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Praise for Wish You Were Here






‘As you’d expect from Gayle, the laughs flow thick and fast, making this a top match for your sunny holiday spirits.’


Glamour





‘An observant offering’


Heat





‘This book explores the strength of friendship, getting older and settling down with forthright honesty and humour. Wise, witty and with endearing characters, this is a feel-good read with lots of laughs.’


Woman





‘The prolific Mike Gayle knows a thing or two about the male psyche, and how not even an extended adolescence will prevent the pain from catching up in the end.’


Herald





‘If we needed more proof that men don’t think like women, then Wish You Were Here delivers it in extra strength doses . . . A fun story of three 30 somethings as they come to rueful – and thankful – realisation that they are no longer 18.’


Candis





‘This book makes great beach reading . . . A heart warming and funny tale.’



Love It !





‘A delightfully witty tale’


Star





‘This is Mike Gayle’s sixth novel and his appeal lies in his ability to give even the most banal detail a lurid resonance, and to spell out the bleeding obvious in more ways than one could have thought possible. Yet the whole thing becomes almost hypnotically relaxing.’


Sunday Telegraph
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‘Whatever happens in Las Vegas stays in Las Vegas.’





– Well known maxim attributed to holidays in Las Vegas


aka ‘The Entertainment capital of the world’




For Mr and Mrs O’Reilly (Jnr)


who met on holiday.




Beware your local travel agent’s


When you’re sitting at home flicking through the bunch of holiday brochures you picked up from your local high street travel agent, you never really think to yourself: ‘This will be the holiday that will change my life’, do you? Granted you might think: ‘This will be the holiday that will leave me broke for the rest of the year.’ Or: ‘This will be the holiday that I finally learn to speak the local lingo.’ Or even: ‘This will be the holiday where I won’t snog random strangers.’ But I doubt very strongly that you’ll be thinking: ‘This will be the holiday that will change my life.’





But last year this was exactly what happened to me: a cheap last-minute seven-night package holiday changed my life in a way I never could have imagined. And I don’t mean change like making the decision to re-decorate the hallway when you get back, or to give up smoking (again), or even changing careers. I’m talking about a big change. A life change. A change that might not seem huge if you’re prime minister of England but if you’re say, a thirty-five-year-old man working for Brighton and Hove city council, and you’ve just split up with your girlfriend after ten years together, it will seem huge.





I’m talking about a change that spins you round one-hundred-and-eighty degrees. I’m talking about a change that hits you like a bolt of lightning. I’m talking about the kind of change that lasts a lifetime. I can still barely believe it. But it’s the truth: a cheap package holiday changed my life completely. So take it from me, if change isn’t exactly what you’re looking for in life just beware your local travel agent’s.




In the beginning


It all started, as these things do, with the end of something big: me and Sarah. Ten years we were together. And then one day she just packed some of her stuff and left. It was difficult to work out how we’d managed to travel from the one state to the other but somehow we had. Then three weeks later on a warm and sunny August morning she called by to collect a few more things and tell me when she was going to move out the rest of her possessions.


‘This time next week,’ she said as we stood in the hallway. ‘Is that okay?’


‘Fine,’ I replied choosing to stare intently at the pattern on the carpet by her feet rather than at her directly. ‘Whatever you want – although I’m pretty sure that you’re not going to get it all into the back of your Micra.’


I’d meant it as a joke not a dig. (Although in the time that had elapsed since she had left I had made many jokes that were actually digs, and many digs that were nowhere near to being jokes, and a few digs that were virtually indistinguishable from being verbal assaults, such was their subtlety.) Anyway, I could tell from her face that she had taken my joke about her car as a dig at her. For a few moments I thought about explaining to her that I was over her and that normal service had been resumed but I didn’t of course because that would’ve shown that I was sensitive to her feelings. Being sensitive, at least in her presence, seemed a tad too close to being vulnerable, which was a definite no-no with a vampire like Sarah. So instead of doing the joke explanation thing, I just stood there like an idiot and carried on staring at the carpet.


‘Oliver’s brother’s got a van,’ she explained, mentioning the ‘O’ word to me for the first time that day. ‘He’s agreed to help me move the rest of my stuff to the new place.’


Oliver was Sarah’s work friend. I’d never liked him and I’m pretty sure he’d never liked me either. Unlike him, however, I was justified in my feelings on the grounds that he had clearly always fancied Sarah. I could tell from the moment she first dropped him into a conversation when he started working with her (Sarah was a senior case worker for Brighton Social Services) that he was bad news. When she came home from work her conversation was always ‘Oliver said this . . .’ and ‘Oliver said that . . .’ and then it was only a matter of time before it became, ‘Oliver was telling me over lunch . . .’ I couldn’t say anything, however, because it was supposedly obvious that Oliver wasn’t interested in her because he had a girlfriend. She came round to ours for dinner once but I never saw her again, because soon after that they split because things weren’t ‘working’.





I saw plenty more of Oliver though. Sarah became his shoulder to cry on. He’d come round for dinner at least once a week, and when friends came round to see us she’d invite him too. I once made the mistake of pointing out to her that as she spent every single second with him at work there was a strong chance that he saw more of her than I did. She didn’t like that at all. ‘He’s just come out of the biggest relationship of his life,’ she said. ‘Can’t you show even a hint of sympathy?’ I couldn’t of course because I didn’t like Oliver. I found him insufferable, and overly conscientious and a bit too pleased with himself but I didn’t say any of that. Instead I said that I would try my best and give him a second chance.


‘Nothing’s going on with Oliver, you know,’ said Sarah, now.


‘Even if it was,’ I replied, ‘it’s not exactly any of my business any more.’


‘I know,’ she said. ‘I just wanted to make it clear, that’s all.’


Sarah’s ‘I know’ comment, rather than being bitter and twisted, was, I think, meant to be comforting. She wasn’t having a go at me. Rather she was stating a simple fact of life. Still, I wasn’t comforted in the least.


‘What time do you want to come?’ I asked.


‘Around ten?’


‘That’s fine.’


‘Will you be in?’


‘Do you want me to be?’


Sarah didn’t reply.


I sighed heavily. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t be here.’


Sarah looked visibly relieved. ‘I’ll leave the keys in the hallway for you when I go.’


Another long silence signalled the end of business. This was going to be the last time we would ever see each other. Though Sarah had moved less than twenty minutes away she had managed to separate our lives so well that there was little chance of overlap. She had switched supermarkets so that we wouldn’t accidentally bump into each other in the cereal aisle; she no longer took early evening walks in ‘our’ local park; our local pub, The George, was now (at least for Sarah) a no-go zone; and as for mutual friends they all knew the score so there was no chance of an embarrassing encounter at a dinner party.


‘Well, that’s everything then,’ she said. She glanced at the front door and then back at me and pressed her lips tightly together. ‘Take care of yourself, Charlie.’


‘You too,’ I replied and then I offered a half-smile to signal that I appreciated this moment of warmth. She smiled back and in that instant I took a snapshot of her in my head. Brown hair tied back in a ponytail. Pale grey/green eyes. Fresh-faced features. Small silver hoop earrings. Mint-coloured pinstriped jacket. Green vest top. Tight blue jeans with huge black belt with silver buckle. Flat black shoes that looked like ballet pumps. A summer outfit.


Sarah then reached down to the floor by her feet and picked up the H&M carrier bags crammed full with stuff plundered from what used to be our bedroom. Without saying another word she opened the door, stepped into the communal hallway and closed the door behind her. Though I hated myself for it I found myself staring at the front door long after she’d gone, hoping and praying that there might be a sudden rattle of the letterbox signalling a last-minute change of heart. But it never came. She had gone. For good. And probably for ever.


At a loss what to do next I retired to the living room, collapsed on the sofa and turned on the TV. As I randomly channel-hopped, the phone rang. I couldn’t help it but once again the first thought that leapt into my head was, ‘It’s her. She’s changed her mind and she’s standing on the front door step ringing me from her mobile.’


‘Charlie, mate,’ said the male voice at the end of the phone. ‘What are you doing a week next Sunday?’


‘What?’ I stammered, battling with my disappointment. ‘What are you on about now, Andy?’


‘I’m asking you what you’re doing a week from Sunday. That’s what I’m on about.’


I projected myself into the future. All I could see was a lot of moping around the flat trying to make myself feel even worse than I already felt.


‘Nothing much,’ I replied eventually. ‘Why?’


‘Because you . . .’ he paused to give himself a silent drum roll ‘. . . are coming on holiday with me.’


‘Holiday?’


‘Yeah.’


‘With you?’


‘Yeah.’


I went completely silent. This was typical of Andy. And I knew that if I was going to prevent him from talking me into something I didn’t want to be talked into I was going to have to be firm.


‘I can’t.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because . . . because I can’t.’


Andy wasn’t fazed for a second by my sub-standard debating skills. ‘You do know that I’m doing this for you, don’t you?’ he began. ‘I was sitting here at home thinking about you and . . . everything that’s going on and it just came to me – what Charlie needs is a holiday. Think about it. You, me and a nice beach somewhere hot. We can chill out for a week, sink a few beers and have a laugh – it’ll be great. And you won’t have to do any of the legwork either, mate. I went to a travel agent this afternoon and checked it all out for you. All you need to do is write me a cheque for roughly four hundred quid and in exchange I’ll give you the holiday of a lifetime.’ He paused as if waiting for a round of applause. ‘So what do you say?’


I had many reservations about my old college friend’s suggestion, but they had less to do with the idea of going on holiday than with the idea of going on holiday with him. Despite his long preamble, I knew Andy well enough to know that this holiday wasn’t about him wanting to help me out at all. It was about him wanting to go on holiday without his fiancée and using me as an excuse. He’d probably told Lisa that he wanted to take me away to help me ‘get over Sarah’ and while there might be a modicum of truth in that statement I strongly suspected a far more self-interested motive. I could just feel in my bones that Andy was going to use this holiday as a week-long practice run for his eventual stag-night, meaning he would inevitably end up dragging me to a lot of places that I wouldn’t want to go to, persuade me to do things that I wouldn’t want to do and generally force me to act in a way that wasn’t really me at all.


And yet he was right. I did need a holiday. I did need a break from my usual routine. Sarah’s leaving had completely kicked the stuffing out of me. And other than the option of going solo (which given my state of mind wasn’t really an option at all) Andy’s was the only firm holiday offer on the table. Fortunately for me I had one last trick up my sleeve – the perfect way to ensure that should he persuade me to go with him the balance of power wouldn’t always be in his favour.


‘What about Tom?’ I asked.


There was a brief but telling silence.


‘What about Tom?’ he replied, faking indifference.


‘Well, aren’t you going to ask him too?’


‘Of course not. Why would I conceivably invite a born-again Christian on holiday? It’s not like they’re particularly renowned for being the life and soul of the party.’


‘But he’s our mate.’


Andy sighed. ‘To be fair to Tom, mate, even at university he was always more your mate than mine.’


‘Well I’m not going without him,’ I replied. ‘So if you want me to go you’d better get dialling now because you’re really going to have your work cut out for you.’





After that I didn’t expect to hear from Andy on the subject of holidays again because I was absolutely confident that Tom would turn him down before he even managed to finish his first sentence. As I was getting into bed, however, just before midnight, the phone rang.


‘You’d better start packing,’ said Andy, ‘because Bible-bashing Tom is coming on holiday with us.’


‘Yeah right,’ I replied laughing. ‘Do you think I’m going to hand over a cheque just like that so by the time I realise Tom’s not coming you’ll have cashed it and it’ll be too late to back out? Give me a little bit of credit, Andy, I’m not that stupid. There’s no way that Tom’s agreed to come on holiday with us. In fact given the sort of thing I suspect you’ve got in mind for this holiday I’d say that you’d have more chance of persuading the pope to come with us.’


‘Oh-two-four—’ began Andy.


‘What are you doing?’ I interrupted.


‘Encouraging you to call him.’


‘Do you think I won’t do it?’


‘I’m telling you to be my guest. But just so that you know, Tom was actually much less work than you. All I said was: “Do you fancy coming on holiday next week?” And straight away he replied that August is always pretty quiet in his office and that chances are it should be no problem for him to get the time off.’


‘You’re telling me he said, “Yes,” just like that?’


‘My powers of persuasion must work well on the God fearing.’


I paused and mulled over the situation. This didn’t sound like Tom at all. There had to be something else going on. ‘You know I will phone him, don’t you?’ I warned Andy. ‘And I’ll well and truly kick your arse if you’re winding me up.’


‘Like I said,’ replied Andy boldly. ‘Be my guest. And when you do, just remind him that we’re going on holiday to have . . . fun.’





The following Monday, Andy called me at work to tell me he had booked the holiday. When I asked where we were going he refused to say, on the grounds that he wanted it to be a ‘surprise’. The idea of being surprised by Andy made me feel very uncomfortable indeed: he was the sort of person whose surprises tended to be genuinely surprising. For example, once when we were at college Andy announced that he was nipping out to get a paper. Seventeen hours later, he called me from Belgium to ask if I could electronically wire him enough money to fly home. He’s that sort of bloke.


Regardless of my concern, I was actually so relieved to have a date fixed when I would be free of the four walls of my flat that I actually didn’t care where we went. All I knew was that once Sarah moved out of the flat for good my life would be as empty as my home. And so the idea of being somewhere in the sun – if only for a week – seemed tailor-made for the peculiarities of my situation. I could escape day-to-day reality and recharge my batteries at the same time. And whether Andy had booked us in for a week in the Canaries or at a Butlin’s in Minehead, it didn’t matter. All that mattered was being somewhere else.


During that week Andy set a plan of action in motion. Tom (who was based in Coventry) would get the train down to Brighton on the Saturday night before the flight and stay over at my flat. Andy (who lived with his girlfriend Lisa in Hove) would come round to mine on the Saturday evening and stay over too. Following a leisurely Sunday morning breakfast we would make our way to Gatwick and catch the plane to our mystery destination. It felt good having a plan. For the first time in a long while, it felt as though I was moving forwards.




SATURDAY













Born again


It was just after three o’clock on the Saturday afternoon and I was standing in my bedroom staring at the empty suitcase in front of me. In terms of symbolism (always useful when you’re looking for new and inventive ways to make yourself feel that little bit more unhappy) it was hard to find an object more fitting than an empty suitcase because my heart was empty and the flat itself was pretty empty too. Sarah and Oliver had been and gone while I’d been last-minute shopping for holiday stuff in town. In the time that elapsed between the two events they had managed to remove everything she owned. Now, given that when I’d bought the flat twelve years ago my furniture had consisted of a decrepit wardrobe, a musty-smelling chest of drawers and a sofa that I’d rescued from a skip; and given that the deal when Sarah had moved in two years later was that she would (with my blessing) systematically eradicate the flat of every single item of furniture and replace it with things that worked and looked nice (and hadn’t come from skips) the flat was now, inevitably, empty. Oh, she’d left a desk in the spare room (I’m guessing because the front of one of the drawers has come off), a bookshelf in the living room and a few other items as well but these were all things that, like me, either no longer worked or were no longer needed.


Back to the suitcase. I had always hated packing. Always. This was mainly because I don’t understand how it all worked. How was a person supposed to guess what they might need for every single occasion that might come up when visiting a foreign land? For instance, I have a band T-shirt that I bought when I was at college that says ‘Death To The Pixies’ on the front of it. Back in my college days I used to wear it all the time but now I don’t wear it that often. That said, however, there are still times when I wake up at the weekend and think to myself, ‘I really want to wear my “Death To The Pixies” T-shirt,’ and I’ll rummage through all the clothes in the ironing pile until I find it. And even though it’s now grey (where it once was black and is now much tighter than it used to be), frayed on the neck and with loose stitching underneath one armpit, I’ll put it on and wear it all day. And I’ll be happy. And at the end of the day when it has fulfilled its function, I’ll take it off and throw it in the dirty laundry basket where it will slowly make its way through the decommissioning process (dark wash clothes pile on kitchen floor to washing machine to tumble dryer to ironing pile in spare bedroom – where it will remain unironed until the next time I need it). Now, multiply the problem I have with my ‘Death To The Pixies’ T-shirt with a pair of favoured jeans, a white shirt that I think I look good in, trainers that are good for walking in (but not necessarily all that good to look at) and various assorted other clothes and accessories for which I feel various degrees of attachment and it becomes easy to imagine the problems I had with packing to go on holiday.


So how did I manage in the past? The quick answer is Sarah. She always did it. She’d get sick of me standing there slack-jawed with a ‘Death To The Pixies’ T-shirt in one hand and a pair of threadbare-in-the-crotch faded Levi’s in the other and she’d kick me out of the bedroom and sort it out herself. And the funny thing is, even though I hadn’t had anything to do with the packing of my suitcase, once we’d reached our holiday destination I would always (without fail) find absolutely everything that I needed for every occasion. The right shoes for the right kind of bar. The right shirt for the right kind of restaurant. The right shorts for the right kind of beach. Everything. And on the one occasion (a holiday to Turkey in year five of our relationship) when I needed the right T-shirt for a day of wandering round a local market I opened the case and there it was: ‘Death To The Pixies’ in all its faded glory, neatly ironed and folded right in front of me. Right there and then I took off my hat to her (she had packed that too). No one could pack a suitcase like Sarah. No one. I can’t really remember what I did about packing suitcases before Sarah came into my life. I suppose that back in those days I had a lot less stuff so it was an awful lot easier just to pile everything I owned into one suitcase and close the lid.





As the afternoon began to slip away from me and the suitcase remained empty I came to the conclusion that the best thing I could do would be to leave packing until later in the day. Retiring to my now sofa-less living room I sat down on one of two old dining chairs Sarah had left behind and turned on the TV. An old episode of Murder She Wrote was on one of the cable channels but despite being drawn into the plot I switched it off after ten minutes because I was unable to adopt my usual slouching position. As I debated in my head whether it was too late to drive into town and order a new sofa from Argos (possibly something in black leather?) the phone rang. It was Tom. He was at the station and needed me to pick him up. As I put down the phone, picked up my car keys, grabbed my coat and locked the front door I remember quite clearly feeling happy for the first time in a long while. Tom’s arrival meant that my holiday plans were in motion. There was now an implied momentum to my life. I was no longer stationary. Instead I was hurtling towards the unknown.





At the station I spotted Tom instantly amongst the crowd of recently arrived travellers. Though we were roughly the same age, Tom had always looked a good few years older than me. It was his lack of hair that did it. Tom had begun losing his hair in his early twenties and now that he was in his thirties I barely registered his lack of hair. There’s something about men whose hair loss comes earlier in life that makes them cooler than the rest of us. It’s as if they’ve had an entire decade to come round to the idea that their hair has gone for good and so by the time they reach their third decade it’s quite clear that they patently don’t give a toss about what’s going on on top of their skulls. Possessing a full head of hair is no longer linked to their masculine identity. It’s just the way things are. And when women say that they find bald guys sexy (and there are quite a few out there) it’s this lot that they’re talking about and not the late arrivals who are always too panicked by their hair loss to do anything other than look mortified.


‘How long do you think we’re going for?’ I asked, staring at Tom’s hulking suitcase and marginally smaller rucksack as I helped him load his luggage into the back of my car. ‘We’re going for seven nights. Not seven years.’


‘And I bet you haven’t even packed yet,’ laughed Tom.


‘You know me too well. How are you, mate?’


‘Good,’ he replied. ‘Really good. And you?’


‘Me?’ I paused and thought about it for a few moments. Tom didn’t know that Sarah had gone because I hadn’t told him, although I reasoned that the situation would be pretty much self-explanatory once he saw the absence of furniture in the flat. ‘All the better for seeing you,’ I concluded.


In the past few years I must have seen Tom only a handful of times at best. This had more to do with conflicting timetables than a lack of desire. As far as I was concerned, even if I didn’t see him for an entire decade he would remain, along with Andy, one of my closest friends in the whole world.


One Saturday afternoon about six years ago, when we had both managed to get our schedules straightened out, we finally managed to set up a weekend to see each other. Sarah had gone away to see her parents in Norfolk so I’d driven up the M40 to Coventry to stay with Tom for the weekend. It had been a while since we’d had a proper chat on the phone and even longer since we’d seen each other in the flesh, so this trip was in a lot of ways long overdue. It was great to see him. We spent the afternoon visiting hifi shops because Tom was in the market for a new system and in the evening we’d gone for a drink at what I assumed was his local pub. Anyway, we’d been doing the catching-up thing over a couple of pints of bitter in front of a roaring log fire when Tom suddenly gave me this oddly solemn look and told me he had some important news.


‘I’ve become a born-again Christian,’ he told me sombrely. ‘I just thought you ought to know.’


He then took a sip of his bitter and looked at me expectantly, as though this was my cue to tell him my reaction. And if I’m honest I really didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t help thinking that it would’ve been easier if he’d told me he was gay, because at least then I could’ve given him a great big hug and thanked him for confiding in me. I could’ve shown him how accepting I was of this new ‘side’ to his personality by conjuring up a list of men that I reasoned I might be attracted to if I were that way inclined and had fun gauging whether there was any common ground in our ‘types’. But of course Tom wasn’t gay. He was a Christian, which though I tried hard not to, I admit I found disappointing.


I’d always found born-again Christian types to be little more than a walking cliché. I didn’t really much care about what they got up to in the privacy of their own churches but it bothered me greatly when it all came out into the open. I didn’t like them in the news trying to affect the laws of what is essentially a secular nation; I didn’t like them handing me leaflets proclaiming that the Kingdom of God was nigh; and I especially didn’t like them knocking on my front door trying to palm off their literature on me. In short if I were going to choose a group of people with whom I would genuinely like to have no contact at all, it would be born-again Christians. And now, much to my dismay, Tom was one of them.


Part of my surprise at Tom’s revelation was based on a key factor that I was sure excluded him from potential born-again Christianisation: at university he had been pretty much the king of casual sex and though I hadn’t kept track with his private life of late I was reasonably confident that little had changed. Over the course of the evening Tom proceeded to tell me how it had all happened. One evening a few months earlier he’d been out with a bunch of work colleagues when he’d got chatting to a woman sitting with her friends at the next table. He told me that much of what happened next was a blur of alcohol and sexual tension but the next thing he recalled was waking up the next morning in this woman’s bed. And although this sort of thing had been a semi-regular occurrence in his life what made this encounter distinct was that he didn’t know this woman’s name and never learned it. The guilt of the experience stayed with him for a long time. He told me that he realised that ever since his dad had died when he was nineteen, he’d felt he had a huge void in his life that he had desperately been trying to fill. A few weeks went by and then a chance conversation with a female colleague at work resulted in his accepting her invitation to attend an Easter service at her church. For the first time in his life, he’d found what he had been looking for.


My reaction was puzzlement. I was convinced that Tom was just going through a weird phase which he would eventually come out of. (Weird phases that had affected various college friends and associates in recent years had included interests in: militant veganism, druidism, Krishnaism, agoraphobia, burglary and suicide.) And so when he commented: ‘You think I’ve gone a bit mental don’t you?’ my reply, I have to admit, was: ‘Yes.’


Subsequently every time I saw Tom, I half expected him to have taken up dressing badly or I waited with bated breath for him to start trotting out stuff about God and Jesus in the middle of a conversation about transfer rumours at Chelsea. But he didn’t do any of these things. Instead, he was just the same as ever, only he seemed less, well, . . . restless . . . I suppose. Definitely less restless than me . . . or Andy . . . or any of the people I knew my age. He seemed as though he knew where he was going and why. As if everything was going to always be all right for him. And he didn’t start spouting Bible verses, singing hymns or being weird. He was simply less agitated.


A few months later Tom and Anne (the woman who had taken him to the Easter service) got together. A year after that they got engaged and the year after their wedding, Callum, their first kid, arrived swiftly followed by Katie, sixteen months later. And although I found it difficult over the years to stop thinking of him as being the victim of some sort of brainwashing conspiracy, over time that sort of stuff seemed less and less important and eventually I just went back to thinking of him as my friend Tom.













Every single day


Back at the flat Tom followed me inside and I offered to make him coffee. He asked if he could sit down and I said, ‘Yes, of course, make yourself at home,’ which was missing the point because I think what he was actually saying was, ‘Mate, why haven’t you got a sofa any more?’ I decided that it still wasn’t the right time to go into the Sarah thing and so disappeared to make his coffee. He didn’t follow me into the kitchen and instead sat down on one of the uncomfortable dining chairs to wait for me.


‘So how are tricks?’ I asked, handing over his coffee on my return to the living room. It was a repeat of my greeting at the station but I was hoping that this time it would elicit slightly deeper answers that might shed light on why he had agreed to come on holiday.


‘Good, thanks,’ replied Tom.


‘And Anne and the kids?’


‘Anne’s great . . . and the kids . . . as always they’re that odd combination of complete brilliance and nail-biting frustration. Katie’s three now, and Callum’s four and actually starts school in September – which really freaks me out. I mean, once they start school that’s it, they’re almost off your hands.’ Tom paused and looked pointedly around the room. ‘So is this what you trendy Brighton types call minimalist living?’


‘Do you like it?’ I replied. ‘My interior designer did it. She’s very good. I’d recommend her to anyone although I do think that living with her for ten years is part of the bargain.’


Tom sighed. ‘Has she gone for good?’


I nodded.


‘When did she go?’


‘A while ago but she only took the last of her stuff this morning.’


Tom shook his head sadly. ‘I’m sorry to hear that. I thought Sarah was really good for you.’


‘Me too,’ I replied.


‘I suppose there’s no way you two could sort your problems out?’


I shrugged half-heartedly. ‘Not really. It’s not like it was a mutual decision.’


‘Oh.’ He paused and then asked: ‘But you’re all right?’


‘Me?’ I replied. ‘I’m a bit down obviously but it’s nothing that can’t be cured by a week in the sun.’


Tom nodded again and sighed as though drawing a line underneath the subject and then launched into a conversation about the flat which led to other conversations about mortgages, work promotions, getting older and getting fatter, old friends who seemed to have dropped off the face of the planet and policemen getting younger by the minute. The one thing we didn’t talk about was the one thing I wanted to know most of all. So in the end, rather than wait for him to bring up the subject, I just came out with it.


‘So, mate,’ I began carefully. ‘Not that I’m not glad you’re here but what made you agree to this holiday jaunt of Andy’s?’


‘I can always go home if you don’t want me cramping your style,’ replied Tom mockingly.


‘Of course I want you to come,’ I replied. ‘It’s just that . . . well when Andy came up with the idea I was pretty sure that you wouldn’t be into it, that’s all.’


‘Because?’


I shrugged awkwardly. ‘Because . . . you know . . .’


Tom laughed. ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he said with a theatrical flourish, ‘presenting for your delight and delectation that world-renowned born-again Christian stereotype.’


‘Come on though,’ I said trying to dig myself out of the hole I’d just dug, ‘you must know what I mean – a week in wherever Andy has booked us – well it’s not exactly going to be Bible-friendly is it? I mean, I was pretty wary the second Andy called and my moral standards are pretty lax. I’m just wondering how he talked you round?’


‘He didn’t,’ replied Tom. ‘I wanted to come. The week before I’d been thinking to myself that I could do with a bit of a break and then Andy called and I thought, “Right, well that’s that sorted”.’


‘So you’re saying that Andy’s phone call was a message from God?’


Tom smiled. ‘All I know is that thanks to you guys I get a kid-free week off work in the sun . . . which is exactly what I need right now . . .’ He paused and looked around my empty living room, ‘. . . and I’m guessing it’s probably what you need too.’


‘You’re not wrong there,’ I conceded amiably. ‘Well, it’s good to have you on board because there’s absolutely no way I’d go on this holiday with just Andy.’


‘Nor me,’ he replied. ‘Although I’m guessing that it wasn’t his idea to invite me.’


‘That’s not exactly true,’ I replied, as I attempted to fudge the truth. ‘You and Andy are mates; it’s just the whole religion thing he’s not into.’


‘Maybe,’ replied Tom, ‘but I wouldn’t call us mates. I mean, even at college Andy was always more your friend than mine.’ Tom paused and smiled. ‘Is he still the same?’


‘Could he ever be any different?’


‘Hasn’t he even mellowed a little bit with age?’


‘I think getting older has actually made things worse,’ I replied. ‘Opportunities to let loose aren’t quite as forthcoming as they used to be when we were younger. And now it’s like he’s constantly this huge ball of pent-up energy waiting for the chance to be released. Say he calls you for a drink, you can’t just have one, it’ll be six or seven and then he’ll drag you to a club. Say you fancy some company while you watch a couple of DVDs. The DVDs won’t get watched and your home will be turned over for an impromptu party. In between he’s as right as rain, but I feel as though he’s always looking for his next opportunity for excess.’


‘Is he still doing the painting and decorating thing?’


‘Yeah.’


‘I wonder if the people who pay him to paint their houses realise that he’s got a first in Applied Maths?’


‘I shouldn’t think even Andy remembers that sort of information. The good news though is that he and Lisa are finally going to get hitched.’


Tom raised his eyebrows in surprise. ‘They’re still together?’


‘She’s what you might call long suffering. You know, sometimes I look at Andy and I can’t help but feel as if the whole of his life is really fragile . . . actually forget that. What am I talking about? The whole of all our lives is fragile. Like the only thing holding us together is Sellotape.’


‘I think you’re right,’ said Tom. ‘But with Andy it always seems more obviously so. But he’s always been a bit like that hasn’t he? Even at college.’


‘But that’s just it. We’re not at college and we haven’t been for a very long time. We’ve all moved on.’


‘Apart from Andy.’


‘Yeah. Apart from Andy.’


‘Anyway,’ said Tom finally. ‘What about you?’


‘What about me?’


‘I know you probably don’t want to talk about it. But, really, how are you coping? I mean with Sarah gone after ten years together you must find yourself really missing her.’


‘Every day,’ I replied. ‘I miss her every single day.’













Milk, two cans of Boddingtons and half a tin of beans


When the doorbell rang at about a quarter past eight that evening I knew it would be Andy. So when I made my way downstairs to open the door I was somewhat surprised to see his girlfriend Lisa with him. There was an air about Lisa, not of someone dropping off her boyfriend and then immediately going, but rather of someone who was coming in, possibly having a cup of tea and a general nose around and maybe a chat too. Childish as it might seem, I had been in a bit of a ‘no girls allowed’ frame of mind for some time (they’re all unhinged/don’t know what they want/all on the same side – delete as inapplicable). Of course women had their place in the world but, I reasoned, at this particular point in time their place wasn’t my flat, with my friends, spoiling our pre-holiday enjoyment.


There was no doubt that Andy had done very well in getting (and even more so in keeping) a woman like Lisa. Though he was reasonably good looking (slightly less so than Tom but slightly more so than me) there was no arguing that Lisa was in her own quiet way the more attractive of the two. Her long brown hair was so dark that in certain lights it looked black and it framed the delicate features of her face perfectly. In contrast Andy had light brown hair with flecks of grey at the temples. His features were dark and craggy, as though he had lived a hard life working in a coal mine and his eyebrows were so heavy that they cast a shadow over his entire face. But what lifted his looks were his eyes. They were an immediately striking shade of green mixed with grey.


Andy had met Lisa in a bar in Brighton one evening seven years ago when the two of us were out for a drink. Lisa was Canadian and had been working for a food marketing company for a year but had only just managed to get an extension on her visa. When she and Andy first got together I used to joke that Lisa was only after him for a British passport. What other reason could there be for someone that attractive to be with someone as useless as Andy? Actually I was well aware why someone like Lisa would be with someone like Andy. He had charm. By the bucket load. And not cheesy smarmy charm either. But the good type that makes girls fancy you and boys want to be your best friend.


I’d met Andy through Pippa, a girl I’d just started seeing in my first year at college. One night when Pippa and I were out drinking in Brighton, Pippa’s friend Lara brought Andy along to join us. After the pub a whole gang of us walked back to Lara’s house in Coombe Road and Andy and I ended up talking. It was friendship at first conversation . . . a few notches down from love at first sight. Andy told me about a party that was going on in Kemptown that we’d be mad to miss. Though I knew that Pippa would be upset if I went to the party without her, Andy presented such a persuasive argument (‘There’ll be girls, and loads of booze and really good music’) and was so steadfast in his refusal to accept no for an answer that in the end it was easier to say yes. And though my actions resulted in me getting dumped by Pippa the following day, the demise of my relationship led me to later pulling Holly, a mind-blowingly beautiful third-year fashion student who’d been at the party.


The downside of being Andy’s friend was that there were times when he was no more and no less than a right pain in the backside. Back in college if I had an essay to hand in for the following morning, I would literally have to hide myself away from Andy because I knew if he found me I’d end up at a bar or a club or a party and then I’d wake up the following morning with a raging hangover and the essay still not done. And it would be me that would have to face the consequences of the big night out. It would be me that would have to sort out all the trouble that he’d get the two of us in. It was always me that had to clean up after him. I think that at the heart of the problem back then was the fact that Andy didn’t want to grow up and did everything he could to delay the inevitable arrival of full adulthood. Once he left college he didn’t want a career (hence his chosen diversion into painting and decorating). He didn’t want the responsibilities of a mortgage (preferring instead to pay long-suffering Lisa rent).


The fact that he had finally relented to Lisa’s suggestion that they get engaged said less about any supposed change of heart on the subject of matrimony and far more about the fact that even he was coming to realise that he couldn’t stay twenty-one for ever. This was why I was sure that this holiday was more about him than – as he’d pitched it – about me. With his own wedding less than a year away, I could see that the holiday represented an opportunity for him to be young and stupid again. And I got a huge feeling of discomfort in the pit of my stomach that he was going to go all out to enjoy it.


‘All right you two?’ I said breezily greeting Andy and Lisa in a bid to cover my initial surprise.


‘Yeah fine,’ replied Andy. ‘Are you going to let us in then or what?’


I suddenly realised that I was standing on the doorstep as though I had no intention of letting either of them past the door and quickly ushered them upstairs. At the front door to the flat I stopped and issued a sort of catch-all world-weary disclaimer: ‘Sarah’s taken her stuff. Yes, it is difficult to watch TV when a dining room chair is your only comfort. Yes, I will be buying some more furniture when I get round to it. No, I’m not interested in any furniture that you’re trying to get rid of but I do appreciate the thought.’


Andy laughed and patted me on the back while Lisa rolled her eyes, kissed me on the cheek and followed Andy into the flat.


‘Oi, Bullock!’ yelled Andy in Tom’s direction. ‘Are you still in the God squad?’


‘Just ignore him, Tom,’ countered Lisa, digging Andy sharply in the ribs with her fingers. ‘My boyfriend is a pig and he knows it.’


Tom seemed more amused than upset by Andy and as he hugged Lisa she commented on how long it had been since she’d last seen him. (Two years to be precise when Tom, Anne and the kids had come to stay with Sarah and me.) As Lisa released him from her embrace he turned to face Andy and the two men stood staring at each other for an uncomfortably long time and then they both burst out laughing.


‘It’s good to see you again,’ grinned Tom.


‘You too,’ replied Andy. ‘You too.’


As the two men fell into conversation I asked Lisa if she fancied a drink; this was the most subtle way I could think of to find out how long she was staying for.


‘What time are you guys going out?’ she asked, gazing around my empty living room.


‘There’s no rush,’ I lied. I doubted whether my honest answer: ‘The second you leave,’ would’ve been appreciated.


‘I’ll stay for a cup of tea then,’ she replied, ‘but you can stop with the cold sweats, Charlie, I only came round because Andy needed a lift. I think in his ideal world he would’ve hurled himself from the car and had me drive by without stopping.’ She leaned forward and ruffled Andy’s hair affectionately. ‘Isn’t that right, sweetie? I’m cramping your style aren’t I?’


‘Massively,’ said Andy with his eyes still fixed on the TV. ‘I’ll have a coffee while you’re up there, babe.’


‘Hang on,’ she replied, ‘it was Charlie that—’ she stopped and sighed, something which I guessed she did an awful lot living with Andy. She looked at Tom. ‘Since I’ve been nominated designated maker-of-hot-drinks for the evening would you like one too?’


‘I’m fine thanks,’ said Tom warily.


‘No really,’ said Lisa, ‘I don’t mind.’


‘Okay then,’ he replied. ‘I’ll have a coffee too if that’s okay. White, no sugar. Thanks.’


‘Right, you,’ said Lisa addressing me in a tone that didn’t invite any form of debate. ‘Come and help me in the kitchen.’


As I stood at the tap refilling the kettle, Lisa rummaged through the various jars and tins that lived on top of the microwave looking for the coffee and the tea.


‘So, how are you keeping?’ she asked as she located the tin that held the tea bags and fished one out ready on the counter.


‘I’m fine.’


‘Really?’


‘Yeah, really.’
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