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24th December 1995



James O’Hara pulled his overcoat closed against the cold wind as he hurried across Leicester Square. The cuckoo clock outside the Swiss Centre chimed the hour, reminding him that he was running late for the film. He hated missing the trailers so he quickened his pace, navigating around last-minute Christmas shoppers clutching Hamley’s bags full of toys, tipsy groups of office workers spilling out of pubs and people rushing to Charing Cross to catch trains home for the holidays.


He stepped into the warmth of the cinema lobby and pulled off his hat. His wavy, sandy-coloured hair crackled with static electricity as he pushed it out of his face.


‘One for Babette’s Feast,’ he said to the girl at the ticket booth. Her name badge said: Erica – I’m Happy to Help and she wore a reindeer antler headband over her shaved head. But her sour demeanour suggested that she was anything but thrilled to be working on Christmas Eve. And who could blame her? ‘Hope I’m not late,’ James said, smiling. He had a video of the Danish film at home, but he was looking forward to seeing it on the big screen.


‘That’s on at midnight,’ Erica said, unenthusiastically.


Damn! He must have got the time wrong when he’d checked the cinema listings. ‘What’s playing now?’ he asked.


Erica pointed to a poster with Sandra Bullock on it. It looked like a romantic comedy, which wasn’t his favourite genre. But he’d come all the way into town, the pubs would be packed, and it was freezing outside …


As James was deciding what to do, the cinema door opened, letting in a blast of cold air. A girl strode into the foyer. Around the same age as him, she was bundled up in a parka and wore a fluffy purple beret. Her hair was brown, apart from one streak of purple at the front that matched her beret. Her nose had a smattering of freckles and a diamond stud that twinkled under the cinema’s fluorescent lights, but it wasn’t as bright as her smile.


W = A* V. The equation for the rate of electrical work popped into his head. This girl could power a whole generator with her megawatt smile.


‘Brrr!’ She shivered, pulling off her gloves and rubbing her hands together to warm them. ‘It’s freezing out there.’ She stood behind James.


‘You can go ahead of me,’ he said, gesturing for her to take his place at the counter. She was nearly as tall as him, so he could look right into her eyes, which were light brown flecked with gold. ‘I’m still deciding.’


‘Thanks.’ As she stepped past him, he inhaled a familiar warm and spicy scent – like oranges mixed with cinnamon and cloves. What did it remind him of …?


Suddenly, it hit him – she smelled like Christmas.


‘One for While You Were Sleeping,’ she said.


Erica handed the girl her ticket, then James watched her stride into the cinema. Her long legs were encased in black tights that had a ladder down one leg and ended in a pair of scuffed Doc Marten boots.


‘Take a picture, it will last longer,’ muttered Erica.


Flustered at having been caught staring, James handed Erica a five-pound note. ‘One, please,’ he said quickly. If the film was awful, he could always nap. He’d pulled several late nights on the trot finishing off his computer engineering coursework before the end of term.


Apart from the fact that it showed an interesting mix of second-run blockbusters, obscure foreign films, arthouse movies and raucous screenings of The Rocky Horror Picture Show, the Prince Charles was also the cheapest cinema in all of London, which was why James frequented it regularly. It meant he could afford to go to the cinema several times a week, even on his meagre student grant.


Taking his ticket from the sullen Erica, James went into the auditorium and looked around to see where the girl had sat down. It wasn’t hard to spot her as the cinema was practically empty, apart from a few couples and an old man snoring loudly in the back row. She was sitting on her own, smack bang in the centre of the auditorium. That was where James liked to sit too, but if he sat right next to her in a practically empty cinema he’d look like a creep. Besides, someone would undoubtedly join her before the film started.


So James sat down two rows behind her, at the end of the aisle. He was close enough that he could see her profile. The silver hoops in her earlobes glinted in the light from the projector as she wriggled out of her parka. As she settled back in her red velvet seat, he caught another whiff of her spicy Christmas scent.


James had missed the adverts, but luckily not the trailers. His ex-girlfriend, Kim, thought watching trailers was a waste of time, but the advertisements for forthcoming films always filled James with happy anticipation. It was good to have something to look forward to. Kim hadn’t even been that into the movies themselves, which was probably why they’d split up at the end of the second year. ‘You’re obsessed with films,’ she’d complained. ‘Why can’t we ever go clubbing or to a gig, instead of always going to the sodding cinema?’ But James could never see the appeal of bobbing around with sweaty strangers in a dark, smoke-filled nightclub. You couldn’t have a proper conversation without shouting to be heard over the music. Unsurprisingly, Kim had left him for a guitarist in an indie band.


Some people thought going to the cinema on your own was strange, but not James. You weren’t truly alone when you were sitting in the cinema; it was a communal experience. Everyone was united in the dark theatre – laughing at the funny bits, gasping at the jumpy scares, crying at the sad scenes. It was a collective ritual, a bit like going to church – not that he’d been to mass lately.


But tonight was Christmas Eve, and it felt lonely to be on his own. The nearly empty auditorium was a reminder that most other people had other places to be. His mates from uni had all gone home for the holidays, and his dad, Sean, was working a late shift at Pinewood, where he was Head Carpenter. He was building a set for a new Tom Cruise movie that was shooting in the new year.


As he sat alone in the cinema, James found himself wishing he had someone to hold hands with. Someone to share a bucket of popcorn with. Someone to discuss the film with in the pub afterwards. He’d been so busy with his studies that he hadn’t dated anyone since Kim had dumped him. It had got to the point where even his dad kept hinting about whether there were any nice girls on his course. (In short, no. There were only two girls in the computer engineering department and they both had boyfriends.)


Judging from the trailers, 1996 was going to be a bumper year for movies. There was a new Coen brothers movie coming out, and a ground-breaking animated film called Toy Story that had already opened in the US. James couldn’t wait to see it – the animation had been done entirely by computer, for the first time ever.


‘Computers are taking over the world,’ his father had grumbled. ‘Soon they’ll have robots building sets and they won’t need chippies like me.’


‘I don’t think you need to worry, Dad,’ James had reassured him, though the guys in the robotics department at Imperial were working on some amazing technology.


The feature presentation began. Set in Chicago at Christmastime, the film was about Lucy, a lonely young woman who was pretending to be engaged to a man in a coma.


As you do, thought James, rolling his eyes.


But the girl with the purple streak in her hair was clearly loving the film. Her shoulders shook with laughter at a funny scene on the screen. Soon, James found himself paying almost as much attention to her as to the movie itself. His eyes kept drifting to her face as he watched her reactions. He thought she was more beautiful than any of the actresses on the screen. He looked forward to the bits that made her giggle, because her laugh was so contagious it made him chuckle too.


About halfway through the film, someone in the audience started whispering loudly and rustling a packet of sweets. The girl turned around to glare at them and, as she did so, locked eyes with James. They both shook their heads, united in their silent disapproval. Then she winked at James. God, was she beautiful.


Feeling heat rise to his cheeks, James felt grateful that his tell-tale blush was hidden by the dark. As she turned back to the film, her Christmassy scent wafted over to him again. James closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. He wondered if she smelled like that all year round.


The movie ended with Lucy finally revealing the truth – that she had deceived everyone so she could spend Christmas as part of a family. But – surprise, surprise – Lucy got her ‘happily ever after’ anyway, having fallen in love with the brother of the man in the coma.


James could hear the girl sniffling at the happy ending. Despite the film’s blatant emotional manipulation, there was a lump in James’s throat as well.


James remained in his seat as the closing credits scrolled down the screen. It wasn’t just because he was hoping to time his exit with the girl’s, it was a habit his father had instilled in him. Even though the names rolled past quickly and in small type, the credits were where the film’s unsung heroes – the grips, the sound engineers, the camera operators, the prop makers and the carpenters – got their brief moment of glory on the silver screen.


When the house lights came on, the girl remained seated. James stood and sloooowly gathered up his coat, hoping she would do the same. And then he heard … more sniffling.


Surely she wasn’t still crying over the film? He hesitated for a moment, wondering if he should check if she was OK.


It’s none of your business, James, he told himself. If she was upset, she probably didn’t want to be bothered.


He started to walk out, then his conscience pricked at him. He could hear his mother’s voice in his head, reminding him that Christmas could be a hard time for many people. Before James’s family had eaten their festive meal, his mum had always served Christmas dinner at St Joseph’s church hall to those who didn’t have anywhere else to go. James hated the thought that his mum might be looking down from heaven and see him ignoring someone in need.


Go and check on her, he could hear her urging.


He turned around and walked down the aisle to where the girl was sitting. Her head was bowed, long brown hair spilling forwards.


‘Hey, are you OK?’ he asked, crouching down.


Startled, she looked up and self-consciously wiped her eyes with her sleeve. ‘Oh, hi,’ she said, sounding embarrassed. ‘I didn’t know anyone else was still in here. I’m just feeling a bit sorry for myself.’


‘Why’s that?’ asked James.


‘It’s Christmas Eve and I’m on my own at the movies.’ She gave a humourless laugh. ‘I don’t even have a fake boyfriend in a coma to hang out with.’


‘I’m happy to volunteer,’ offered James, hoping to coax a smile out of her. ‘That film was so saccharine, I’m at risk of slipping into a diabetic coma.’


The girl’s eyes widened in surprise. ‘You didn’t like it?’


‘I mean …’ James hesitated, not sure whether to temper his review to avoid offending her. ‘The plot was a bit far-fetched. The whole thing was based on a misunderstanding that could have been cleared up in about two seconds.’


‘You’re missing the point,’ the girl retorted passionately. ‘Of course it was predictable. Romantic comedies are supposed to be predictable! You know from the start that they’re going to fall in love at the end.’


‘I guess,’ said James. He didn’t like romcoms for exactly that reason. They were predictable.


‘There was such a spark between Sandra Bullock and Bill Pullman. It reminded me of old screwball comedies – you know, like His Girl Friday or Bringing Up Baby. Watching them, you just knew it was love at first sight.’ Her brown eyes flashed as she spoke, her tears apparently forgotten. She spoke so quickly, she could have been in an old screwball comedy herself.


Did anyone really fall in love at first sight outside of the movies? wondered James.


‘You two need to leave,’ said Erica from the ticket booth, entering the auditorium. She was holding a broom and a dustpan.


‘Sorry!’ The girl stood and picked up her parka. ‘We’ll get out of your way.’


‘Here, let me,’ said James, helping the girl put her coat on. As she flipped her hair over the collar, he inhaled that Christmassy smell again.


‘So you’re at Imperial?’ she asked as they walked down the aisle together.


‘Third year,’ replied James. ‘How did you know?’


She pointed to his chest. James looked down and saw that he was wearing his college scarf.


Duh.


‘I’m in my first year at UCL. Sarah,’ she said, offering her hand. Her nails had chipped purple vanish on them.


‘James,’ he said, shaking it and not wanting to let it go.


They stood in the foyer for a moment, putting on their gloves and hats.


Sarah dropped one of her gloves on the ground. James stooped to pick it up and when he handed it to her, there was zap of static electricity as their hands touched again.


‘Guess we’ve got a spark too,’ she said, laughing.


‘Actually, that’s just electrons colliding.’


You idiot! Why couldn’t he flirt like a normal person. He’d spent way too much time with only other engineering nerds for company.


‘I’ll take your word for it,’ said Sarah, smiling as she put on her gloves. ‘I’m not a scientist, I’m reading English.’


James pointed to a poster for Ang Lee’s Sense and Sensibility hanging outside of the cinema. ‘I bet you’ve seen that then.’


‘I loved it so much I saw it twice.’ Sarah beamed. ‘Have you seen his Eat Drink Man Woman?’


James was impressed. This girl clearly knew a lot about cinema. ‘Yeah, it’s great – I’m not surprised it won an Oscar.’


‘All that delicious food …’ said Sarah. James watched, transfixed, as she pulled a lip balm out of her coat pocket and applied some to her lips. They were full, but slightly chapped. ‘I feel hungry right now just thinking about it.’


God, he felt hungry too. He wondered how her lips would taste.


‘Want some?’ Sarah said, mistaking his reason for staring and offering him the tube of lip balm.


James shook his head and felt himself starting to blush again, the curse of his pale, Celtic complexion. He glanced down the street. The Prince Charles was right on the edge of Chinatown, where restaurants would be open late. Would it be weird to suggest going for a bite to eat? They had only just met, but sharing a movie together on Christmas Eve, in a nearly empty cinema, had felt oddly intimate. He wasn’t sure he could tear himself away from her, even if he wanted to.


‘Do you fancy getting some noodles?’ he said.


He was rewarded with a dazzling smile. ‘That sounds amazing. I can’t face going back to halls. I’m just about the only person sticking around over the holidays.’


‘Great,’ remarked James, unable to stop a huge grin spreading across his face.


Be cool, James, he told himself. This girl was way out of his league. It wasn’t a proper date. She just didn’t want to be alone on Christmas Eve.


James took her to a nearby restaurant called Wong Kei, popular with students. The food was famously cheap and the waiters were notoriously rude. The only nod towards the festive season was some tired tinsel decorations hanging from the ceiling. James and Sarah climbed the stairs and took a table by the window, looking out onto the red lanterns of Wardour Street that swayed in the wind.


‘What do you want to eat?’ barked a waiter, looking fed up despite the fact that the restaurant was practically empty.


They ordered and then smiled at each other awkwardly across the table. Sarah slipped her chopsticks out of their wrapper and folded the paper into a concertina.


‘So … why are you spending Christmas in halls?’ James asked her.


‘Well, I was supposed to spend it with my boyfriend’s family …’ said Sarah.


James forced himself to hold back a sigh. She had a boyfriend. Of course she did.


‘But then I found out he was cheating on me with someone in his hall.’ With a wry smile, she snapped her wooden chopsticks apart.


‘Oh, no,’ said James, inwardly rejoicing. ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’


‘Don’t be,’ replied Sarah with a shrug. ‘We’d been together since sixth form. He’s studying in Leeds, and the whole long-distance thing wasn’t really working. Anyway, it was too late to make other plans. My parents are on sabbatical in the US – they’re professors.’


The waiter brought their beers, plonking them unceremoniously on the table.


‘To new … friends,’ said James, raising his bottle.


Sarah blushed, clinked her bottle against his and took a sip.


‘So, um, what do your parents teach?’ James asked, trying to distract himself from her long, elegant neck as she swallowed her drink.


‘They’re both anthropologists. Mum’s a cultural anthropologist and Dad’s a linguistic anthropologist. But I won’t bore you with the difference.’


‘You could never bore me,’ said James truthfully.


Sarah met his gaze, the gold in her eyes seeming to sparkle, and everything else – the noise from the kitchen, the click of chopsticks, the low murmur of the other diners – faded away. It was as if they were the only two people in the restaurant. James felt like she could see right into his soul.


‘Your food,’ said the waiter, breaking the spell and piling an array of dishes onto the white tablecloth.


Famished, they feasted on crispy spring rolls, deliciously greasy chicken chow mein and fried rice flecked with lurid green peas and bright pink pork.


‘What about you?’ Sarah asked him, dipping a spring roll in chilli sauce. ‘Why didn’t you go home for Christmas?’


‘London is home,’ he explained, taking a sip of his beer. ‘I grew up in Ealing.’


He’d stayed in London for uni because Imperial’s engineering department was one of the best in the world. And because he didn’t want to be too far from his dad. It had been just the two of them ever since his mum had passed away when he was fifteen.


Sarah’s face brightened with recognition. ‘I’ve never been there, but I love all the old Ealing comedies. The Lavender Hill Mob, The Ladykillers, Passport to Pimlico …’


James and Sarah traded film recommendations – classic and contemporary – and quoted favourite lines until not even a grain of rice remained. Apart from his dad, he’d never met anyone else quite as obsessed with cinema.


‘I’m impressed,’ said James. ‘You know a lot about movies.’


‘I want to make them one day,’ confided Sarah.


‘You’re an actor?’ he asked. That wasn’t surprising – she certainly had the looks for it.


Sarah shook her head. ‘No, I’m a writer – or at least trying to be. I’m working on a screenplay.’ She raised an eyebrow teasingly. ‘You won’t like it – it’s a romantic comedy.’


‘Oh, I don’t know. I might be warming up to romcoms.’ James was starting to think he’d been too quick to write off a whole genre.


They both reached for the last spring roll, their fingers touching.


‘You have it,’ said James gallantly.


‘No, that’s OK,’ she said.


Neither of them pulled their hand away. As they looked in each other’s eyes, James moved his index finger ever so slightly, stroking hers. Sarah curled her finger around his in response, so they were linked.


‘So, James,’ said Sarah, her voice low. ‘What do you want?’


You.


But he knew she was asking what he wanted to do after graduation. It was a question he asked himself nearly every day. With only two more terms left, he was on track to get a first. He’d always been good at maths and science. Words, on the other hand, were tricky for him. He was dyslexic, and it was hard for him to keep the words from jumping about on the page. That was one of the reasons he loved cinema so much – it was a way to enjoy stories told in pictures.


‘I’m applying for master’s degrees. But can I tell you a secret?’


Sarah nodded and leant forward in anticipation. Her face was so close, James longed to close the gap with a kiss. Instead, he confided something he’d never told anyone else before – not even Kim. But he instinctively knew that Sarah would understand.


‘I want to own my own cinema.’ It didn’t sound like a very lofty ambition. Everyone knew that videos were killing off cinemas. But they were his happy place and James couldn’t think of anything he wanted more.


Except, maybe, the girl sitting across the table from him.


Sarah let out a dreamy sigh. ‘That sounds heavenly. Just imagine being able to watch movies all day long …’


James had imagined it. He even knew what he would call his cinema – the Picture Palace.


‘Shit!’ Pulling her hand away, Sarah jumped to her feet. ‘What time is it?’


James checked his watch. ‘Nearly midnight.’


Sarah started putting on her coat. ‘I should be getting back to Camden before the Tube stops running.’


Dismayed, James put notes on the table to settle the bill. He didn’t want the night to end. He couldn’t risk this beautiful, passionate, intelligent girl disappearing from his life, Cinderella-style, at the stroke of midnight. Maybe love at first sight wasn’t just something in the movies.


‘Do you fancy seeing another movie?’ he asked her, trying not to sound desperate. ‘There’s a midnight showing of Babette’s Feast at the Prince Charles. I can walk you back to your halls afterwards.’


It would mean a long night-bus home for him. It didn’t matter – after just one night in her company, he already knew he’d walk to the ends of the earth for this girl.


Sarah hesitated, toying with the purple strand of her hair.


‘It’s not a romcom,’ James babbled. ‘But it is heart-warming. And Christmassy, well, sort of. And there’s a rum baba in it that’s guaranteed to make you want dessert.’


Please say yes … please say yes …


Sarah zipped up her parka. ‘We’d better get going, then, if we need to buy cinema sweets.’ She grinned and held out her hand for him to take. ‘I really hate missing the trailers.’












Chapter 1



Present Day


The lobby of the Plumdale Picture Palace was overrun with babies – babies in slings, babies in car seats and babies on their exhausted-looking mothers’ hips. Some of the mums were sipping coffees and chatting to each other among the vintage cinema posters. These days, there were a fair number of dads too, armed with well stocked nappy bags and bottles of milk. The cinema’s weekly Wednesday morning ‘Baby and Me’ screenings were always well-attended, even if the film was inevitably accompanied by a soundtrack of crying infants.


A baby girl with a shock of brown hair, huge blue eyes and deliciously chubby thighs gave Sarah O’Hara a gummy smile.


‘What a little cutie,’ said Sarah, making a silly face at the baby as she sold a ticket to her mother. The baby giggled and kicked her legs in delight. She reminded Sarah of her daughter, Holly, when she was a baby. She was nearly sixteen now and those days were a distant memory, as were the smiles – at least, Holly rarely bestowed them on her mother these days. Somehow, over the past year or so, Sarah had gone from being her daughter’s favourite person to Public Enemy Number One.


‘It’s just a stage,’ her best friend, Pari, Holly’s godmother, had reassured her. ‘I was horrible to my mother when I was a teenager and I bet you were too. She’ll come back to you.’


But when, Sarah couldn’t help wondering. She gazed round at the young parents cuddling their adorable infants and felt a pang of envy. It was so much easier when they were that age, despite the broken nights, sore boobs and smelly nappies. When she could make her children laugh by pulling a silly face and make everything better with a kiss. Even the terrible twos were a breeze compared with the teenaged years …


Sarah finished selling drinks and refreshments, then scuttled around to the other side of the counter to open the door to the auditorium and let the parents inside. The plush red velvet seats, ornate proscenium arch and gold fan-shaped light fittings on the stucco walls never failed to take her breath away. Nearly two decades ago, she and James had lovingly restored the Picture Palace to its former art deco glory. It had been a ruin when they’d bought it, disused since the early 70s, but eventually they had made it worthy of its name.


As the feature presentation began, she noticed that the auditorium was a bit too hot so she turned the thermostat down a touch. Then she slipped out to do some work in the office. Checking her to-do list, Sarah rubbed her temples wearily. She’d slept badly – again – and was already exhausted. The ancient sofa in the office looked very inviting, but there was no time for a nap. She needed to make a staff rota for the month ahead, order sweets and drinks for the concession stand, and schedule the programme for December. She’d once naively assumed owning a cinema would mean watching movies all day long. Ha!


The desk was cluttered with posters for upcoming attractions and catalogues from suppliers. She picked up a brochure and flicked through it. Last week, one of the speakers in the auditorium had blown during a screening. Fortunately, James had managed to rewire the system to a different speaker before the next showing. It was fortunate her husband could turn his hand to most repairs, because things were constantly breaking down in the cinema, from troublesome taps to temperamental ticket printers. Seeing the price of a new sound system, she winced and closed the brochure.


Maybe Santa will bring us a new one, thought Sarah.


That was yet another thing she needed to sort out – Christmas. She hadn’t even begun to think about shopping yet, not to mention planning the festive film festival that the cinema ran every December.


Sarah’s phone rang and her stomach clenched when she saw that it was from Severn Valley secondary school. What was it this time? Had Holly bunked off school again? Or got yet another detention?


‘Hello, Mrs O’Hara? This is Stephen Wu, Nick’s form tutor.’


Instantly, Sarah was on red alert. ‘Is Nick ill?’ she asked, her hand scrabbling in her bag to find her car keys so she could race to the school and collect him.


‘No, don’t worry, Nick’s perfectly well. I just wanted to have a chat about how he’s settling in to secondary school.’


Ahhh …


‘Nick’s a very bright boy,’ said Mr Wu, ‘but he seems quite anxious and hasn’t made friends yet.’


Sarah’s heart clenched with worry as she thought of her twelve-year-old son, looking lost in his too-big school blazer (they’d bought it large so he could grow into it). Moving from the security of the tiny village primary school to the regional secondary school had been a difficult transition for him, unlike his outgoing older sister. Nick begged his parents not to make him go to school most mornings. Sarah’s heart broke when she sent him off to catch the bus, even though she knew it was the right thing to do.


‘You’re only ever as happy as your unhappiest child,’ her older sister, Meg, who had three kids of her own, had once told Sarah. Truer words had never been spoken.


‘Nick is highly sensitive,’ explained Sarah. ‘He finds it hard to cope in an overly stimulating environment, especially if it’s new. Noisy situations, crowded spaces, strong smells, bright lights – they can all trigger him.’


‘I see,’ murmured Mr Wu. ‘I wasn’t aware that Nick was on the special educational needs register.’


‘He’s not,’ said Sarah. ‘But his primary school made accommodations for him.’


She’d had to fight tooth and nail to get the school to do that, as Nick didn’t have a medical condition. Luckily, Mr Wu seemed much more cooperative.


‘What would help Nick?’ asked the teacher.


‘Is there somewhere quiet he could go if he’s feeling overwhelmed and needs a break?’


‘The library is usually quiet,’ suggested Mr Wu. ‘I’ll have a word with Nick and his other teachers, and see what we can arrange.’


‘Thank you,’ said Sarah.


No sooner had she ended the call, she received another one.


‘Hi, Mum,’ Sarah answered, trying – but failing – to keep the worry out of her voice.


‘What’s wrong?’ asked Geraldine with a mother’s sixth sense.


‘It’s Nick,’ replied Sarah. ‘The school just called. They’re concerned because he’s having trouble settling in.’


‘Children are so mollycoddled these days.’ Geraldine tutted. ‘Benign neglect is good for children. You and your sister turned out just fine.’


‘These days, it’s frowned upon to let your kids raise themselves,’ said Sarah tartly.


Sarah and Meg were textbook 1980s latchkey kids, as their ambitious parents were busy furthering their academic careers. Ironically, for someone with such a hands-off approach to parenting, Geraldine’s main field of research had been community and families. When she’d had children of her own, Sarah had made a conscious decision to put them first, always. But her mum had disapproved of the fact that Sarah had given up her television career.


‘When I was still working, I would sometimes get the parents of university students phoning to query their child’s mark, or asking me to grant them an extension on an essay. Ridiculous!’ Her mum sighed deeply down the phone. ‘But I miss it so much. Teaching, being around interesting young people, being relevant.’


Geraldine had recently retired from Bristol University and moved into a community for seniors on the outskirts of Plumdale. Sarah’s mother had always been fiercely independent, but after developing health complications due to long Covid, it just wasn’t possible for her to live on her own. Moving in with Sarah wasn’t an option – there was barely enough space in the cottage for the four of them. And Meg, who’d lived in Edinburgh since university, had her hands full with her own family and thriving dental clinic. So Sarah had found Valley Vistas, a gorgeous complex with modern flats and beautiful gardens, within walking distance of the village centre. Geraldine had strenuously resisted moving there, even when they’d tried to persuade her that she’d see loads more of them. In the end, she’d had a fall and that was what had sealed the deal – she needed to live somewhere with a lift.


It was so unlike Geraldine – who had marched for women’s rights and reclaimed her life after a bitter divorce – to sound defeated. ‘Of course you’re still relevant,’ Sarah reassured her.


‘I’m just so lonely,’ said Geraldine, her voice cracking with emotion. ‘I don’t know what to do with myself all day.’


‘Why don’t you get to know some of the other residents at Valley Vistas?’ suggested Sarah. ‘There are lots of activities you can get involved with.’ It wasn’t the first time she’d made the suggestions, and she could predict what her mother was going to say next. They’d had a similar conversation nearly every day since her mother had moved in.


‘I don’t want to hang around with boring old people,’ moaned Geraldine. ‘All they do is talk about their medical conditions.’


Sarah stifled a frustrated sigh. ‘Well, how about you come over to dinner tomorrow night?’


‘That would be lovely.’ The speed with which she accepted the invitation and rang off made Sarah suspect it had been her mother’s main reason for phoning.


I should have Mum over more often, she thought guiltily, even though her mother joined them for dinner at least twice a week.


She jotted down a reminder to pick up something from the butcher’s for dinner tomorrow, and to tidy the house. Then she slid the rubber band off a rolled-up film poster. She stretched the elastic between her thumb and her forefinger, pulling it taut. That’s how she felt these days – like a rubber band, about to snap. Between the cinema and home, her mum and the kids, she was stretched to breaking point. From remembering birthdays, making doctor’s appointments and finding missing socks, to filling out school forms, ironing uniforms and keeping the fridge filled, everything to do with running the family seemed to land on Sarah’s plate. She worked less hours at the cinema than James did, but the emotional labour of running the family was never-ending.


Suddenly, Sarah felt a wave of anxiety engulf her like a riptide. Intense heat crept up her torso, rising to her face. In seconds, her arms and chest were drenched in sweat.


Here we go again …


Grabbing the poster, she hurried outside. The cold air felt blissful as it blasted her overheated body. She closed her eyes, took a few deep breaths and waited for her internal thermometer to stop thinking she was in a sauna. Sarah rested her damp forehead against the glass door.


Opening her eyes again, she saw her reflection in the glass – a tall woman in jeans, a striped sweater and white trainers. Her brown hair was in a messy bun, there were bags under her eyes and a groove between her eyebrows even when she wasn’t frowning. Her sister’s dental practice offered Botox, and Meg had encouraged her to try it, but Sarah had so far resisted.


Maybe I should, she thought, smoothing the groove with her finger. I look so old.


Turning away from her reflection, she unfurled the poster and hung it in a glass case outside the cinema. As she did so, a name jumped out at her. The screenwriter was Jack Greenstreet, someone she’d worked with at the BBC.


Sarah stared at the poster, amazed that her former colleague had penned a blockbuster starring Eddie Redmayne.


Good for him, thought Sarah, trying not to feel envious.


How long had it been since she’d done any writing herself? Years and years. Could she even legitimately call herself a writer any more?


When they’d quit their jobs in London to buy the cinema, the plan had been to hire a full-time manager so Sarah would be able to finish her screenplay. But somehow that had never happened. Then the kids had arrived, and in between running the cinema and raising a young family, there was never any time to write. The kids weren’t little any more, but there still wasn’t any time to write. Not now that she had her mum to look after as well.


Sarah didn’t regret the time she’d devoted to her family; her kids were her most important – and rewarding – creation. But a tiny part of her wondered if it could have been her name on a movie poster, if only she had kept at it. If only she had made the time to write.


Sarah shook her head. There was no point dwelling on the past. She’d ended up working in movies, just not quite in the way she’d imagined.


Shutting the glass case, she turned and saw that volunteers from the Plumdale Beautification Society were busy decorating the market square for Christmas. Not that the village needed much beautification. The perfectly preserved buildings lining the high street were made of golden Cotswold stone and nestled in a picturesque valley of rolling hills. Plumdale had just about everything you could want – two nice pubs at either end of the high street, an organic butcher’s, a baker’s, and, yes, even a candlestick maker’s. Cotswold Candles, a few doors down from the cinema, had recently opened, selling tapers made of locally sourced beeswax and other overpriced knick-knacks. Even the postboxes in the village were well turned out, sporting knitted toppers made by members of the local craft circle. The one outside the cinema was jauntily adorned with knitted snowmen.


‘Hiya, Sarah,’ called a man in jeans, scuffed work boots and a plaid shirt. He was halfway up a ladder, putting lights on the Christmas tree.


Sarah crossed the road to say hello. ‘The market square looks good, Ian.’ The volunteers had hung wreaths with red bows on every lamp post. She could still remember what she’d said to James their first Christmas in the village: ‘It looks like the set of a Hallmark movie!’


‘We can’t let Stowford win the Cotswolds Christmas Village title again,’ he said, glancing at the cinema pointedly.


Plumdale and its neighbour, Stowford, were perennial rivals for the crown of prettiest village in the Cotswolds. Sarah thought both villages were equally beautiful – not that she’d admit it to Ian, who had lived in Plumdale his entire life and would consider it tantamount to treason.


‘We haven’t got around to decorating the cinema yet,’ Sarah said. ‘But we will. I promise.’


Christmas was yet another thing to add to her bottomless to-do list.


Just then, Ian dropped the star he was putting on the top of the tree. Sarah went to pick it up, but Hermione de la Mere – the candle shop’s owner – got there first. She had just stepped out of the beauty salon, where her long blonde hair had been blow-dried into a cascade of bouncy waves. Sarah was pretty sure they were both in their late forties, but Hermione, in her tan cashmere poncho, white jeans and Barbour wellies, looked much younger.


Botox, she could hear Meg’s voice saying in her head. That, and not having kids.


‘Here you are.’ Hermione handed the star up to Ian.


‘Make a wish,’ he teased.


‘Pardon?’ said Hermione, sounding confused.


‘On the star,’ replied Ian, placing it on top of the tree. He came down and smiled at Hermione, his elbow resting on one of the ladder’s rungs. ‘It’s good luck to wish upon a star.’


‘Do you two know each other?’ asked Sarah.


They both shook their heads.


‘Ian, this is Hermione, owner of Cotswold Candles.’


‘Oh, dear!’ Ian shook his finger in playful admonishment. ‘Your shop’s not decorated for Christmas either.’


‘Ian owns the antique shop and is the president of the Plumdale Beautification Society.’ Sarah lowered her voice to a stage whisper. ‘He takes his responsibilities very seriously.’


‘I’m afraid I’m just not feeling very Christmassy this year,’ said Hermione. ‘It’s my first since getting divorced. I’m dreading being alone.’


Although Hermione had lived in the village nearly as long as Sarah, they’d always mixed with different crowds. Hermione had been married to a wealthy banker – a stalwart of the local polo set. According to village gossip, he’d left Hermione for one of the grooms at the stable. In the aftermath, they’d sold their house and Hermione had opened her shop, moving into the flat above it.


‘Maybe the Twelve Films of Christmas will help you find your festive spirit,’ said Ian.


‘Oh, yes! Good idea. What movies are you showing this year?’ asked Hermione.


‘If I told you, it wouldn’t be a surprise,’ said Sarah, smiling mysteriously.


Over the month of December, the Picture Palace screened a festival of surprise Christmas films. It was like a cinematic advent calendar – the audience didn’t know what they were going to see until the movie started. But with only two weeks to go until December, Sarah and James still hadn’t picked the twelve movies – they hadn’t even had a moment to discuss it.


‘It’s such a lovely tradition,’ said Hermione.


Tickets for the Christmas films were free, with an optional donation to a different charity at every screening. For some local families, it was the only time they could afford to go to the cinema. The Christmas film festival was Sarah and her husband’s way of giving back to the community that had embraced them so warmly from the cinema’s very beginning.


Ian climbed down the ladder. ‘I’ve got some spare wreaths.’ He pointed at a pile of greenery. ‘Shall I hang one on your shop’s door?’


‘That’s very kind of you,’ said Hermione.


As Ian and Hermione headed to the candle shop, Sarah went back inside the cinema and searched for James. She finally tracked her husband down in the projection room at the top of the cinema. The small, stuffy room housed both the projector and the sound system – a tall column of amps that controlled the speakers and their output.


James was fiddling with the controls on the projector, surrounded by bowls of ice.


‘What on earth are you doing?’ she asked him over the noise of the projector’s fan.


James barely glanced up. ‘The extraction fan is overheating. I’m hoping the ice cools it down.’


Great, thought Sarah. Now their most expensive piece of equipment was on the fritz. Yet another thing to worry about.


‘Don’t worry – I’m dealing with it,’ said James, tinkering with the equipment.


‘Ian reminded us about decorating the cinema for Christmas,’ said Sarah.


‘I know, I know,’ replied James distractedly.


‘And the school rang.’


James looked up. ‘What’s wrong now?’


She filled him in on her conversation with Mr Wu.


James frowned, running his hand through his hair. ‘Let’s not panic. It’s early days. And it sounds like the school is being supportive.’


‘It’s been nearly a term.’ Sarah’s eyebrows knitted together with worry. ‘I hate that Nick doesn’t have any friends.’


‘We can’t always be fighting Nick’s battles for him,’ said James. ‘And I’m not sure hiding out in the library is going to help him make friends.’


‘Well, what else was I supposed to do?’ demanded Sarah, her temper flaring. James sounded like her mother. ‘Nothing?’


‘It took him a while to settle into primary school as well. He’ll make friends in his own time,’ countered James. ‘We don’t have to blow this out of proportion.’


He turned his attention back to the projector, and anger coiled inside Sarah.


It infuriated her that James was being so relaxed about this. Why did she have to always worry about everything for the both of them? Feeling herself starting to sweat again, she looked at the ice longingly.


‘If it had been up to you, we’d never have had Nick assessed in the first place.’ She glared at her husband accusingly. ‘I guess that was blowing it out of proportion too?’


James held up his hand. ‘Hey – that’s not fair.’


‘You’re right,’ she replied, shaking her head. ‘I’m sorry. I’m just in a bad mood.’ She felt ashamed that she’d raked up an old disagreement. James had resisted getting Nick for neurodiversity but had agreed when he’d realised how important it had been to her.


‘We’re on the same side, hon,’ said James. ‘We both want what’s best for Nick.’


‘I know,’ said Sarah.


‘I expect you’re just tired.’ James pushed his floppy hair out of his face, a gesture Sarah had once found beyond endearing. It was mostly grey now, and there were crow’s feet around his blue eyes, but there was still a boyish air about her husband.


Men have it easy, thought Sarah. She was fairly certain her husband had never contemplated dying his hair or getting Botox on his wrinkles.


‘You haven’t been sleeping very well, have you?’


Sarah shook her head wearily. She kept waking up in the middle of the night, pyjamas and sheets soaked through with sweat. The washing machine had never worked harder. Once she was awake, she couldn’t fall back asleep, as worries about the kids, and her mum, and the cinema spiralled through her head.


‘You don’t think it could be—’


‘No,’ said Sarah, cutting him off. ‘I’m fine. Just tired. And stressed because of, well … everything.’


Everyone felt anxious sometimes. That was normal. At least, that’s what she kept telling herself.


‘If you’re sure …’ said James, not sounding convinced.


‘We’d better get back downstairs,’ said Sarah, not liking where the conversation was heading. She hurried out of the projection room and arrived in the lobby just as the film ended.


Parents streamed out of the auditorium and into the lobby, which was decorated with framed film memorabilia. Sarah gathered up her dustpan and broom, bracing herself for the usual carnage after the Baby and Me screenings – teething biscuit crumbs, lost dummies, tiny socks and discarded teddies. The baby-friendly movies had been her idea – a brainwave when she’d been expecting Holly. She was proud of how popular the screenings had become.


Near the back of the cinema, a mother with a sleek bob was sound asleep. A baby in a sling, with a shock of jet-black hair, dozed against her chest, long lashes resting against his chubby cheeks. They looked so peaceful, it felt cruel to wake her, but there was another movie starting shortly.


Reaching out, Sarah touched the woman’s shoulder lightly. She just murmured and nestled deeper into her seat. Sarah smiled – she’d often slept through Baby and Me screenings when her kids had been tiny. The seats were so comfy, it was hard not to nod off in the warm, dark auditorium.


‘Hey,’ Sarah whispered. ‘Time to wake up.’


The woman’s eyes opened and she sat up with a start. ‘Oh, my goodness,’ she said, blinking. ‘I was out like a light.’


Sarah smiled. ‘It happens a lot. I’m sure some parents come to the cinema hoping their baby will sleep so they can nap too.’


‘I really wanted to see the movie,’ protested the woman. ‘But I’m just so tired. Henry is really colicky in the evenings.’ She stroked her baby’s downy head.


Sarah nodded sympathetically. ‘I’ve been there.’ Nick had been a fussy baby, too. She extended her hand, to help the woman to her feet. ‘I’m Sarah, by the way. My husband and I own the cinema. I don’t think I’ve seen you at the Baby and Me screenings before.’


‘Iris,’ said the woman. She studied Sarah intently. ‘It’s weird – I feel like we’ve met before, but I only moved here at the end of the summer.’


Sarah shrugged. ‘I guess I just have one of those faces.’


James used to say she was beautiful, but the last time she’d had a haircut he hadn’t even noticed. Sometimes Sarah felt invisible. Even when she was standing right in front of her husband, he didn’t seem to see her any more.


Iris gathered up her things, including a still-full cup of coffee. ‘I didn’t even get to drink it – I was out like a light before the trailers even finished.’


‘Let me treat you to another one.’


‘Oh, you don’t need to do that,’ said Iris.


‘I insist,’ said Sarah, as they walked into the lobby. She glanced down at the sleeping baby. ‘How old is Henry?’


‘Five months.’


James had come downstairs and was manning the concession stand, serving hot drinks to the post-movie crowd.


‘I’m taking a quick break,’ Sarah told her husband, slipping behind the counter.


He nodded distractedly, while ringing up an order.


Sarah went over to the coffee machine and made lattes for herself and Iris. The machine wheezed asthmatically as it brewed their drinks. Then she carried them over to the café area, where Iris had grabbed a free table. Most of the other tables were filled with parents chatting and feeding their babies.


‘So what brought you to Plumdale?’ asked Sarah as she sat down opposite Iris.


‘My husband,’ Iris replied. ‘We’re from Hong Kong, but he went to boarding school in the Cotswolds. A job came up in the area and he jumped at the opportunity to come back here.’


‘The Cotswolds must seem so provincial compared to Hong Kong.’ Sarah took a sip of her coffee, savouring the jolt of caffeine.


‘We wanted a change from big city life,’ explained Iris. ‘We thought it would be nice for Henry to grow up in the countryside, with fresh air and plenty of space.’


That was part of the reason she and James had moved to Plumdale too.


‘The only thing I insisted on was a village with a cinema,’ added Iris. ‘I’m a massive film buff and wouldn’t want to live anywhere I couldn’t go to the movies.’


‘Same here,’ said Sarah.


‘My parents live near an amazing vintage cinema in Kowloon.’ Iris sipped her coffee. ‘This place reminds me of it a bit.’


‘The Lux?’ asked Sarah.


‘Yes!’ said Iris, surprised. ‘You know it?’


Sarah smiled and nodded. She and James had visited the cinema on holiday, years ago. ‘I bet you miss having your family nearby.’


‘Yes,’ I haven’t met many other local mums yet. It’s been a bit lonely admitted Iris.


Henry woke up and started fussing.


‘He’s hungry,’ said Iris. ‘Do you mind if I feed him?’


‘Of course not,’ said Sarah.


Iris took the baby out of his sling and placed him on her breast. His tiny fingers clutched at his mother’s jumper as he nursed. When Henry had had his fill, Iris held him over her shoulder to burp him.


‘He looks so happy,’ said Sarah, as the baby cooed contentedly on his mother’s lap. ‘You’re obviously doing a great job.’


To Sarah’s horror, tears began to spill down Iris’s cheeks, plopping onto baby Henry’s head.


‘Oh, no,’ said Sarah, handing Iris a napkin. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you.’


‘I don’t know why I’m crying,’ said Iris, dabbing her eyes. ‘That was such a nice thing to say. I just feel like I don’t have a clue what I’m doing. I’m so scared I’m doing this wrong.’


Sarah’s heart went out to the young woman, so far from home, from her own mother. She patted Iris’s arm reassuringly. ‘There is no right or wrong way to be a mum – we’re all just doing the best we can.’


‘It’s just so hard,’ said Iris, stroking Henry’s tufty hair. ‘I just worry about him all the time.’


Sarah didn’t have the heart to tell her that that would probably never change. She worried about Nick and Holly constantly. ‘It’s the toughest job in the world.’


‘I know I’m lucky to have this time with Henry, but I miss my other job too. The one I did back in Hong Kong.’


‘What was that?’ Sarah asked.


‘I’m an illustrator and graphic designer,’ replied Iris. ‘I worked in comic books. I really miss the creativity.’


Sarah could understand that. She still missed being creative, too. It had once been such a big part of who she was. She gestured to the café’s walls, which were hung with paintings and photographs by local artists, all for sale. ‘Let me know if you’d ever like to display your work here. We change the display every month.’


‘Thanks. I haven’t drawn anything since he was born, but I’m hoping to get back to it.’


‘You should,’ said Sarah adamantly. ‘Make time for it. Don’t lose touch with that creative part of yourself.’


Like me …


Iris started to put Henry back in the sling. ‘I should go home and get dinner started.’


So should I, thought Sarah. She hoped she’d remembered to defrost the sausages she was planning to cook for dinner. A mother’s work was never done.


Sarah helped Iris put her coat on. ‘I hope I’ll see you back here for Baby and Me next week. I can introduce you to some of the other parents who come regularly.’


‘That would be wonderful,’ said Iris with a grateful smile.


As Sarah walked Iris out, she caught sight of the poster she’d hung up earlier. She hated to admit it, but her former colleague’s success had really got under her skin. She couldn’t ignore the feeling of resentment and frustration bubbling up inside her – the feeling that she had somehow sold herself short.


Maybe I should dig out my screenplay, she thought. It was in a drawer, somewhere. Then she shook her head. No, who was she kidding. She wasn’t a writer any more. That was a whole other lifetime ago, before she was ‘Holly’s mum’ or ‘Nick’s mum’ or ‘James’s wife’.


When she’d been still just Sarah.


30th June 1999


‘What are you still doing working?’ said a voice. ‘It’s officially the weekend.’


Sarah looked up and saw her best friend, Pari Johal, standing by her desk. The BBC drama department was practically empty, the clock on the wall reading 6.10 p.m. She’d been so engrossed in her work she hadn’t noticed her colleagues departing for the weekend.


‘I’m still not happy with the last scene,’ fretted Sarah, chewing on her red pen. She was editing an episode of a popular television series called The Vicarage Mysteries, about a vicar in the Cotswolds who solved crimes. The episode concerned a poisoning at a cake sale. ‘It just doesn’t make sense. How could the killer have known the victim was going to buy the poisoned lemon drizzle cake?’


‘It will keep until Monday.’ Pari tugged the script out of Sarah’s hands. ‘We’re going out. It’s payday and we need to celebrate your promotion.’ She perched on the end of Sarah’s desk and picked up a box of freshly printed business cards. Taking one out, she read it aloud: ‘Sarah Goodwin – Script Editor.’


Sarah loved how her new title sounded. She grinned at her friend. ‘Drinks are on me,’ she said, shoving the script into her handbag.


A head poked out of one of the offices and a slim young man with dark, slicked-back hair approached them. ‘Well, well, well,’ he said, leering at Sarah. ‘If it isn’t my two favourite ladettes.’


Rupert had been in their graduate intake as well and had already been fast-tracked to the commissioning team. It helped that his uncle played golf with the director general. He looked Sarah up and down, taking in her long legs in their sheer black tights and ballet flats. She tugged the hem of her skirt self-consciously.


‘Congratulations on your promotion, Sarah,’ he said, putting his arm around her. ‘I put in a good word for you. I’m heading down to my parents’ place this weekend, if you want to get out of the city for a bit. I’m sure a creative girl like yourself could think of a way to thank me—’


‘Get lost, Rupert,’ said Pari.


‘I wasn’t talking to you.’ He sneered. ‘I know you’ve probably got an arranged marriage lined up. Or, wait a minute, are you a lesbian? You certainly look like one in that outfit.’


Pari was wearing combat trousers, trainers and a cropped T-shirt that showed off her belly-button piercing.


Sarah extricated herself from Rupert’s arm. ‘Um, thanks, but I’ve got plans.’ She couldn’t afford to be rude to him. Not if she wanted to keep her job.


The girls linked arms and headed for the lift. Once the doors had shut, Sarah shuddered. ‘Ugh. What a slimeball.


I worked my butt off for that promotion. How dare he make it sound like I only got it because of him.’


‘He’s a triple threat,’ said Pari. ‘Sexist, racist and homophobic.’


‘He’ll probably be running this place in a few years,’ said Sarah. Their male superiors adored Rupert, whose main talents seemed to be name-dropping and taking credit for other people’s ideas.


‘Not if we feed him a poisoned lemon drizzle cake,’ quipped Pari.


Sarah looked at their reflection in the lift door. She towered over Pari, who had recently got a pixie cut. Pari worried that it made her look like a ten-year-old boy, but Sarah had assured her that it was the height of fashion. They made an unlikely pair, and not just because of the height difference. Wanting to look professional, Sarah had taken her nose ring out, grown out her purple streak and bought herself a suit. But her fearless friend was never less than her authentic self at work – which was probably why she hadn’t been promoted yet.


She and Pari had become the very best of friends after arriving at the BBC as graduate trainees. Pari, an aspiring stand-up comedian with a law degree from Cambridge – where she’d performed in Footlights – had started as a joke writer for a chat show. Sarah had been an assistant in the drama department. They’d quickly banded together against the posh public schoolboys who’d comprised most of their fellow trainees. Together, they’d endured wandering hands and inappropriate comments. And they’d had to work twice as hard as their male peers to get noticed for their talents.


‘It’s just office banter,’ said Sarah’s mentor, Rosemary, when she’d mentioned Rupert’s relentless overtures. ‘You don’t know how lucky you are – women weren’t even allowed to wear trousers back when I started here.’


So Sarah did her best to ignore it. She didn’t bother complaining again, just made sure she was never in the lift alone with him.


‘Where should we head?’ Sarah asked as they left Television Centre.


‘Let’s go to Pharmacy,’ suggested Pari.


It was such a nice evening that they walked from the BBC’s headquarters in White City to Notting Hill Gate. Smokers and drinkers clustered around tables on the pavement outside pubs festooned with hanging baskets, as tourists flocked towards Portobello Road.


‘This area has been so busy ever since that Julia Roberts movie came out,’ complained Pari. She had grown up in nearby Shepherd’s Bush, before that corner of west London had been gentrified.


Sarah, the world’s biggest romcom fan, had adored Notting Hill.


She wished she could live there, in a pretty pastel house. But instead, she and Pari had been sharing a flat in Acton for the past year. It had damp walls, draughty windows and a barking dog next door, but they’d filled it with houseplants, books and colourful tapestries. Sarah loved her bedroom, which had a futon and a desk she’d found in a charity shop. When she was sitting at it, working on her screenplay, she had a beautiful view of Acton Park. The flat was perfectly situated halfway between Sarah’s job at Television Centre and James’s dad’s flat in Ealing. James was still living at home to save up for a deposit on a place of his own.


Sarah liked James’s father, Sean. He was a quiet, gentle soul. But he smoked like a chimney, and James’s childhood bedroom was only big enough for a single bed, so James usually slept over at her place a few nights a week. As fun as it was to live with Pari, Sarah hoped that James would ask her to move in with him when he eventually bought a flat. They’d been going out together for three and a half years – since her first year of uni – and Sarah was more than ready to take the next step of living together. She loved the thought of making a home with James. Sometimes, when she went shopping, she lingered over the soft furnishings and fantasised about picking out cushions and china together. Not that she would ever admit her daydreams of domestic bliss to Pari, who would probably tease her about betraying her feminist principles.


Sarah and Pari went inside the restaurant, which had a stark white interior decorated to look like a chemist’s shop. Acid jazz played softly in the background. They ordered Cosmopolitans, making them feel like characters in Sex and the City, which they watched together every Wednesday night over a takeaway.


‘Here’s to not having to make the tea any more!’ said Sarah, clinking glasses with her friend. They had both made more than their fair share of hot drinks over the past two years.


‘How are you going to spend your massive pay rise?’ asked Pari, sipping her cocktail.


Sarah laughed. Her salary increase had been negligible, but she was proud of the title she’d worked so hard to get. She didn’t mind putting in long hours because she absolutely loved her job. She loved crafting stories, helping writers make their work even better. Sarah had a knack for spotting what wasn’t working in a script and finding creative solutions to problems. In a weird way, it was similar to what James did – except he looked for bugs in software and found ways to fix them.


‘I was thinking of maybe getting a DVD player for the flat,’ said Sarah.


‘Do you really need one?’ asked Pari. ‘You and James are always going to the cinema.’


Their dinners arrived, looking like works of art. Pari’s spaghetti was moulded in the shape of a haystack, perched on a delicate puddle of tomato sauce. Sarah’s pork medallion was surrounded by baby vegetables and colourful dots of sauces arranged artfully on a square white plate. There was a tower of perfectly rectangular chips stacked on the side.


‘It’s almost too pretty to eat,’ said Sarah.


‘Then I’ll eat it for you,’ said Pari, cheekily pulling out a chip from the bottom of the tower and bringing the whole stack tumbling down.


‘Hey!’ protested Sarah in mock indignation.


‘How’s The Ghost Writer coming along?’ asked Pari.


‘It’s nearly finished,’ replied Sarah. ‘I’m going to do some work on it this weekend.’ In her free time, she was writing a screenplay. The story was about a romance author with writer’s block, who fell intensely in love with the ghost of a nineteenth-century duke haunting the house where she was staying. The ghost told her the story of his life, which the author used as inspiration for her novel. But as soon as the book was written, the ghost vanished. She’d shown one of her colleagues – a writer named Jack – some scenes and he’d praised them, saying she had ‘a great ear for dialogue’.


‘I’d love to read it when it’s done,’ said Pari.


A buzzing noise came from her handbag. Pari took out her Nokia mobile phone, which James had helped her set up. He wanted Sarah to get a mobile, too, but she really couldn’t see the point. What phone call couldn’t wait until you got home?


Pari grinned as she put her phone back in her bag. ‘That was the Chuckle Hut. Their usual compère has the flu, so I’m going to fill in tonight.’ She was trying out new material for a one-woman show about her Punjabi upbringing, which she was planning to take to the Edinburgh Festival. Sarah was in awe of how her friend put hecklers in their place and kept going without missing a beat even when people called out the most awful abuse. It was even harder to be a woman on the comedy circuit than it was at the BBC.


‘Do you have time for dessert?’ asked Sarah.


‘Always.’


They shared a decadent chocolate pudding with a molten middle.


‘Want me to comp you a ticket for the show tonight?’ asked Pari.


‘I can’t – I’m meeting James in town,’ said Sarah. ‘We’re going to see An Affair to Remember. Can you believe he’s never seen it before?’


‘Um, yeah – because I’ve never seen it either,’ remarked Pari.


Sarah gasped in mock horror. ‘It’s about a couple who fall in love on a cruise liner,’ she explained. ‘They’re both in relationships, so they agree to meet at the top of the Empire State Building in six months’ time.’


‘So what happens? Do they get together or not?’


‘On the way to meet him, she gets hit by a car and ends up disabled. Not wanting to burden him, she never gets in touch. But he comes to her apartment on Christmas Eve anyway and figures out what happened.’ Sarah sighed deeply. ‘Not even tragedy can get in the way of their being together because they’re soulmates.’


Pari spooned up the last of the chocolate sauce. ‘I’m not sure I believe in soulmates.’


‘You just haven’t met yours yet,’ countered Sarah. ‘Maybe tonight will be the night.’


‘I don’t think I’m going to find him at the Chuckle Hut,’ said Pari drily. The men Pari met at comedy clubs tended to have questionable personal hygiene and, after a few dates, became threatened by the fact that she was much funnier than they were.


‘I didn’t expect to find my soulmate at the cinema,’ said Sarah. ‘So you never know.’


Some people thought it was strange that she had been with the same guy for so long, but the jerks Pari dated and the sleazeballs at work like Rupert made her realise how lucky she was to have found James, her soulmate. He was smart, funny and handsome – and most of all kind.


Pari wiped her mouth with her napkin. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I’d love to have what you have. And goodness knows my mum would love me to get married to a nice guy like James – well, a Punjabi version of him. But if it doesn’t happen, I’m OK with that too. I’m happy being single.’


After settling the bill and wishing Pari luck for her gig, Sarah walked to the Tube station. The Underground was stuffy in the summer heat, so she was sweating by the time she arrived at the British Film Institute.


James was waiting for her inside the lobby. ‘Hello, beautiful,’ he said when he spotted her. ‘I got the tickets already.’


‘Sorry I’m late,’ she said, panting. She went up on her tiptoes to kiss him. ‘Did you come straight from work?’


James nodded. He had been working lots of overtime as well. Everyone in the software industry was worried about the Y2K bug. James and his colleagues at the computer engineering consultancy where he worked were racing against the clock as the new millennium approached. They were pre-emptively working to rectify old software programmes that wouldn’t be able to cope when 1999 turned to 2000.


‘Is the world still grinding to a halt in six months?’ Sarah asked him.


Scaremongering newspapers had been predicting disaster. James’s dad had already stocked up on canned food and toilet paper, to be on the safe side.


‘Not if I can help it,’ replied James.


‘My hero,’ said Sarah, kissing him again, this time more deeply.


‘You’re tipsy.’ His blue eyes regarded her with amusement.


‘A bit,’ admitted Sarah. Mostly she was just happy. Life was good. She had a job she loved, lived in the coolest city in the world and had a boyfriend she adored.


They took their seats just as the movie began. The air-conditioned cinema felt wonderfully cool, as the movie swept Sarah back to the Golden Age of Hollywood. As usual, the ending had her in tears. James took a handkerchief out of his pocket and silently passed it over to her. That was another thing she loved about him – his thoughtfulness. James knew her well enough to know that she would cry at the movie, so he’d come prepared.


‘It’s so romantic.’ Sarah rubbed her eyes on the hankie, leaving streaks of mascara on the white cotton.


When she’d managed to compose herself, they stepped outside into the balmy night.


‘Let’s take a walk,’ she said, not wanting to face the heat of the Underground. As they strolled down the embankment, hand in hand, Sarah hummed the theme song from the movie.


Not far from the cinema, the Millennium Wheel was under construction – a gigantic observation wheel to mark the new millennium.


‘Hard to believe it will be done by New Year’s Eve,’ Sarah said.


‘A mate of mine from Imperial is working on the engineering team. It’s going to be cantilevered. There’s an A-frame to support the wheel, with supporting cables and a spindle to counterbalance the hub.’


‘It’s so sexy when you talk science at me,’ teased Sarah.


James grinned. ‘I’ll get us tickets when it opens.’


In just six months’ time, it would be the twenty-first century. Well, assuming the world didn’t come to an end on New Year’s Eve.


Letting go of James’s hand, Sarah went over to the railing and looked across the sparkling river at the Houses of Parliament. The twenty-first century – it sounded like something out of a science-fiction movie. She wondered what the future held. Would they all be driving around in flying cars? Would people be living on the moon? Would robots do all their chores?


She looked down the river, at the skyscrapers that had recently cropped up in Canary Wharf. A bit further along the South Bank, a new modern-art museum was scheduled to open in an old power station. On the brink of the new century, London buzzed with energy and creativity.


‘I can’t imagine wanting to live anywhere else, can you?’ asked Sarah, gazing at the city’s twinkling lights.


When James didn’t reply, Sarah turned to him.


To her surprise, he was down on one knee. Taking the cinema ticket stub out of his pocket, he curled it around Sarah’s finger like a ring. ‘Sarah Goodwin, will you marry me?’ he asked her.


In stunned silence, Sarah looked down at her finger.


Words tumbled out of James in a rush. ‘Maybe you think we’re too young, but I don’t see the point in waiting.


That movie just goes to show – anything can happen in six months. But I’m not going to change my mind about you in six months, six years or even six decades, if we’re lucky enough to live that long.’ Suddenly looking worried, James stood up. ‘I know that you weren’t expecting this. I understand if you need to think about it—’


‘Yes,’ she said, throwing her arms around him. ‘Of course I’ll marry you.’


James hugged her tightly. ‘I love you, Sarah.’


‘I love you too,’ she whispered in his ear.


‘I have an actual ring for you,’ he said. ‘I was going to wait until Christmas to propose, but that movie really got to me. I just didn’t want to wait a second longer to tell you that I want to spend the rest of my life with you.’
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