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For Jackie Behan and John O’Reilly, two friends who, like me, are turning thirty.





Happy birthday to you both.
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PEOPLE are suffering psychological damage because of society’s obsession with ‘perma-youth’ says an expert . . . Many over-65s seek to prove they are ‘young at heart’ by rollerblading, taking up aerobics or visiting nightclubs . . . ‘Perma-youth’ has become the modern ‘Holy Grail’. Youthful images in the media, the faces of young TV presenters and the fear of appearing ‘past it’ at work have all contributed to the trend.


report in the Birmingham Evening Mail













‘I remember as I turned 30 I said to myself, “I have no more excuses for myself. I’ve got to figure these things out.”’


Brad Pitt, 1999














nostalgia n. 1. a yearning for the return of past circumstances, events etc. 2. the evocation of this emotion, as in book, film, etc. 3. longing for home or family; homesickness. [Gk. nostos, return; algos, pain].


Collins English Dictionary




one


Here’s the thing: for a long time I, Matt Beckford, had been looking forward to turning thirty. I’d been looking forward to the day when, by the power of thirty, I’d own a wine rack that actually contained wine. Not much of an ambition you might think and you’d probably be right, but then again you’re not me. You see, in my world, when a bottle of wine enters it’s usually consumed in its entirety in anything from twenty minutes (on a rough day) to twenty-four hours (on a not-so-rough day). This is not because I’m an alcoholic (not quite yet) but is simply due to a liking for wine combined with the fact that I have no self-control whatsoever. So what’s my point? Well, the point is this (stay with it): wine racks by their very nature are designed to hold more than one bottle of wine. Some can hold six. Some can hold twelve. It doesn’t really matter. What does matter are the big questions raised by the existence and desire for ownership of wine racks:





1) Who can actually afford to buy twelve bottles of wine in one go?


2) Who (assuming that they can afford it) would have twelve bottles of wine in the house, come in from a hard day at work and resist the temptation to consume the lot?


3) Who thinks that wine racks are a good idea anyway?





The answer to 3 – and, for that matter, 2 and 1 – is, of course, thirty-people (as my girlfriend Elaine called them): the thirty-something; the thirty-nothing; the people who used to be twenty and are now . . . well, not so twenty. People like me. We who have scrimped, struggled and saved our way through our twenties precisely because one day in the future we wanted to be able to afford to buy multiple bottles of wine, store them in posh wine racks in our posh kitchens and . . . not drink them. Well, not all at once. We want to be able to show off the fact that finally, after all these years, we have self-control, a taste for the finer things in life, maturity even.


I wanted in. I was ready for it. Ready to embrace this brave new world! I had it all planned out. Right down to the last detail. That’s the thing about turning thirty (other than wine racks): before you even get there you already think you know exactly what it will be like. Because it’s the big milestone you’ve been looking forward to all your life that means you’ve arrived at adulthood. No other birthday has that same power. Thirteen? Pah! Acne and angst. Sixteen? More acne, more angst. Eighteen? Acne plus angst plus really horrible dress sense. Twenty-one? Acne, angst, plus a marginally improved dress sense. But thirty? Thirty really is the big one. Somewhere in your parents’ house there is a list (or maybe just some random jottings) that you scribbled down when you were, oh . . . say, thirteen, about that near mythical date in the future when you would be turning thirty. In your own inimitable scrawl will be written things like: ‘By the time I’m thirty . . . I want to be a [insert name of flash job here] and I’d like to be married to [insert name of whichever person you were obsessed with at the time].’ What’s clear from this exercise book is that even at the tender age of thirteen you’ve realised, like Freud once said, that when it comes to life, ‘All that matters is love and work,’ a statement that, if you’re only thirteen, leads you to ponder two major questions:





1) What am I going to do with my life?


2) Will I ever get a girlfriend?





What am I going to do with my life?


The answer to the ‘What am I going to do with my life?’ question was always pretty obvious to me even at thirteen. While my schoolmates wanted to be everything from journalists to actors and lorry drivers through to spacemen, all I ever wanted to do in life was be a computer programmer. And I did just that. I went to university, got a degree in computing and went to work for a company in London called C-Tec that manufactures specially designed software for financial institutions. Okay, so I didn’t get to invent the next Space Invaders, Frogger or Pac Man, which definitely was my dream when I was thirteen, but I was at least in the right area. So that was that one ticked off.





Will I ever get a girlfriend?


Of course, the answer to this question was yes (more of which later), but as I grew older it changed into the far deeper question: Is there a perfect woman out there for me, and if so who and where is she? Now, this was a little more difficult for me to answer, not least because, if I recall my more mature entries in the exercise-book correctly, I wrote down Madonna.


I didn’t really start thinking about girls until quite late (very late judging by the antics of some of the kids at school) so by the time I’d given the subject any deep consideration my testosterone levels were more or less off the top of the scale. That’s where Madonna came in. I remember clearly the first time I saw her on TV. She was on Top of the Pops promoting ‘Lucky Star’, the UK follow-up to ‘Holiday’, and I was blown away. She wasn’t very well known in England at the time, so to my parents she was a mad-looking girl who wore far too much makeup and jewellery, with a penchant for religious imagery. But to me she was gorgeous. Even though I was a teenage boy from Birmingham and she was a twentysomething girl from New York, I was genuinely convinced that one day she’d be my girlfriend. That’s the optimism of youth for you. ‘Someone’s got to be Madonna’s boyfriend,’ I’d reasoned at the time, ‘because if no one thought they could be Madonna’s boyfriend then she wouldn’t have anyone to snog and Madonna looks to me like someone who needs snogging on a regular basis.’


Thing is, within a few years I’d grown out of my Madonna phase and moved on to real people . . . like Linda Phillips, with the nice smile who sat next to me in Geography, or Bethany Mitchell, a girl in the year above me at school whose tight grey school jumper left little to the imagination. Later still, however, I even outgrew Linda and, rather sadly Bethany, only to move on to real real people, the regular ones that you don’t have to worship, like Ginny Pascoe, my old on/off girlfriend.


I call Ginny my ‘girlfriend’ but she was more accurately a girl who was also a friend who I sometimes snogged. We never actually gave what we had a name. It was more of an arrangement between us from the ages of sixteen to twenty-four. At first it wasn’t even an arrangement, merely a bad habit. Fuelled by Thunderbird, a potent sweet wine that was then every teenage drinker’s tipple of choice, we’d pair off together regularly at sixth-form discos, house parties, and occasionally even at our local, the Kings Arms. However, as soon as Monday morning at school arrived. Ginny and I would always, without fail, feign amnesia, dementia or just plain ignorance of such weekend couplings. This arrangement suited us both as, for a long time, I was in hot pursuit of Amanda Dixon, a girl with whom I had about as much chance of going out as Madonna during her ‘Material Girl’ phase. In turn, Ginny was in hot pursuit of Nathan Spence, who was not only equally beyond her pulling power but also had a ‘reputation’, which – in the most bizarre piece of feminine logic I’d come across at that tender age – served only to make him even more desirable. We were never weird about our arrangement (like a lot of odd situations the longer it was around the more normal it became) and, best of all, it never interfered with our friendship. We were friends. And we were sometimes more than friends. And that was that.


As time moved on, so did Ginny and I . . . sort of. She went off to university in Brighton and I departed to university in Hull. Over the next decade or so a steady stream of girls wandered in and out of my life. Each one, I thought, if only for a second, might be the one I’d turn thirty with. For the sake of brevity and embarrassment the list reads like this:





Age: Nineteen



Girls that year: Ruth Morrell (a couple of weeks), Debbie Foley (a couple of weeks), Estelle Thompson (a couple of weeks) and Anne-Marie Shakir (a couple of weeks)



Number of times got off with Ginny Pascoe: 8






Age: Twenty



Girls that year: Faye Hewitt (eight months), Vanessa Wright (on and off for two months)



Number of times got off with Ginny Pascoe: 5






Age: Twenty-one



Girls that year: Nicky Rowlands (under a month) and Maxine Walsh (nine months)



Number of times got off Ginny Pascoe: 3






Age: Twenty-two



Girls that year: Jane Anderson (two and a bit months) and Chantelle Stephens (three months)



Number of times got off with Ginny Pascoe: 10 (a spectacularly bad year for self-control)






Age: Twenty-three



Girls that year: Harriet ‘Harry’ Lane (roughly ten months on and off)



Number of times got off with Ginny Pascoe: 3






Age: Twenty-four



Girls that year: Natalie Hadleigh (two months), Siobhan Mackey (two months) and Jennifer Long (two months)



Number of times got off with Ginny Pascoe: 1






Age: Twenty-five



Girls that year: Jo Bruton (a weekend), Kathryn Fletcher (nine months-ish), Becca Caldicott (one month)



Number of times got off with Ginny Pascoe: 0 (lost contact)






Age: Twenty-six



Girls that year: Anna O’Hagan (ten months), Liz Ward-Smith (one day), Dani Scott (one day), Eve Chadwick (a day and a half)



Number of times got off with Ginny Pascoe: 0 (contact still lost)






Age: Twenty-seven



Girls that year: Monica Aspel (nearly but not quite a year)



Number of times got off with Ginny Pascoe: 0 (contact all but forgotten)





Following the events I will refer to only as ‘The Monica Aspel Débâcle’, and with no Ginny Pascoe around with whom to find comfort, I decided at the age of twenty-seven that enough was enough and put my name forward for a transfer from the London office of C-Tec to its New York base. After all, I told myself, a change is as good as a rest, and what I needed was a rest from women so that I could concentrate on getting my career to the level at which it should have been. After only two days in the Big Apple, however, I met Elaine Thomas, an attractive, intelligent, slightly ‘out there’ twenty-year-old student at NYU, who had a passion for bad food, long telephone conversations and Englishmen. We fell in love and following a ridiculously short courtship ended up living together. Finally I allowed myself to relax because, after all this time, after all these girls, I knew which one I would be with when I was thirty.


And it wasn’t Madonna.


And it wasn’t Ginny Pascoe either.


It was Elaine. My Elaine. And I was happy.


Until it all fell apart.




NEW YORK




two


It was a cold, wet day in late September, the day everything fell apart. I’d just come home from work to find that Elaine, as usual, was on the phone. Elaine loved the phone. It was her life. There were times when I’d get home earlier than her, which wasn’t that often, and she’d come through the door talking on her mobile, wave hello and kiss me, and while still on the first call dial a second number on our land line and time the end of her first conversation to coincide, to the very second, with the beginning of the second call. I always wondered whether it was just a matter of practice or merely a fluke of nature and I actually asked her once. She flashed me her best smile and said in her most East Coast manner, the one that always made me feel like I was watching TV, ‘Bill Gates has a way with computers, Picasso had a way with a paintbrush . . . I have a way with the telephone. It’s my gift to the world.’


Depositing my bag on the floor, I kissed her hello and she kissed me back, without breaking her conversation. At a loss as to what to do next, I sat down beside her on the sofa and tried to work out who she was talking to. She seemed to be doing more listening than talking, which was odd for Elaine. In the conversation she was having there were lots of I knows, and so-what-did-you-dos? and Oh-that’s-awfuls, and my favourite, ‘Hey-ho’, which could be translated as ‘That’s life,’ or ‘Whatever,’ depending on the intonation of her voice. Anyway there were no clues to be had. It might’ve been any one of Elaine’s several million friends. I waited a few minutes for her to finish, but it soon became obvious that that wouldn’t be happening for quite a while so I disappeared to the kitchen to see if she’d started dinner.


The kitchen was spotless – just the way I’d left it when I’d cleaned it nine hours earlier before I went to work – and there was no sign of any culinary activity in progress. It wasn’t as if I expected Elaine to cook dinner for us because she was a woman (she’d long forced me to give up that idea), no, I expected her to cook dinner for us because it was her turn today. She’d pulled a sickie from work after oversleeping that morning and she’d promised me she was going to do the weekly shop and I hoped – rather optimistically, it seemed – that she might have got in ‘something nice’.


In search of evidence of shopping endeavours, I checked all the kitchen cupboards. There was nothing that could be construed as ‘something nice’, save a bag of pasta twirls, a jar of Marmite my mum had posted to me and two slices of bread so stale that when I accidentally dropped them on the kitchen counter they snapped into pieces. Even a cup of tea was out of the question because the PG Tips tea-bags Mum had also sent (along with the Marmite and a video-tape of two weeks’ worth of EastEnders) had run out and I absolutely refused to drink any other brand.


Ravenous beyond belief, I returned to the living room chewing a pasta twirl and lodged myself beside my girlfriend once more. She immediately picked up the remote control, pressed the on button and pointed her deftly manicured finger in the TV’s direction as if to say, ‘Look, pretty lights!’ or, more accurately, ‘I’ll be off the phone in an hour, amuse yourself.’ I ignored her suggestion and bounced up and down on the sofa to annoy her: I didn’t want the TV – I wanted her attention and some food. She wasn’t having any of it, of course, and did her best to ignore me. So I stood up, as if heading towards the window that overlooked our street and pretended to faint before I got there. Lying still on the carpet, barely breathing, I waited patiently for her to respond to her dutiful boyfriend’s lack of consciousness. After what felt like several minutes, in which she’d failed to pause for breath let alone end the conversation, I carefully opened an eye but she spotted me immediately and laughed.


‘Who is it?’ I mouthed silently, from my position on the floor.


‘Your mom,’ she mouthed back. ‘Are you in?’


I shook my head violently mouthing, ‘Not in,’ repeatedly. It wasn’t that I didn’t like my mum. I liked her a lot. I loved her even. But with her these days, with me so far from home, there really was no such thing as a quick chat and as I’d already called her this morning at work I reasoned I’d paid my dues. Anyway, I really was hungry now so I mouthed at Elaine, ‘Where’s my dinner?’


She raised her left eyebrow suggestively, as if to say, ‘Ask me for dinner, will you? We’ll see about that!’ and then she narrowed her eyes like some sort of mischievous imp and said down the line, ‘I think I hear Matt coming in, Cynthia,’ then paused, waiting for my response, which was to hand her both the menu for the nearest takeaway pizzeria and my credit card.


‘No, it wasn’t Matt after all,’ said Elaine sweetly, into the phone, while miming the swiping of my credit card through an imaginary card reader. ‘I must be hearing things. Well, I must be going, Cynthia. I think I hear the door buzzer. ‘Bye.’ She moved to put the phone down but was forced to stop half-way as my mother was still talking. ‘No, I don’t think it’ll be Matt, Cynthia,’ she said patiently. ‘He’s been such a good boy recently that I actually let him have his own keys.’ With that she hung up.


‘You’re such a baby, Matt,’ she said, rolling her eyes. ‘I don’t know why you couldn’t have suggested getting a takeaway in the first place.’


‘It was your turn to cook,’ I protested. ‘You do know what “your turn” means, don’t you?’


‘Yes, well . . .’ she began, but her retort faded away as she picked up the delivery menu and scanned through it. ‘It looks like it’s going to be my turn to call the pizza place, doesn’t it?’ She continued to scan the menu, and every now and again she mouthed the name of a pizza as if rolling the word around her tongue was an experience similar to eating it.


‘I’m sure your mom knew I was lying,’ she said, her finger hovering above a Hawaiian Meat Feast. ‘The last thing in the world I need is for her to not like me. You know how important it is that everyone likes me. I can’t sleep if I know there’s someone thinking bad thoughts about me – even in England.’ She flopped back against the sofa then swivelled round to lay her head on my lap. ‘That has got to be the last time I ever lie to Mrs B.’


‘Sure,’ I responded. ‘Just as long as you remember your words of wisdom next time Mama and Papa Thomas ring and you want me to pretend you’re in the shower.’


‘Well said, my good man,’ said Elaine, adopting a pitiful English accent. ‘I’ll lie for you and you lie for me, that’s the deal. But remember, if we get struck down by lightning for lying to our parents in years to come, we’ll only have ourselves to blame.’


‘How long were you on the phone to her anyway?’


‘She was only going to talk for about five minutes because of the cost. So I called her back,’ she thought for a moment, ‘so all in all that would be about half an hour.’


‘To England?’


She rolled her eyes again.


‘Do you know how much that’ll cost?’


‘It’s only money, Matt. You’re meant to spend it. If you didn’t spend it, it wouldn’t be money. It would be just pieces of paper that you never did anything with.’


‘You really believe that, don’t you?’


‘Every word,’ she said, and smiled angelically.


There was no point in arguing with Elaine on this one. At the best of times she had only the most tenuous grasp of the principle of not spending every single dollar she earned, and even then she ignored it.


‘What were you two talking about?’ I asked.


‘Girl stuff.’


‘What kind of girl stuff? She wasn’t asking you when we’re having kids again, was she?’ My mum had really been trying to bond with Elaine because she’d made up her mind that she might be the one to give her grandchildren. ‘Tell me she wasn’t.’


Elaine laughed. ‘Nothing so sinister. She just wanted to ask me what you were doing for your thirtieth. And if you’re going to spend it in the UK.’


‘It’s not until the end of March!’


‘We girls like to prepare.’


‘So what did you say?’


‘I said you didn’t know.’


‘What did she say?’


‘She said you should give it some thought.’


‘What did you say about my coming home?’


‘I said I’d talk you into it because I’d like to see the place you call home for myself. See where you grew up, meet your old school friends, it’d be fun.’


‘Hmm,’ I said dismissively, even though I quite liked the idea of visiting home for a while. ‘What did she say?’


‘She said that we can come any time. Oh, and that I should get you to call back.’


‘How did she sound?’


Elaine lost patience with me and threw a cushion at my head. ‘If you were that interested why didn’t you just speak to her?’ She took the cushion back, put it underneath her head, picked up the phone and ordered some random takeaway food. This kind of banter was typical of Elaine’s and my everyday interaction. It was tiring but always entertaining, although sometimes I felt like we were trapped inside sitcom world – sometimes I wondered why we never had proper conversations like normal couples did.


‘I’m going to pick it up,’ she said. ‘They said it’d be ready in twenty minutes but I figure if I go pick it up myself it’ll make them speed up – I’m ravenous.’ She went to the bedroom to get her coat. As she checked her pockets to make sure she had enough money she opened the front door then picked up her bag from the table. Suddenly she stopped.


‘What’s up?’ I asked, looking over at her. ‘Forget something?’


Leaving the door half open, she walked across the room and sat on the sofa at the opposite end to me. ‘I’m sorry, babe,’ she said gently, ‘I can’t not say this any more.’


I didn’t understand. ‘You can’t not say what any more?’


‘This,’ she said flatly. ‘You. Me. Us. I . . . I . . . don’t think I love you any more. There I’ve said it. You can go ahead and hate me now.’ Much to Elaine’s consternation an uncontrollable urge to laugh came over me and I let it out. ‘Are you laughing at me or with me?’ she said, staring hard at me.


‘I know you’re going to think I’m just saying this to get even,’ I said, holding her gaze, ‘but the truth is, I feel exactly the same way.’


Then eerily, in that couple symmetry that often develops when you spend so much time with someone that you feel you must be them, we both burst into another fit of laughter then simultaneously whispered, ‘What a relief.’
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‘So that’s that, then?’ I said blankly.


It was two in the morning and Elaine and I had been talking about splitting up from seven o’clock the previous evening. There were no tears, no histrionics, just a lot of long silences followed by a few words of bewilderment, followed by some more long silences.


‘I guess so,’ said Elaine. She accompanied her words with a shrug, an odd sort of stretch and a peculiarly feline yawn. I’d always thought there was something quite cat-like about her, and more so than ever now: she reminded me of a Persian desperate for its belly to be stroked.


‘Wasn’t this all . . .’ I searched around my vocabulary ‘ . . . a bit too easy? A bit too . . . you know?’ I finally stumbled across the right word. ‘Civilised?’


Elaine tilted her head upwards. ‘Yeah, you’re right,’ she said. ‘I guess you’re right.’


I looked at her encouragingly because I wanted her to say something, anything, really, because I knew this was wrong – not us splitting up, that was definitely right, but the lack of drama. On the form of previous break-ups I expected a good deal more grieving, if for no other reason than politeness. Our calm and collected so-long-and-thanks-for-the-nice-time attitude troubled me. I wondered whether this was one of the curious by-products of the turning-thirty process. I’d been twenty-nine for just over six months and had long been expecting some sort of change to come upon me now that thirty was just around the corner – the ability to grow a full beard without bald patches, my elusive wine rack, a partner for life, even – but nothing had happened. Maybe this is it, I told myself. This is my thirty-power: the ability to take the end of a relationship on the chin, like a real man.


When I was twenty-seven this sort of thing would have upset me (see Monica Aspel). When I was twenty-two this would have had me scurrying to bed with heart failure (see Jane Anderson and Chantelle Stephens). But this numbness . . . this ridiculous passivity was new. But at least, if it was the gift of turning thirty, I had an excuse. Elaine, on the other hand, was still only twenty-two.


‘Shouldn’t there be more . . . wailing and gnashing of teeth?’ I said, after a few moments. I passed her the cup of coffee I’d made for her earlier. ‘Shouldn’t one of us be begging the other to continue the relationship?’


She handed her coffee back to me and got down on her knees. ‘Stay with me, Matt! We can’t split up! How will I ever live without you?’ She attempted to stand up again but was barely able to for laughing. ‘You’re right. It does feel kinda lame for me to go, “I think we should break up,” and for you to go,  “Okay.”’ She laughed gently. ‘It’s not like I don’t love you,’ she said, looking at me with a mixture of earnestness and irony. ‘I do. You know I do. I can’t have been with you, made a home with you this last year and a half without loving you – that’s just . . . stupid. It’s just that, well, you must’ve felt it like I did these last six months. The passion has gone. We’ve been more like . . . I don’t know . . . brother and sister, really.’


‘Peter and Jane,’ I suggested.


‘Hansel and Gretel,’ she retorted.


‘Donny and Marie,’ I countered.


‘Exactly,’ she said, taking back her coffee. She took a moment to sip it. ‘Recently when I’ve looked at you I don’t so much want to tear your clothes off as give them a good ironing.’


‘You’re right,’ I replied. ‘I mean, I love you too, but I have to admit I’m not in love with you. It’s like I’d see you first thing in the morning getting ready for work, there you’d be, searching desperately through the closet for something to wear and I’d find myself mentally dressing you with my eyes. By the time you’ve decided what to wear I have you sporting a chunky-knit polo-neck jumper, a knee-length overcoat and a scarf.’


‘What do you think this all means?’ she asked, as if she genuinely wanted an answer. ‘Do you think it’s normal to be so civilised?’


I shrugged. ‘I don’t think so. I mean, every time a relationship finishes for one of my friends at work and I ask both sides what happened they’re always like “It was mutual”, as if it’ll earn them some sort of Brownie points. But I think this is a first – the first mutual break-up in the history of the world.’


‘This is spooky,’ said Elaine. ‘Where did we get this power and why didn’t I have it when I really needed it, like when I was fourteen?’ She stood up and disappeared into the kitchen to return with a packet of Oreos, which she consumed one after the other. When she was half-way through her fourth she suddenly shouted, ‘I’ve got it!’ and waved a partly consumed biscuit and its attendant crumbs over the coffee table.


‘You’ve got what exactly?’


‘The answer,’ she replied. ‘It’s biology. Even at a cellular level we’re programmed to perpetuate the species, right?’


I nodded.


‘And despite your mom’s encouragement we have no urge whatsoever to perpetuate with each other, right?’


I nodded again.


‘That’s why we’re not upset. Biology is telling us there’s no point in crying over spilt milk.’




four


It was eleven o’clock on the following Saturday morning, and we’d just finished breakfast. Five days had elapsed since our decision to split up and I was now sleeping on the sofa (a.k.a the Sofa from Hell), which explained why my neck was killing me. On Tuesday I’d told Paul Barron, my boss at work, that I wanted a transfer out of New York and preferably out of the USA altogether. While I’d enjoyed my time there and made a few friends, I knew I didn’t want to stay now that Elaine and I were over. A move was definitely what I needed. ‘Matt,’ began my boss, by way of an answer to my request, ‘at the kind of level you’ve attained here, as a software design team leader, the world is your oyster.’ Roughly translated, he meant that because I was good at my job, which I was, I had the choice of all of the company’s European offices: London, Paris, Milan and Barcelona. ‘Thanks, Paul,’ I’d replied. ‘That’s . . . that’s nice.’ He then asked me where I wanted to go and that was when I looked really stupid. ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I just know I want to go.’ He’d smiled and told me to think about it and get back to him.


I looked at Elaine across the empty breakfast plates. I hadn’t told her that I was planning to transfer yet. I think I was waiting for the right moment, but right now I didn’t feel this was it. Elaine was wearing her slob-around-the-apartment garb: a marl grey T-shirt that she used to wear to her yoga class and a pair of brown shorts from the Gap she’d bought the year that brown was the new black. She had nothing on her feet and she was picking at the dark red polish on her toenails. No one seeing her now would’ve guessed that she worked for one of New York’s coolest public-relations companies albeit in the lower echelons. Monday to Friday she did her work uniform of fashionable-yet-stylish very well. Saturday was her day off.


‘What are you thinking?’ she asked.


I’d obviously been thinking a little too hard about my transfer. ‘What brought things to a head for you?’ I asked, as a way out of confronting the transfer. ‘I mean, was it any one thing or was it lots of things combined?’


‘I think it was that film we watched at Sara and Jimmy’s last weekend,’ she said, still playing with her toes.


‘The English Patient?’


She nodded. ‘It just got me thinking, you know? That poor English guy’s wife runs off with that German pilot and that was supposed to be romantic. I mean, affairs they’re so . . . sleazy, they’re so yuck. By which I suppose I mean that . . . Well, you know Emily?’ Emily was one of Elaine’s workmates. ‘You know she split up with her boyfriend, Jez, because he went all funny ’cause he didn’t think he’d done enough with his life?’


‘I think you’ll find that what Jez wanted to “do” – and, in fact, actually was “doing” – was more women.’


‘And she was having a gadzillion affairs with anything that had a hairy chest and a gym membership card.’


‘Gadzillions?’ I asked, pulling a face.


‘Millions of gadzillions,’ said Elaine. ‘Millions.’ She paused. ‘It’s just so horrible, isn’t it? They obviously just got bored of each other but were afraid to call it quits when their time was up and because of that they put themselves through months of misery dragging the whole thing out . . .’ She let her sentence hang in mid-air momentarily, then picked it up. ‘The thing is, Matt, you’ve got to have known we were at that stage.’


‘Were we?’ I tried to catch her eyes but she wouldn’t look at me. Instead she was back to playing with her toes.


‘Well, maybe not that stage exactly. But we were definitely at the stage where we’d start looking at other people – me, the cute motorcycle delivery guy with the dreadlocks who always smiles at me when we share the elevator; you, the girl in the deli with the belly-button ring, who gives you extra filling in your sandwiches because she thinks you look cute.’


‘Which deli girl?’


Elaine narrowed her eyes at me. ‘You’d better believe I made her up.’ She giggled. ‘Before either of us would realise, looking would lead to longing, which would inevitably lead to doing, and I’d hate for us to finish that way. Absolutely hate it. We’re better than that. This way we keep an element of control. We can split up with dignity.’ She went on thoughtfully, ‘You know, I never was your dream girl, was I? And you certainly weren’t my dream guy. We just sort of drifted together. And you’ve got to know that if things had stayed the same and my dream guy had turned up—’


‘I would’ve been in the way.’


‘And vice versa.’


She’d made a very good point. I’d always thought that Elaine (whose opening gambit to me was, ‘Hi, I have a thing for British men’) would’ve been far more suited to someone taller, more manly looking, with big hands, a boarding-school education and perhaps a family connection to a minor member of royalty. As for me, I suppose I looked like I should’ve been with someone a bit creative, a singer, an artist, a dancer – the kind of woman who’s a bit mad. Not barking mad, but Janis Joplin mad. The kind of woman who walks around without shoes on in the summer and attempts suicide on an annual basis. Joking apart, she had a point.


‘So you mean to say that if we’d rented Pride and Prejudice like Sara wanted instead of The English Patient we’d still be together? Now, that’s a weird one.’


Elaine laughed like I’d really tickled her. ‘No,’ she said, when she’d recovered, ‘it still would’ve happened. But instead of all that English Patient stuff I would’ve realised that you were never going to be my Mr Darcy.’


‘Or you my Elizabeth Bennet.’




five


‘I mean, we’ve been struggling since the dawn of time,’ said Elaine plaintively. ‘We do waaaaay too many things that annoy each other.’


It was 7.30 a.m. and Elaine and I were walking along the street towards the subway on our way to work. Four weeks had now gone by and my back was considerably better because I was now sleeping in our bed. Elaine, however, had decamped to the Sofa from Hell because she felt guilty about my bad back. Paul Barron had taken me out to lunch earlier in the week to tell me that my transfer request had been confirmed and that I would be free to leave as soon as I told Human Resources where I wanted to go. He even spent an hour trying to persuade me to stay, which was both flattering and embarrassing. I told him I’d let him know where I wanted to go as soon as I’d made up my mind. He gave me a weird kind of shoulder squeeze that I think was meant to say, ‘It was good to have a guy like you on the team,’ but which came across as a Vulcan death grip. For hours afterwards I had twinges down my back.


‘Breaking up is definitely the right thing to do,’ I said, as we descended the stairs to the subway entrance.


‘Without a doubt,’ she replied. ‘I was a terrible girlfriend, really. Probably one of the worst in living memory. I don’t cook, I don’t clean, and I leave my underwear drying on the radiator, which I know drives you insane.’


This was all true, Elaine was a terrible girlfriend. Not only did she do all of the things mentioned, she bought exotic items like star anise or kumquats, promising to ‘do something’ with them. Then she’d put them in a bowl in the kitchen and leave them to rot.


We walked down to the subway platform and waited for the D train. As usual, the platform was crowded above and beyond the call of duty. I took a brief look around. There were people reading newspapers, people trying to read the newspaper of the person standing next to them, people eating Pop Tarts, and people just staring into space. I think we were the only people over-analysing a recently deceased relationship.


‘I wasn’t perfect either,’ I said, taking up our conversation again.


‘No, you weren’t,’ she said quietly. ‘But at least you tried. Anyway, now you’re free of all that. Free to look for Ms Perfect.’


‘What’s she like, this Ms P?’


‘Hmm, let’s see. What type of woman do you like?’ She thought for a moment. ‘She’ll be older than me – more your kind of age – so that she’ll get all the references to your jokes without you having to explain them. She’ll be British too, for exactly the same reason. She’ll dress well but not overly trendy and when you’re with her you’ll feel comfortable. And when you look into her eyes you’ll feel like you’ve come home.’ She paused, then added, ‘Oh, and she’ll have a pair of puppies so perky you positively won’t know what to do with yourself.’


‘Interesting,’ I replied vaguely. ‘Very interesting.’


‘And what about my next bloke?’ said Elaine, over-pronouncing the word ‘bloke’, on purpose as if to to say, ‘I’ll miss you and your curious English words.’ ‘What will my next hunk o’ love be like?’


I sniffed, then scratched my chin and did all the other actions you’re supposed to do when mulling over a question. ‘All right,’ I said, once I’d annoyed her with my pantomime. ‘He’s about twenty-one, maybe even twenty. He’s still at college. He’s studying drama. He has loads of cool friends who are actors and writers and he DJs at a club downtown at the weekend. And on a Saturday night you’ll stay up until Sunday morning just talking. And when he’s with you, he’ll make you feel like the centre of the universe.’


Elaine arched her left eyebrow. ‘Not bad, Mr Beckford, not bad at all. Have you been reading my diary?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘It wasn’t that hard. I just tried to think of someone who wasn’t me.’


The train arrived and we struggled through the doors before everyone else and got the last two seats next to each other. As we settled ourselves the carriage filled up until everyone seated had their own personal standing passenger leaning into them in rhythm with the train movements. Elaine got out a novel she was reading so I thought perhaps we’d finished talking, but after a few moments she stopped and laid it face down on her lap.


‘Matt?’ The question in her voice indicated that I was the source of her inability to read her book. ‘If you knew things were wrong between us why didn’t you say anything?’


‘Hmmm.’ I stalled. ‘Good question.’


I was playing for time because the answer to her question was simple: I was turning thirty. Elaine was supposed to be the one I was going to turn thirty with. I’d had it all planned out. The fact that things hadn’t been going well between us wasn’t at the top of my agenda. All I knew was that I had to stick to the plan and not be alone. And because of that I’d seen hope where there wasn’t any. I’d wanted to try and save that which was well and truly beyond salvation.


‘Bees,’ I said, eventually as I noted that the middle-aged woman sitting in the seat next to me was no longer concentrating on the comment page of the New York Post but instead was straining with every fibre to listen to our conversation. ‘Crippled bumble bees, to be exact.’


‘Bees?’ queried Elaine.


‘Yeah, big fat furry ones.’ I sighed, turned to New York Post Woman and stared at her until she got the message. ‘When I was a kid I used to get upset if I ever came across a dying bumble bee in the garden. The logic of my five-year-old brain ran something like this: It’s wrong that something so cute and furry, something that makes honey and generally helps out in the garden, should have to come to an end. So whenever I saw a dying bee I’d try to make it better. I’d place it on the edge of a saucer with some sugary water and encourage it to drink in the hope that it would get better.’


‘Did they live?’


‘No. They always—’ I stopped mid-sentence. New York Post Woman was back again. I stared at her once more and this time she lifted her newspaper right up. ‘What I’m trying to say,’ I continued, ‘is that I suppose you and me – us – well, our relationship was a crippled bumble bee. And I suppose I was hoping that maybe we’d get better. But when you called it a day I knew it was over. But no matter how inevitable something is it’s still a shock when it happens.’ I looked over at Elaine, who had tears in her eyes. ‘What’s the matter?’


‘Bees,’ she said quietly. ‘That’s got to be the dumbest analogy I’ve ever heard.’




six


By the time I was ready to move out three months had gone by since Elaine and I had decided to split. Just before Christmas I’d had another meeting with my boss. I’d been all geared up to tell him that I’d made up my mind and that I wanted to be transferred back to London when he made me an offer I found impossible to refuse. The company was planning to open a new office in Sydney, Australia and they wanted to promote me to design consultant to oversee the setting up of the software team. The contract would be for six months to a year initially, and the money would double overnight. It was my dream thirtysomething job, with dream thirtysomething money to match.


Perfect. Well, nearly. The only problem was that they wouldn’t be starting the project for two months and wouldn’t require my assistance for another month after that. In short, I’d spend three months in transfer limbo. The initial suggestion was that I stay in New York, but I told him that was out of the question and suggested I went to the London office for a while. However, it seemed that finding me work there for just three months would cause more problems than it solved. Finally, at the end of what turned out to be a three-hour meeting, I came up with a solution: that I take the three months off as an unpaid sabbatical. And they agreed.


After eight years of working I wanted a rest. I needed a rest. Unlike most of my mates at university I hadn’t taken a year off before or after my degree, and since I’d got a job straight from university I’d never had much of a holiday either. I had enough money stashed in savings accounts to last twice the amount of time on offer so there was nothing to stop me.


‘What will you do with yourself?’ asked my boss, as if reading my mind. ‘Go lie on a beach? Travel?’


‘No,’ I replied, with such conviction that it shocked me. ‘I’m going to go home. I’m going home to Birmingham – see my parents, catch up with old friends and celebrate my thirtieth birthday.’





There were, of course, a lot of reasons why my good idea was actually a very bad one and all of them involved my parents. The top three:





1) The knowledge that, without a doubt, my parents would drive me insane if I spent any longer than twenty-four hours under the same roof as them.


2) The simple fact that there isn’t a single way in the English language of making the words, ‘I’m moving back in with my parents,’ sound the slightest bit cool when you’re twenty-nine years old.


3) I couldn’t think of another one. The first two were already more than enough.





Despite all this – the parent/child clash, the distinct loss of cool – I knew that home was the only place to go. If life was a maze in which we’re supposed to find some kind of answer, then my move across the Atlantic and my relationship with Elaine had been a huge trip down a long, torturous dead end. It seemed fitting then, now that I was momentarily rudderless, to go back to the beginning. So I made the decision. I was going home for a break, not only from work but from life. I was going to live with my folks, let my mum fuss over me, let my dad give me gardening tips. And in three months’ time – by the time I had turned thirty – I’d be ready for a new beginning in Australia.


That was my mission.




seven


My final day in New York came faster than I anticipated and the final few hours even faster. I’d been packing all day and was in the middle of putting my last pair of socks and my laptop into a holdall when a fresh-from-work Elaine knocked on the bedroom door and came in. I noticed sadly that she wasn’t on the phone as usual. This evening, my final evening, was special.
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