Edinburgh festival – I’d moved to London with the girl I loved, determined to move on. I threw myself in to a series of marketing jobs, eventually landing a copywriting gig, in which I progressed steadily, managing to find enough ways to be creative day to day to make up for the more soul-crushingly corporate parts of the work. So far, so sensible. But then I began to develop a bit of an itch. Had I been too quick to throw everything away? I had been utterly obsessed with making it in the world of TV comedy since I was a little boy – and now here I was: a total sell-out. But then something happened which I managed to convince myself was clearly A BIG SIGN. One of my clients in the communications team at Sky had apparently found some of my copywriting so (and I quote) ‘hilarious’ that he’d decided to pass it on to his friend in the comedy department there. The friend, Bryan, offered to meet me for a coffee. He hadn’t been the whip-smart laconic creator I’d expected (and I was put off to some extent by his T-shirt bearing the slogan i-Pooed), but after our meeting he told me I was welcome to come to the writers’ room for a new pilot he was working on. ‘That would be cool,’ I said, shortly before clenching a sachet of ketchup so hard it burst all over my T-shirt, as if I’d been shot by a sniper. I floated home that evening, celebrating with a pint in every pub I passed on the way. And when I got in, I fired up my laptop, opened my emails and informed my boss that Theo Hern was no longer a slave to the corporate pigs in copywriting – he was going to be a proper writer.

			I might have been all right if I’d not handed in my notice with such convincing vitriol. But when it turned out that Bryan had made something of a mistake, and that I wouldn’t actually be allowed to sit in with him on the pilot, and in fact he was probably quitting to retrain as an actuary because he was skint and living in a narrowboat with no windows, my former boss decided they’d rather not take me back on. 

			And so began the chain of events that led to me returning home from London two years ago: jobless, friendless, with a broken heart and an ugly, misshapen scar by my right elbow, the origins of which make me cringe to the point it’s more painful than the injury itself. 

			When it came to finding employment again, given that the chances of a glowing reference seemed slim, there weren’t that many options left for me. In the end, I’d somehow lucked my way into the job of running the official Twitter account for a budget burger chain called ‘Captain Beefy’, that inexplicably has over a hundred thousand followers. My job, my brain-numbing nine-to-five, is to tweet out stupid jokes and puns and interact with followers. And if it’s a national holiday or something newsworthy is trending, then I’m supposed to relate it to that. I do try my best to match the enthusiasm of my kind, zany boss, Jake, but the other day he asked why I hadn’t tweeted something about the joys of ‘being English on St George’s day’, and I couldn’t bring myself to tell him the truth, which was that all I could think of when it came to ‘being English on St George’s day’ was a single shoe on a top of a bus shelter. In the rain. 

			‘Oi, are you listening to me?’ Alice launched a pistachio shell at my head.

			‘What?’ I said.

			‘I was in the middle of telling you how much you’re wasting your life.’

			‘I do apologise. By the way, you know about the guests who’ve invited themselves over for my birthday drinks at Mum and Dad’s later?’ (I’d realised I had another distraction up my sleeve.)

			Alice narrowed her eyes. ‘Guests? What guests?’

			‘Why, our delightful neighbours of course. Beverley and Roger.’ 

			‘Oh God,’ Alice groaned. ‘The most boring people in the world. What time is it? Actually, I don’t care. I need to start drinking now if I’m going to get through a conversation with those two later. You sit and think about your dreadful life while I go and find some booze.’ 

			I watched Alice manoeuvre herself to the kitchen – struggling as I always did with whether to offer to help and risk seeming patronising, or not and seem unhelpful. I felt a huge rush of affection for my sister. Despite her rather brutal bedside manner, I knew she only had my best interests at heart. That went for Mum and Dad, too. Really, I was stupidly lucky that they were my family. They were the best kind of safety net a person could ask for, and I loved them all dearly. Truthfully, sitting with them in the garden on a nice day having a cup of tea was when I was at my happiest. I don’t care how boring or sad that makes me sound, because it’s those times where my worries melt away, even if Dad chooses that moment to scale the roof in his slippers to adjust the TV aerial while thunder rumbles in the distance. The problem was that they had all decided that I should get back out into the world, no matter how much I tried to explain that I’d been there and done that and it really wasn’t for me.

			‘You talk about life like a child who’s tried an olive for the first time,’ Mum once said, in a rare moment where her frustration with me got the better of her. But as hard as it was to feel like I was disappointing her, and Dad and Alice too, I still felt too fragile to try out the real world again. I’d just have to find a less mental course of action than taking them to court to make them forget about the eviction for another year. 

			As Alice handed me a glass of wine, she accidentally nudged the remote on the sofa with her elbow and the TV sprang into life. The final scene of a repeat of that week’s episode of The Tooth Hurts, BBC One’s smash-hit sitcom, was in full flow. Alice and I had watched the entire thing in stony silence the night before, and here we were again, looking on without the hint of a smile as the show’s loveable protagonist, played by Amber Crossley, fell backwards into a wedding cake, and the studio audience erupted with laughter. 

			‘The worst yet,’ I said.

			‘Pitiful,’ Alice agreed, and I felt a guilty stab of pleasure, as I always did when I stoked Alice’s anger enough for her to direct her ire at the screen. 

			‘Shall we?’ I said.

			Alice nodded.

			‘Wait for it . . . wait for it . . .’ 

			The credits began to scroll, and we waited until we saw the name flashing across the screen before we rolled out our catchphrase in unison:

			‘Joel fucking Thompson.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Joel

			Kemble’s one claim to fame is marked by a small, vaguely embarrassed monument and a jumble of stones a couple of fields away from the station. The spot denotes the source of the River Thames, and the start of the Thames Path, a 184-mile trail that ends at the Thames Barrier in east London. I’m always struck by how there’s no mention of this anywhere at Kemble station, particularly given how happy we usually are to shout about the most minor of local attractions: ‘Alight here for the Uttoxeter Bread Museum and changes for London St Pancras and onward journeys to Paris.’ Maybe Kemble hiding its light under a bushel is part of its charm. And, even though I’m an irregular visitor these days, from what I remember of growing up here it can be very charming. The fields are lush in the summer but do winter well, too, when they’re capped with frost. As a teenager, I celebrated the bucolic beauty of the place largely by throwing stones at it.

			As I came out of the station, I felt the violent assault of the past. The hedgerows were alive with birdsong, combine harvesters hummed away in the distance. The perfect August Saturday in England. Awareness of my surroundings isn’t my strong suit. I tend to walk with my head down. But recently I’d found myself trying to take as many mental snapshots as I could. And today, everything was pure gold. 

			I paused, wanting to take it all in. Though, if I was being truly honest with myself, my lingering might have had more to do with why I was here and who I had come to see. I had resolved to let all the guilt and regret I had for what happened slowly drain away, but now I couldn’t rely on time to heal old wounds. If I was going to try to make up for things, try to make things right, then I was going to have to do it now. 

			As I approached the bottom of Theo Hern’s driveway, I took steadying breaths. I remembered the many nights I’d stop at the end of this drive and look back – thinking about the warmth and love enclosed behind that front door, and dreading what was waiting for me at home. It was jarring to feel that same sense of trepidation here.

			I walked towards the door, rehearsing my opening gambit. ‘I was passing through and I remembered it was your birthday,’ I’d say. ‘I just thought I’d come to say hello.’ As I reached towards the doorbell, heart pounding in my chest, I allowed myself a smile at the irony of that. Because even though I wasn’t going to tell Theo this, if anything, I’d actually come to say goodbye.

			After the second time ringing the doorbell with no response, I felt relief mingling with my disappointment. Maybe I’d got the date wrong. But then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw the curtain in the living-room window move. Someone was definitely there. I tried the doorbell again. Still nothing. 

			I went around to the garden. At first the glare from the sun meant I couldn’t work out what was happening on the other side of the French doors, but as I got closer, I realised that there were people in the living room crouching down, facing away from me. As I spotted Theo’s parents, and then Alice, I felt the breath catching in my chest. Theo was at the far end of the room, peeking out under the curtains – the twitch I’d seen earlier. Just the sight of his mad bird’s nest of hair gave me a rush of nostalgia that hit like a punch to the stomach. As I got a little closer, my heartbeat quickening, I realised that Theo and his family had been hiding from me. That didn’t exactly bode well. 

			Eventually, I had no choice but to tap politely on the glass door.

			Even as I saw Theo turn slowly around, his face contorting with shock and anger, I couldn’t help but smile. He might have just turned thirty, but he hadn’t changed much. For one thing, he was wearing a T-shirt I swore I recognised from our schooldays. How I longed for him to throw open the door, a grin on his face, laughing as he asked me what the fuck I was doing here. 

			As he marched towards me and wrenched the door open, he said the words I’d wanted him to, except they were delivered with pure venom.

			‘What the fuck are you doing here?’

			The hatred in his eyes actually made me take a step back. 

			‘H-hi,’ I stammered. I cleared my throat, suddenly unsure of what to do with my hands. Clasping them behind my back seemed too solemn. Putting them in my pockets too casual. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to shock you like that. I was just passing by, you know?’ I could hear how absurd this attempt to sound casual was, but it was too late to go off-script. ‘Thought I’d come and say hello, and happy birthday of course.’ 

			‘You, what . . .?’ Theo was staring at me, baffled now, like I was a stranger who’d just asked him for directions in a foreign language. ‘You were just . . . passing by,’ he repeated.

			‘Yeah,’ I said. 

			‘On the way to . . .?’

			‘Oh, you know.’

			‘Ummm no,’ Theo said. ‘Not really.’

			‘Maybe we could have a quick word in private?’ I said, aware of the others’ eyes on me. 

			Theo let out a strange sort of yelp, a derisive bark of laughter perhaps, which under other circumstances might have made me laugh, but that feeling was quickly dampened when I saw the now truly murderous look in his eye. 

			‘Sorry, not really up for a chinwag. But thanks ever so much for dropping by – you know, unannounced, uninvited, unwelcome – but if there isn’t anything else, then perhaps you’d kindly like to fuck off.’

			I paused for a minute, gathering myself.

			‘Well, actually there is something else,’ I said. ‘Something important. I know we’ve not spoken for a very long time . . .’

			‘With good reason.’

			‘. . . and that this must be a bit of a shock, but please . . . just hear me out? You’ll want to listen to what I’ve got to say, I promise.’

			Theo pretended to think about it.

			‘Umm. Nah, I’m all right thanks.’

			He went to shut the door, but I stuck my foot in the way. We both looked with surprise at my squashed foot.

			‘Please,’ I said, ‘it won’t take long. Twenty minutes, that’s all I’m asking for.’

			As I looked into Theo’s eyes, I could tell he was conflicted. He obviously wasn’t glad to see me, but he was curious to find out what this was about, I was sure of it. 

			At last, he pulled the door open, releasing my foot. He stomped back into the house and returned a few moments later with his coat under his arm.

			‘OK. Fine,’ he said. ‘But ten minutes, not twenty. And definitely not here.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Theo

			As Joel carried our pints back to the table, I realised that this could well have been us in another life. Here, in our teenage local, on Christmas Eve perhaps – judging all the old lot from school sitting around us, remembering the stupid nicknames and the apocryphal stories that got more absurd every time we told them.  

			I made an exaggerated show of drinking half of my beer in one go. I’d left my coat draped over my shoulders, too, rather than taking it off properly, to show him I wasn’t getting settled. I still hadn’t even begun to process that Joel – Joel fucking Thompson – was actually here in the flesh. I’d not known quite what to do when I saw him outside. Which might explain why I’d panicked and just told everyone to hide. I’m not sure whether they thought there were Jehovah’s Witnesses outside, or aliens about to attack, or perhaps this was a new parlour game I’d invented for my birthday, but there was clearly enough authority in my voice for them to do as I asked without questioning it. 

			Joel looked unusually nervous, fidgeting away with a beer mat. None of the easy charm I was used to. It was oddly unnerving. Joel had always been someone who could adapt to any situation and take things in his stride, one of a number of his traits I’d been envious of. It had taken me years to get to the heart of the difference between us, but in the end, I had settled on the realisation that Joel was a man who could pull off any hat you were to give to him, no matter how novelty, whereas I was a man who never fully trusted that an automatic door would open as I approached it.

			Aside from looking nervous, he also looked, well, like shit. I thought he’d have had the full Hollywood treatment by now, but his skin was waxy and dull, and he looked rather gaunt. There had been rumours, once he’d started getting semi-famous, of coke binges (such a cliche!), and lost boozy weekends in Soho. I’d even seen him on a tabloid website coming out of some awful-looking club appearing ‘worse for wear’, amongst other euphemisms. 

			I could already feel the beer I’d necked going to my head, and I wanted to get whatever this was over with before I started making a prat of myself. 

			‘Come on then. Out with it. Why are you here?’ I asked.

			Joel scratched his chin, then puffed out his cheeks. 

			‘Do you remember the first time we got high by the Thames Head stone?’ he said. 

			Well, that wasn’t what I’d been expecting. 

			‘No,’ I replied flatly, but an image of the two of us that day flickered in my mind all the same. Why that, of all things? Was mentioning that day at the Thames Head just his clever little way of leading me down memory lane to happier days? What an infuriating tactic, I thought. 

			Nearly as infuriating as the fact that, with every passing second, I was starting to realise just how much I’d missed him.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Joel

			I was finding it hard to focus. I couldn’t work out whether Theo had seen me asking the barman to pour two bottles of non-alcoholic beer into my pint glass. Also, him sitting there with his jacket around his shoulders like a grumpy Napoleon was so peak Theo it made me want to hug him.

			I sensed he was lying about not remembering that day at the Thames Head stone, but I decided to take him at his word, and launched into the story as best I remembered it. We’d acquired what we’d been told was cannabis resin but what could just as likely have been a stock cube. We were rebels without a cause, we weren’t going to be told what to do. And what said ‘fuck you’ better to ‘The Man’ than smoking what could well have been gravy at the beginning of a National Trust trail? 

			‘We should walk this path, you know,’ Theo had said, blowing a smoke ring into the chill winter air.  

			‘What, now?’ I’d yawned. ‘I think it’s about 200 miles, isn’t it? And I am very hungry.’

			‘Not now, but like, in a million years, when we’re thirty or whatever. We’ll wend our way through the country, stopping off at all the taverns, copping off with . . . you know . . . wenches.’

			‘I’m not sure you’ll “cop off” with anyone you call that.’

			I’d ducked as he threw a twig at me.

			‘Imagine it though. Just you and me tramping along. We’d bring some of this weed.’

			‘Obviously.’

			‘I could learn the accordion and bring that too.’

			‘OK, I’m out.’

			Theo had ignored me and scrambled to his feet, climbing on top of the stone, where he balanced precariously, arms windmilling. ‘We’d end up in London, weary from our travels.’

			‘Riddled with chlamydia.’

			‘Riddled with experiences.’

			I’d pretended to snore.

			‘Come on, are you in?’ Theo had said, jumping down from the stone.

			‘If I say yes, can we go and get pizza?’

			‘Yeah, OK.’

			‘Fine then. I’m in.’

			We’d walked off, arms around each other’s shoulders. Any embarrassment that this outright show of affection might normally have caused was masked by the pretence we were too stoned to walk straight – though I hadn’t realised cannabis tasted quite so much like a Sunday roast. 

			Now, in the pub, Theo was looking at me sceptically as I recounted the story.

			‘And then what happened?’ he asked.

			I frowned. ‘I think you pushed me into a hedge.’

			‘Oh yeah.’ Theo smiled, then saw me notice and took a big gulp of his drink to hide it. 

			‘You remember then?’ I said.

			He shrugged. ‘Maybe.’ 

			‘So . . .?’

			‘So what?’

			‘So let’s do it! Think about it: you and me, tramping the Thames Path. Oxford, Runnymede, Windsor, Henley. Look!’ I took out a book from my back pocket that I’d bought the previous day. ‘I’ve got a guidebook and everything.’

			Theo just stared. 

			‘Are you serious?’ he said. ‘Leaving aside I’ve got a job, so I can’t just go toddling off on long walks, you think you can just waltz back into my life and pick up on some stupid promise we made each other when we were fifteen? After everything that’s happened!’

			‘OK, OK, fair point,’ I said, holding my hands up. ‘I should have warned you I was coming. And, it goes without saying, you know how sorry I am about Edinburgh still, and obviously, what happened with . . . with . . .’

			At this, Theo stood up. ‘You can’t even say her name. Can you? It’s Alice. My sister is called Alice.’ He drained the last of his pint. ‘Well, thanks for the offer and everything, but I’m afraid I’d rather jump off a very tall building, onto a very big spike, than spend another second with you.’

			I watched him trying to leave, straining furiously to get his arms through the right holes in his coat. Even when he’d managed that he made a typically undignified exit as he attempted to barge his way through a door with ‘pull’ written on it at eye-level. 

			Well, that had gone about as badly as it could have done. I didn’t really know why I was expecting anything different. To think I’d be able to trick him into the walk on the strength of one happy memory already seemed ridiculous. 

			The pub seemed to have grown oppressively hot. I went to the gents’ to splash some cold water on my face. As I lifted my head from the sink, I saw Amber staring back at me from a faded poster. It was from the short live run we’d done of The Tooth Hurts after the end of the first series. After all these years, even on a smashed poster in the grim men’s toilets of this knackered old pub, the sight of her smile made me ache. I fought the urge to call her and unload everything. 

			Out of the window, I saw Theo stalking off, hands clenched at his sides. But just as I went to turn away, I saw him stop and glance back, before he carried on. And it was that hesitation that gave me renewed hope. He was tempted. But he clearly felt he couldn’t indulge me any further on principle. What I needed was some other incentive to offer him. Something he couldn’t resist. 

			I looked again at the poster, and an idea began to form. If I was going to convince my old friend to overlook the past, and let me back into his life, I was going to have to offer him his dream on a plate.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Theo

			I was back onto the road when Joel caught up with me, breathing quite heavily despite the short jog. He wasn’t spending his TV money on a personal trainer then.

			‘Theo, slow up.’

			‘Not interested,’ I said. 

			‘Look, OK, I haven’t told you everything,’ he panted. ‘There’s another reason why I’m here.’

			‘Still not interested.’

			‘Theo.’ This time, he grabbed my elbow. The shock of him taking hold of me like that startled me. I felt a flash of anger and wrenched my arm away. 

			‘Look, unless this other reason is that you’ve invented a fucking time machine, then I don’t want to know, all right?’

			A dog walker came around the corner, her whippet trotting along in front.

			‘Afternoon!’ she said, brightly.

			‘Afternoon!’ we responded in unison, because even when you’re having a dramatic showdown, you’re still aware that this is England and there are rules. 

			‘The thing is,’ Joel said. ‘I had a meeting with the BBC the other day.’

			‘Good for you.’

			Joel ignored me.

			‘A show they’d commissioned for next year’s been cancelled. They need a replacement – another show. Six-part comedy. BBC Two, 9.30 p.m. slot.’ 

			‘And?’ I said. ‘So what?’

			‘Well, they put me on the spot there and then. Asked me to pitch something. But I hadn’t got anything. Not even the kernel of an idea. But I couldn’t say that, could I? So I was wracking my brains and then suddenly I remembered: The Regulars.’  

			My heart skipped a beat. The Regulars. The best idea Joel and I had ever had. It was something we’d come up with one underage drunken night. Set in a pub (because write what you know and all that), the show would follow an eccentric gang of regulars and their attempts to keep their local run-down boozer from closing. But then we’d gone our separate ways, and nothing had ever come of it.

			‘You remember it?’ Joel said.

			‘Of course I do. So . . . what did they say when you pitched it?’ I was trying not to sound interested, but from the way Joel was smiling I’d obviously failed. 

			‘Theo, they loved the whole thing so much they told me there and then they want to make it.’

			I gaped at him, all pretence gone now. ‘Are you serious?’

			‘Yep,’ Joel said. ‘I know. Mad, right? But, well, the only thing is, because they want it to replace this show that got binned, they need scripts by the end of next month, otherwise they’ll just scrap having a new show in that slot next year.’

			‘Next month? Isn’t that . . . surely that’s cutting it too fine?’

			‘It is. Or at least it would be if I was doing it on my own. That’s why I told them I’d need a co-writer. And that I knew just the man . . .’ 

			As it dawned on me what Joel was saying, I had the strangest urge to burst out laughing. It was ridiculous. Things like this just don’t happen. 

			‘Think of it,’ Joel continued. ‘We walk the Thames Path, writing the scripts as we go, and then we get to London, casually drop off the script at the Beeb in person, and then mosey on to the end of the path. It couldn’t be more perfect.’

			As I struggled to comprehend what was happening, Joel rambled on animatedly about casting and wrap parties and that this was only just the start for me and my career. And you know what the worst part was? I was instantly softening towards him, feeling my anger subside, realising that actually I could probably get to a point where I could forgive him for everything after all. How horribly fickle I was. 

			Joel spun around in front of me and grabbed me by the shoulders. ‘Are you listening to me? You do realise what I’m saying, right? This is what we’ve always dreamed of. And the walk! I know things have . . . well, changed, since we came up with the idea, but wouldn’t it be good to actually go through with that plan?’

			I chewed my lip. Given the way I knew Joel worked, the Thames Path was actually perfect. He’d have to be disciplined about it. He couldn’t just wander off or get distracted like he always used to. The time frame was tight, but I knew we could do it. I mean, he could have said we only had half an hour and I’d have probably given it a shot. Because what he’d said was true. This was all I’d ever dreamed about. But as I looked at Joel’s face, wide-eyed with expectation, a part of me – the part that had told him I never wanted to see him ever again – felt the need to stay firm. 

			We’d walked as far as the station. A train was just pulling in. 

			‘Look,’ Joel said. ‘I tell you what. I’m not going to ask you to make a decision right now. I’ll be at the start of the path tomorrow morning at ten o’clock, OK? If you’re not there, then I’ll know you’ve decided against it, and I won’t try to contact you again. No pressure. But . . . at least tell me you’ll think about it?’

			Him telling me there was no pressure would have felt believable if he hadn’t still got his hands clamped down on my shoulders. There was a palpable desperation in his eyes that made me feel uncomfortable. This was far from the insouciant, bordering-on-arrogant Joel I used to know. 

			‘I’ll think about it,’ I said, reaching up and taking his hands away one by one.

			‘Great!’ Joel replied. He took a step back, looking a little embarrassed that I’d had to loosen his grip like that. 

			We looked at each other for a moment, neither quite sure how to part. We hadn’t been huggers, even before things had gone to shit. But we’d never shaken hands, either. That was something we’d always agreed was for bank managers and football referees. 

			I’d just shifted my weight onto my back foot, about to turn and leave, when Joel, his eyes to the ground, said, ‘It’s really good to see you, Theo.’

			With that, he was off, head down, hands in pockets, straight through the gate, up onto the platform and then through the closing doors of the train, which promptly moved off, as if it had been specifically waiting for him. Speaking as a man who’s at least half an hour early for every journey, length or significance immaterial, I could only stand back and admire him.  

			I looked down at the spot on the ground where Joel’s gaze had fallen, shiftily, as he’d said his parting words. He may have thought he’d just pulled the wool over my eyes, but I knew Joel Thompson far too well not to realise that there was something about all of this that he wasn’t telling me. 

			As the train rounded the bend, my thoughts turned to The Regulars. I tried to imagine how ten-year-old me would have reacted had he been told this was what lay in his future: his very own sitcom on the BBC. On balance, I suspect his head would have almost certainly exploded. 

			∞

			I was a funny-looking kid. My growth spurts were haphazard, in that they seemed to happen in different parts of my body at different times, so I never looked at home in my own skin. I capped off the look with uncontrollably curly hair and a mildly lazy eye, or ‘forgetful’, as Mum used to say, when she tried to cheer me up about it. That was one of the things that led to my defining characteristic at that age: my shyness. One of my earliest memories is being taken to visit some cousins I’d never met before in Norfolk, where I was so consumed with white-hot embarrassment simply at being in the same room as new people that I spent the entire afternoon with my face buried in the sofa, playing dead. As long as nobody knew I existed, then everything would be OK. 

			I did my best to enjoy primary school, but I never made what you’d call a proper friend. I just found being around groups of people too much, especially at break and lunchtimes. It was all so overwhelming – the shrieking and the constant chasing and shirt tugging. Why couldn’t everyone just be a bit quieter? A bit calmer? 

			Things came to a head on the last day of term before Christmas one year when I was seven. We’d all been herded down the street into the village hall and separated out into groups, where a teacher told us we were about to play ‘the chocolate game’. Before I knew what was happening, a large bar of chocolate had been dropped in the middle of our group, and immediately it was chaos. A pair of dice and a hat appeared. The boy next to me – who seemed to know exactly what to do, as if he’d been training for this his whole life like an Olympic athlete – grabbed the dice and swiftly rolled two sixes. At this, everyone began to scream and yell as the boy scrabbled to pull on the hat, as well as a scarf and gloves, before tearing with utter desperation at the chocolate packaging with a plastic knife and fork, trying to get to the gooey mess within. People were shrieking with excitement. Similar scenes were happening all around the room and I just could not bear it. Then the dice were thrust into my hands. A posh little blonde boy screamed at me to roll them, but instead I threw them down and made a break for it, ignoring the shouts of ‘Come back!’ and ‘It’s only a game, Theo!’ as I ran. I just about managed to pull open the heavy village hall door and throw myself out into the freezing dark. 

			My mum was called to collect me. I remember her kneeling down in the snow and hugging me tightly, as I tried to explain why I was upset. ‘Hey, love, it’s OK. Let’s get you home, shall we?’ The car was warm and Slade was on the radio. And soon I was back home on the sofa, sandwiched between Mum and Dad, with four-year-old Alice sitting on the floor, carefully building a Lego tower before knocking it down and starting again, giggling at her own destructiveness. The fire was crackling in the grate. Dad ruffled my hair. There, I was loved. There, I was safe. 

			The BBC must have decided to show a rerun of some old comedy classics as a bit of pre-Christmas TV filler. Mum and Dad were chuckling along here and there, but it was the Peter Cook and Dudley Moore art gallery sketch that completely floored them. Never before had I seen my parents helpless with laughter, and even though I didn’t really know what was so funny, watching Mum and Dad fall about like that made me laugh too. There, in that moment, I was so far from the misery of the village hall I may as well have been on another planet. All it had taken was these two fools on the screen, fuzzy in black and white. How happy they had made Mum and Dad! It was like a superpower, to make someone laugh like that. And so began my obsession. 

			From that moment on, I would insist we listened to ‘something funny’ whenever we were in the car. Dad dug out some classic Radio 4 sitcoms and sketch shows of yesteryear: Round the Horne, Hancock’s Half Hour, I’m Sorry I’ll Read That Again. Most of it went completely over my head – there were references and innuendos I was far too young to understand – but it didn’t matter. I may not have got half of the jokes, but over the next few years of forensic attention to detail, I grew to understand the rhythms and the timing, the ebb and flow of set-up and punchline. 

			We were never more carefree as a family than in Dad’s old Saab, trundling along the motorway, listening to those shows on holiday. When we got to the beach, it was the same routine every time: Mum and Dad would fall instantly asleep; little Alice would draw and colour, while I read script books and wrote my own terrible copycat versions. If we were feeling brave, we’d swim in the sea, Alice laughing maniacally in the face of the icy water like a Viking chieftain celebrating a rival tribe’s demise. 

			There was one moment on the beach that still stands out. We were in Whitesands in Wales, and an entire swarm of non-poisonous jellyfish were washed up, neglected by the retreating tide. Dad began picking them up and tossing them back into the water, and Alice, Mum and I followed suit in an uncoordinated rescue attempt while I gave a running commentary like a football commentator. What must we have looked like, the four of us – side by side, hurling squelchy sea creatures back from whence they’d come? I suppose we’d have looked like a carefree family – untroubled, protected by a force field of our own happy eccentricity. 

			That particular summer seemed to stretch out for ever. I’d just left primary school, and while I hadn’t got any friends to play with, I found my own fun in a battered old Walkman of Dad’s. I’d lie on my bed, headphones clamped over my ears with both hands, mumbling along until I had each episode of the radio adaptations of Blackadder or Dad’s Army learnt off by heart. I think what I really loved about it was that there was a very simple contract between performer and audience. You sit there and listen, and we’ll try to make you laugh. So when the occasional cloud of sadness drifted over me when I heard other kids playing on their bikes in the road by my house, I knew exactly where to turn to make myself feel better. I’d even found the perfect place to hide away: the shed at the bottom of the garden. There, I’d prop myself up on upturned paint cans or sweet-smelling firewood, listening to Basil berating Manuel, or Corporal Jones telling everyone not to panic, and for those twenty-eight minutes all was right with the world.
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