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To Mum and Dad, for everything










Happiness is the meaning and the purpose of life, the whole aim and end of human existence.


Aristotle










Kate


‘It’s about doing something you love,’ said Jack. ‘Every single day waking up and doing the one thing you know makes you happy.’


‘Are you talking about Emma?’ said Ed with a pithy smirk.


‘Of course,’ Jack said with a smile. ‘Nothing makes me happier than knowing I get to wake up next to the thing I also get to do.’


‘I’m right here,’ said Emma with mock indignation.


‘That’s a compliment,’ said Jack.


Emma smiled, leaned across and gave him a kiss.


‘I know,’ she said. ‘It makes me happy too. Sexy and convenient. I’m living the dream.’


We were at the pub around the corner from our little one-bedroom flat just off Balham High Road. The flat Ed and I had been in since university ended and we were thrust completely unprepared into the real world.


It was our weekly Sunday session, something that had just sort of happened. It began after Emma started dating Jack and now it was a part of our lives; intertwined to such a degree than none of us could imagine a Sunday without it. When we were kids it was the Sunday roast, but now, in our mid-twenties and all based in London, it was the pub. Lunch, newspapers and drinks, talking about everything and nothing.


‘And what makes you happy?’ said Emma, looking at Ed. ‘Apart from Kate, obviously.’


‘Thank you,’ I replied with a courteous smile.


Ed sat and looked at us for a moment. This wasn’t an easy question for him. Emma wasn’t being that serious and she probably didn’t care that much about the answer, but she didn’t know Ed like I did. I knew it bothered him. Such a strange thing, to imagine that happiness could bother someone. Annoy them, actually. But when you’re under as much pressure at work as Ed, happiness is the very last thing you can spend time thinking about. ‘I’ll let you know when I figure it out,’ said Ed.


I reached down and squeezed his leg and he turned and gave me a smile. Just then Ed’s phone beeped, as it did most weekends, and he looked down, read a quick email and then excused himself.


‘Sorry, work,’ said Ed, as though we didn’t already know. It was Sunday and, while the rest of the office world was taking its two-day hiatus, Ed’s maniac boss was still online and making sure Ed was too. Ed scurried outside.


‘And what about you, Kate, what makes you happy?’ said Jack.


Jack always started these sorts of conversations. He was a writer and always wanted to go deeper. Ed would talk about the price of stocks, football and work until the cows came home. Emma loved gossiping about which famous person she’d seen recently, what acting roles she was going for next and the latest on any reality show. I would talk about anything except work, but Jack always seemed to go back to the big questions. The meaning-of-life conversations you have when you’re seventeen and stoned for the first time with your best friend.


‘What makes me happy?’ I mused. I took a sip of my white wine and fingered my packet of Marlboro Lights. What did make me happy? It wasn’t a simple question. ‘This makes me happy,’ I said. ‘Sitting here on a Sunday with my best friends, feeling like this, drinking, talking, eating and not wanting it to end.’


‘Me too,’ said Emma. ‘I look forward to Sunday more than any other day. I dread Mondays.’


‘Why do you dread Mondays?’ said Ed, joining us again. ‘It isn’t like you have to go to work.’


‘Oh very droll,’ said Emma. ‘That’s exactly why I dread Mondays, actually, Ed: because it reminds me I don’t have a job.’


‘Yes you do,’ said Jack, always the first one to support Emma and her dreams of being an actress. I suppose with him trying to be a writer, they shared the same pain. ‘It’s just that your job isn’t nine-to-five, and you’re constantly auditioning to get rehired.’


‘And you’d be absolutely useless in a proper job,’ I said, smiling.


‘Oh, thanks,’ said Emma.


‘You’re welcome. Now, whose round is it?’ I said and we all looked at Ed.


‘Just because I earn the most it’s suddenly my round. Didn’t I get the last one?’


‘Stop being such a stingy git and get the drinks in,’ I said and then leaned across and gave him a peck on the cheek. ‘Love you,’ I said with a smile.


‘I’ll give you a hand,’ said Jack.


The boys went off to the bar, via the fruit machine, leaving Emma and I alone for the first time that day. Emma and Kate. Kate and Emma. Best friends since, well, forever. She looked at me with her gorgeous eyes and I knew what she was going to say before she even opened her mouth.


‘Have you spoken to him about it?’ she said.


‘Not yet.’


‘Oh, Kate, when are you going to do it?’


‘I don’t know. He’s talking about buying a house, putting down roots, getting a promotion at work. I don’t think he’s going to be into it and we’re still young. Plenty of time . . .’


‘But, Kate, you’ve talked about going travelling since we were teenagers. Remember that week in Newquay? That night we sat on the beach looking up at the stars drinking Bacardi Breezers and smoking weed.’


‘The badly rolled joint that fell to pieces just after you lit it, you mean?’


‘And we had to ask those boys if they could help us skin up, but then you were so drunk you were sick all over that one boy’s feet.’


‘The one with the flip-flops!’


‘Yeah, that one,’ she said and we both laughed.


‘That was the night I told you I was going to be an actress and the night you told me all about going travelling. You made it sound like something you had to do.’


‘I do. It’s just . . . Now isn’t the right time.’


‘And when’s the right time going to be?’


‘I don’t know.’


A part of me knew she was right, but I couldn’t let myself agree with her. I loved Ed so much and my job was still just about the right side of bearable. I was only twenty-five, part of the London hip-erati; there was plenty of time left to travel. Plus, in a couple of years we’d have more money and we could do it properly.


‘I just want you to do what we dreamed about back then.’


‘I will, Em, and you will too. I know your big break is just around the corner.’


Emma smiled at me as the boys sat back down again. Ed put our drinks down, while Jack tossed two packets of crisps in the middle of the table. It was a beautiful day outside and the pub was packed with people just like us.


‘Jack’s got another one,’ said Ed, before his phone buzzed again.


‘Go on,’ said Emma.


Jack sat down next to her and Ed wandered off outside, phone to his ear.


‘Where will you celebrate your thirtieth birthday?’


‘That one’s easy,’ said Emma. ‘With you lot, in the pub.’


‘Kate?’ said Jack, looking at me expectantly. ‘What about you?’


I didn’t know what to say. Four years was a long time.


‘Who knows, right? You could be a successful writer. Emma could be a world-famous actress. Ed and I could be . . .’ I stopped, not quite sure what to say next.


‘Anything you want,’ said Emma, finishing my sentence for me.


‘Right,’ I said. ‘Anything we want.’










Four Years Later


January










Kate


‘Love you,’ said Ed, holding my hands gently in his.


‘Love you too,’ I said. A wash of salty tears, which I’d been trying my best to keep in check until I was at least on the plane, suddenly leaked out and slid down my face. I pitied the unlucky person who had to sit next to me, a blubbery backpacker bound for Bangkok, for twelve hours. ‘I should probably get a move on. My flight leaves in forty minutes and I still have to go through security.’


We were at the departures gate at Heathrow: the final goodbye hurdle. People walked past, apprehensive-looking parents with children who clung tightly to their teddy bears, oblivious solo travellers playing with their iPhones, businessmen and flight crew, while Ed and I stood motionless, caught somewhere between the past and the future. It was why I loved airports, because they were neither a part of where you’d been or where you were going. They were a separate entity. A sort of purgatory between states of being that held the promise of adventure and freedom.


‘I just . . .’


‘What, Ed?’


‘I just wish you weren’t going, that’s all.’


The past week had been the Olympic Games of emotional blackmail. Ed had been quiet, depressed, loud, obnoxious, loving and every other possible state in the hope something would break me down and stop me from leaving. Now he was being morose. His whole being was dripping with sullenness.


Ever since that blustery November evening when I’d sat him down and explained I had to go travelling otherwise I’d regret it for the rest of my life, he’d had the same strained expressions of annoyance and incredulity. He couldn’t understand why I had to do it and, like a lot of men when placed in an uncomfortable emotional situation, he made it all about him.


‘Is it something I’ve done?’ were his first words.


‘Is this about me?’ were his second.


‘How can I change your mind?’ were his third.


I tried to explain it had nothing to do with him: I needed this for me. I conceived the idea after Nan died and left me some money; it wasn’t much, but sufficient for a year away and just enough left over for my half of the mortgage. I’d realised that, at twenty-nine, if I didn’t do something a bit impetuous right away, that would be it. My life would tumble headlong into middle-age and the usual suspects of marriage, kids and a fridge door full of mundane lists that would run my life forever. I needed time to breathe. When I was young I thought I was special and would do something amazing with my life, and then I grew up. I wanted that feeling back. I wanted to be amazing again.


The simple truth was I wasn’t completely happy. It wasn’t one thing in particular, but the combination of every aspect of my life not equating to a big, happy whole. My job in public relations was stressful and the initial excitement I’d felt when I started the job after university had been replaced with a depressing feeling of inevitability. I looked at the people higher up the corporate ladder and I didn’t want to become them: crushed by the weight of a career that sustained a life I wasn’t even sure I wanted. Every tiny facet of our lives seemed so depressingly settled in a way I hadn’t ever intended. I needed to get away. I needed a break. And, of course, there was the tiny fact that I’d really thought Ed would come with me.


‘I’ll be back before you know it. It will fly by,’ I said, trying my best to keep our last few moments together as civil and upbeat as possible. I wanted Ed to be happy for me. I wanted to see a spark of something in his eyes other than the lingering disappointment and bitterness that had kept me awake for the past week.


‘It will for you. You’re off travelling the world, while I’m going to be stuck here in depressing, miserable London, working like a dog for twelve hours a day just waiting for you to come back.’


‘You could have come too,’ I said, finally losing my patience as he made the same cloyingly annoying face he’d been making for the previous two months.


‘You know why I can’t come,’ said Ed in that oh-so-patronising voice of his.


I hated it when I felt like I was talking to city banker Ed. I imagined him at work in his giant phallic office, shouting at other miserable-looking suits and telling people to buy this and sell that, while nervous-looking secretaries served up coffee and biscuits, terrified of being scolded because the FTSE was down against the Yen. It wasn’t the Ed I knew and the Ed I loved.


‘But don’t you see. All the reasons why you’re saying no are the same reasons why I have to leave. I know you love me – I love you too – but it isn’t about that. I can’t keep going along pretending everything’s fine when it isn’t. I don’t want to wake up at forty and blame you for me not doing this. I want to be happy and this is going to make me happy.’


‘So what you’re saying is I don’t make you happy anymore,’ said Ed glibly.


‘Don’t be like that, Ed, please. I know this isn’t what you had planned for us and you think it’s a giant waste of time, but I don’t. Look, I don’t want to leave on an argument; can you please just be happy for me?’


‘Promise me one thing,’ he said, a sudden cloud of vulnerability descending upon his face. He reminded me of one of those children of the war, fleeing London during the blitz for the safety of the countryside. A sad little schoolboy standing by a steam engine while his parents cried and handed him a jam sandwich for the journey. All he needed was a raggedy old teddy bear under his arm and a pair of short grey trousers. ‘Promise me you won’t change.’


I suppose what he meant was, don’t cheat on me and not come back. I had no intention of cheating on Ed though and even if I was I wouldn’t have needed to go to such extreme measures. Plenty of men at work had shown enough interest in me and hinted that if I ever wanted to turn public relations into private relations, they would happily oblige. My trip wasn’t about men. It wasn’t about sex, Ed or having a quarter-life crisis, it was about me. It was something I had to do. For me. ‘Of course I’m not going to change. It’s just a six-month holiday, Ed, not six years in a kibbutz.’


‘Good, you’d better not. I want to marry the girl you are right now,’ said Ed, forcing a smile.


‘Come here you two,’ I said, turning to Jack and Emma, who had been standing dutifully behind Ed, waiting for their moment to say goodbye. We’d done everything with them over the last five years. They were our couple of choice: the two additional sides who made us a perfect square. They waded in and we had a group hug. Four late-twenty-somethings at Heathrow airport; it could have been a Richard Curtis film – except for the distinctly un-romantic-comedy air wafting towards me from Ed.


Emma had been my best friend since primary school and the one person who when I said I wanted to go travelling didn’t scoff or look disappointed, but supported it wholeheartedly. She encouraged me from day one because she knew what it meant. I would miss her and our chats terribly, Saturday mornings at Starbucks catching up on the week, bitching about the boys and gossiping about everything and nothing.


‘I love you all,’ I said, trying to stem the rising mass of tears that were forming a less-than-orderly queue behind my eyes.


‘Just make sure you’re back in time for my wedding,’ said Emma, tears welling up in her eyes. ‘You’re a bridesmaid, remember?’


‘I’ll be back by then. Promise. And fingers crossed for the film.’


I gave Jack a quick peck on the cheek and Emma a long tearful hug before I took one last look at Ed. I was afraid I’d forget what he looked like, which was crazy because I’d seen him every day for the past eight years. But it felt like once I stepped onto the plane his face would be wiped from my memory forever. The thick, dark hair with the schoolboy haircut I publicly mocked, but secretly quite liked. The steely blue-grey eyes, the long, thin nose, the high cheek bones, the slightly narrow mouth and the chin dimple; the sort of face that would look good on a coin. His weekend-casual outfit, which wasn’t actually that casual, as though he could never quite let go of his weekday self: navy blue V-neck jumper over white work shirt, khaki chinos, boat shoes and a long wool coat. Ed didn’t really do casual. At weekends, while I would slouch around the house in pyjama bottoms and old T-shirts, Ed wouldn’t go less than a pair of dark jeans and a freshly ironed polo shirt.


I filed a mental snapshot and gave Ed one last kiss before I turned around and walked away, too afraid to look back. Too afraid the life I was leaving behind was not only better than the one I was heading towards, but also that it wouldn’t be there when I got home.


As the plane turned to begin its take-off, I looked out of the window. It was a typical drab winter’s day at Heathrow. Sullen clouds drifted across the runway, making everything seem like a dream. England’s green and pleasant land was hiding behind a smokescreen of cheerlessness. I kept thinking back to what Ed said in the airport about not changing. I promised I wouldn’t, but I knew it was a promise I wouldn’t be able to keep. As the plane took off, slowly gaining altitude above London, fighting through the dark, leaden clouds to the bluer skies above, I began to cry. For months all I had wanted was to be on that plane. I had been so excited to leave and begin my adventure, but finally, sitting alone, all I felt was a terrible sickness and a craving for what I was leaving behind. I had wanted the change. I had wanted to feel the ripple of its excitement touch me again and move me the way it used to. I had wanted to travel, but now I was terrified it was a decision I might regret for the rest of my life.










Ed


‘Look on the bright side,’ said Emma from the front seat of her Mini Cooper. ‘It’s only six months and in the big scheme of things that’s nothing.’


I was crammed in the back like a piece of luggage: the price of having trendy friends with tiny cars. My legs were bent at a funny angle and my back twisted so I looked like I was skiing, but not in a cool way. Still, it was better than the journey there with Kate and her backpack squashing me against the window. Outside, the sun finally lost its battle with the gloomy, grey clouds and rain began to pelt against the window.


‘She’s right, mate,’ joined in Jack in his diluted Australian accent. ‘She’ll be back before you know it.’


‘Right,’ I muttered back.


I was trying to work out why I felt so shit about Kate leaving. I mean, obviously, just her leaving was enough, but it was more than that. I was hurt and angry. Really fucking angry, actually. Why did she need to travel the world? I’d promised her on more than one occasion we’d eventually go to Thailand, Australia and Timbuktu, if that’s what she wanted. I really thought she’d come to her senses and realise everything she needed was right here. I think that was why I was hurting. It wasn’t that she was leaving, but that she was leaving me. I was rejected in favour of a needless holiday and it didn’t make any sense.


‘So,’ said Emma, carrying on as though my girlfriend of nearly eight years, the girl I loved, lived with and hoped to one day marry, hadn’t just hopped on a plane to Thailand. ‘I have this meeting tonight, Ed, with the director for this new film – the next Four Weddings type of thing. Rhys Connelly’s already signed on. The script’s amazing.’ She looked at me in the mirror and then crunched a gear into place. The Mini suddenly lurched forward as the engine roared and then we wobbled momentarily into the next lane. I hung on for dear life.


‘Ed probably doesn’t want to hear about the film, love,’ interjected Jack, as always the thoughtful one, the mediator. Emma and Jack, the thespian and the wordsmith, our bohemian mates from west London and my support system in Kate’s absence.


‘Oh, shit, sorry, I . . .’


‘No, no its fine, Em, really,’ I said, smiling back. ‘Honestly.’


It wasn’t fine though, was it? My life felt like it had been torn into little pieces and then put back together with some crappy Sellotape in all the wrong places.


We were soon outside my house in Wandsworth. The rain had briefly let up and I was leaning on the open window next to Jack.


‘Seriously, Ed, are you going to be OK? We can come in for a bit if you want,’ said Emma. ‘Have a cup of tea?’


‘Of course he’s going to be all right,’ said Jack, with a brisk, manly grin. ‘Aren’t you, mate?’


‘Yeah, course,’ I said and smiled. ‘Now you two bugger off. I’ll see you soon.’ I tapped the door and they drove off, the Union Jack on the roof disappearing through the leafy streets of my salubrious pocket of London.


I stood outside my house and sighed. The two-bedroom Victorian terrace with sash windows and a little blue door had cost us a fortune. It was minutes from the Thames and had stripped hardwood floors, original iron fireplaces and a little garden – it was the house we’d made our perfect little home. The final piece of the jigsaw, or so I’d thought.


I took out my front door key and let myself in, popped the keys in the little tray on the sideboard and stood for a moment. It was terrifyingly quiet. The noise I was going to have to get used to for the next six months. I looked along the hallway and saw the flowers Kate bought last week. They hung down, limply grazing the top of the vase, pathetically drooping as if in a yoga pose. But they weren’t, they were slowly dying and in a couple of days would be tossed in the bin and forgotten.


 


Waking up alone was strange. The bed had never felt so big and in a moment of fitful sleep, just before I properly woke up, I forgot she was gone. It came back to me in a horrifying flash when I reached across to cuddle her, but all I felt was a cold sheet. I looked across and there was her pillow, puffed up and untouched like something straight out of the Habitat catalogue. Kate was an active sleeper and usually by morning most of the sheet and duvet was pulled and stretched to her side of the bed and her pillow was often on the floor. Now, in its current state, it looked out of place. A sad reminder she was gone, and even though it annoyed me how she routinely turned our bed into a jumble sale pile, without it I felt empty.


Despite it being only six o’clock, I decided to head into work early. The tube was quieter than usual. I even got a seat to read my copy of the Metro, instead of having to try and grasp the headlines while being jostled and pushed against the rubbery rolls of a fellow commuter. By the time I got off at Bank station, I actually felt quite relaxed and a bit Zen. I grabbed a large cappuccino and a bacon roll – the breakfast of champions – and headed into work. Even my office floor was bereft of workers; a tired-looking cleaner was emptying the last few bins and then my immediate manager and the Director of Investments, Hugh Whitman, a balding man in his late fifties, strode past me towards his corner office.


‘Early today, Hornsby, eh. Trouble with the missus?’


‘Something like that, sir.’


He chortled and kept on walking, leather briefcase in hand and stomach jutting out like a Swiss mountain face. Hugh ran the office with the cut-throat ruthlessness of an army general. If you did well you were rewarded, but one mistake, one black mark against you and you were gone. Despite being a working-class speck in a sky of upper-middle-class employees, I’d stuck around for seven years, slowly easing my way up the banking ladder towards safety.


I turned on my PC and checked my email. As I drank my cappuccino and ate my bacon roll, I began working on the building blocks of an idea. In six months I could get a promotion. Without Kate and all the distractions of a relationship, I could work harder, longer and better. Maybe Kate pissing off across the globe could be a good thing after all. Kate had her dreams and I had mine. She wanted to ponce about in South East Asia with a bunch of drop-outs, hippies and graduates trying to find themselves, while I would stay behind and make sure everything she needed, we needed, was still in place and working better when she got back. It would also help keep my mind off what she was doing and with whom.


By ten o’clock the office was a tornado of energy: people were working hard, making and losing millions. It was like a beautiful symphony, every aspect working together to produce a capitalist masterpiece. Our floor was an open-plan football field of computers, telephones, fax machines and men in expensive suits shouting at each other for twelve hours a day. However, on that Monday morning at ten o’clock an office of fifty bankers all stopped working as a girl walked across the floor. She was beautiful: every man’s dream in a grey business suit and high heels. All eyes, including mine, stopped scrolling through emails and watched her walk, slowly, gracefully, with Harriet from HR, until they stopped quite suddenly at my desk.


‘Ed, this is Georgina Hays. She’s new and going to be shadowing you for a few days. Make her feel at home and keep the vultures off her back, will you?’ said Harriet with a motherly smile. Harriet was the office matriarch, head of human resources and feared and loved in equal measure by every employee. I suddenly felt like every pair of eyes in the office were on me and when I looked up I realised they were.


‘Hi,’ said Georgina, shaking my hand briskly and then sitting down next to me. ‘Call me Georgie, please.’ She had the poshest voice I’d ever heard, which was no mean feat considering I worked in an office packed to the rafters with Oxbridge alumni. She was stunning. She had long blonde hair – but not just regular blonde, it was pure, clean, almost ethereal – the biggest, bluest eyes and a small, perfectly formed nose with a spattering of freckles. Her face was symmetrical, balanced, refined and she had a flawless body to match.


‘Ed, before we start, I just want to say thank you.’


‘I haven’t done anything yet. I could be awful.’


‘I doubt you’re awful,’ said Georgie with a gorgeous little giggle. ‘Uncle Hugh wouldn’t have put me with someone awful.’


‘Uncle Hugh?’


‘Oh, yes, Hugh Whitman is my uncle, but that doesn’t change anything. I want you to treat me like you would any other employee.’


‘Right, will do,’ I said, suddenly terrified of what this training session might lead to. ‘Then you’d better get us both a big cup of coffee before we start,’ I said with a smile, and she smiled back, probably the most perfect smile I’d ever seen.


The next hour was something of a blur. I learnt that Georgina Elizabeth Hays was twenty-two and grew up in Bath. She attended boarding school in some Hogwartian mansion in the home counties, took a gap year and helped underprivileged children in Peru, went to the University of Cambridge, represented England at youth-level netball, was currently single and trying her hand at the world of banking. When Harriet eventually came to rescue her for some mandatory paperwork, she thanked me with a warm smile and told me she would see me after lunch.


On my way out for a quick bite, I shared the lift with Hugh.


‘If you don’t mind me asking, sir, why did you put Georgina with me?’


‘Because you’re the only one I can trust not to bang her senseless, Hornsby. My niece, you see, but mum’s the word, eh. Promised I wouldn’t let anything happen to her. Take good care of her. No funny business.’


‘Of course not, sir, no problem,’ I said as we stepped out of the lift.


During the short walk to Pret thoughts of a BLT and images of Georgie in her netball kit clouded my mind. I didn’t know if Hugh trusting me was a good thing or not. Was it a slap on the back? A hearty gesture of goodwill that would garner a mutual respect and eventual promotion, or did he just consider me an unattractive, spineless eunuch?


The afternoon wore on much like the morning had, with Georgie and me in close proximity, knees occasionally knocking together under the desk, while I tried to give her a rundown of what I did on a daily basis. It was a little after six when we started to pack away for the night.


‘Thanks so much for today, Ed, you’ve been brill.’


‘Oh, no worries, my pleasure.’ A few co-workers walked by, loitered for a moment, pretending to fiddle with scarves, and then smiled at Georgie and gave me a cursory, ‘Night, Ed’ before they waltzed away. ‘Does that annoy you?’


‘What?’


‘Men ogling you all day. Making lame excuses so they can try and peek down your top.’


‘Oh that. You get used to it.’


‘It must get a bit annoying though,’ I said, grabbing my bag and scarf.


‘Sometimes, but mostly they’re harmless and it’s flattering when people find me attractive.’


‘As if they wouldn’t,’ I said without thinking. Georgie flashed me a smile. ‘I . . . umm . . . didn’t mean anything by that, sorry.’


‘Of course, and bravo, I didn’t see you peek down my top all day,’ said Georgie with a cheeky smile. I suddenly and without warning went a deep shade of red, my face sweltering in embarrassment. ‘Oh, Ed, I was only joking.’


‘Right, well, see you tomorrow?’ I said, wrapping my scarf quickly around my neck with Hugh’s words ringing in my ears, ‘no funny business’.


‘Yes, yes, can’t wait and honestly, thank you so much. I was so nervous this morning.’ I smiled and started to walk away before Georgie stopped me. ‘Actually, do you have any plans for tonight?’


I was caught off guard. I didn’t know what to say. Did I have any plans? The answer was a definite no, unless plans involved getting a curry, a four pack of lager and watching television on my own, which I’m sure is the very definition of a sad twat.


‘No plans.’


‘Then, and just to say thank you, how about a quick drink?’


Had she actually said that? The gorgeous, ultra-posh new girl at work was asking me out for a drink? I stammered like a far less attractive cross between Colin Firth’s King George and Hugh Grant at his upper-class bumbling best.


‘I . . . I . . . err . . . umm . . .’


‘I don’t have many friends in London at the mo. All off doing the travelling thing or their MAs and you seem like a nice bloke and Hugh trusts you, so you can’t be that dodgy.’


‘You’d be surprised,’ I said for no apparent reason and then I laughed like a bloody idiot.


‘Then let’s have a drink and you can show me how dodgy you are,’ she said with a delicious wide-faced smile.


I thought about it for a second. It wasn’t cheating or even technically wrong. I’d gone out for copious work drinks over the years and yes, admittedly, none of them had been only with women, but still, it wasn’t like anything would happen. For a start, I would never cheat on Kate and, secondly, Georgie would never, in a million years, fancy someone like me. It was just a drink. Mates. Co-workers.


‘Sure, why not.’


‘Fab. I have to pop to the toilet, back in a jiff,’ she said and then skipped off.


I watched her for a moment. Her perfectly formed little bottom was squeezed into a tight-fitting grey skirt above long, slender legs that curved towards a pair of black high-heeled shoes. A couple of men stopped to gaze at her on their way out and ran their salacious eyes over her pert, ripe little body. A knot of fear unexpectedly formed in my stomach and began to work its way towards my brain, making me feel nauseous: the terrifying fear that maybe I was just like all of those other men, and all it would take for me to lose everything would be a solitary word from her soft, beautiful lips and the promise of a glimpse at what lay beneath her glossy white blouse.










Jack


‘Ready?’ said Emma, walking into the room, fiddling with a pair of earrings and looking flustered.


Emma always got nervous when she had business dinners. Of course, it wasn’t me who was trying to get a part in a film that could change the course of my whole life. I was nervous too, but trying to keep it together for her. She had spent years treading the boards, getting small parts in small plays, a few lines on television and even a couple of call backs for lead roles, but nothing like this. This was huge. This would make her career and change our lives forever.


‘Just finishing up, love,’ I said, closing down my laptop.


‘Do you think Ed’s going to be all right?’ said Emma, zipping herself into a little black dress she’d treated herself to from Reiss, and looking every inch the film star: cropped blonde hair, a beautiful face with Audrey Hepburn features, big green eyes, full, curvaceous lips and the most perfectly petite body.


‘I hope so. He seemed a bit lost in the car.’


‘He did, didn’t he, poor thing. Although if I lost you for six months,’ she said, looking across at me with a tender smile. ‘I think I’d be depressed too.’


‘You never have to worry about that. I’m not going anywhere.’


‘You’d better not, or—’ said Emma with a smile, making a scissor action with her fingers and nodding toward my groin.


Emma had been telling me to get ready for the last hour, but I was lost in thought over my book. I needed this novel to be The One because I’d already decided it would be my last attempt before I gave up and got a proper job.


I needed to prove to Emma, and more importantly to myself, that I could do something worthwhile. Ed told me frequently about jobs he could get me in the City, where I could earn four times the amount I made at To Bean or Not to Bean, the shitty Shakespearean-themed café I managed, serving ridiculously named coffees like The Taming of the Brew, the Caramel Macbeth and, my personal favourite, the Antony and Cappuccino.


I didn’t want to work in a dreary, soulless office, but it would give us a life. At that moment we were living off hand-outs from Emma’s parents and in the flat they owned. My life wasn’t mine, or as Ed said in the pub last week: ‘You’re a man, Jack. You need to be a man. To provide. To have something to measure your success against. Instead you’re being emasculated by her in-laws and a job you hate. It’s time to face reality, stop living a pipe dream and get a proper job.’ I was finally coming to the conclusion that perhaps he was right.


‘How do I look?’ said Emma, bouncing across the room, a ball of nervous energy as she gave me a kiss on the cheek.


‘Stunning,’ I said, grabbing her around the waist.


As we headed out of the door, hand-in-hand, and towards an expensive restaurant in Soho, I looked at Emma and a terrifying thought suddenly popped into my head. Maybe after dinner, we wouldn’t ever be like that again.


 


Matt Wallace was from Glasgow, had directed two very successful films already and was being touted, along with Rhys Connelly, as one of Britain’s brightest young things. He didn’t look that bright or young though as he sat opposite us: he was bald, probably nearer to forty than thirty, with ashen skin and a pair of tatty blue jeans and a creased green shirt.


‘It’s yours,’ he’d said as soon as he sat down.


‘Excuse me?’ said Emma, although we’d both heard him quite clearly.


‘The role of Sarah. It’s yours. If you want it, that is.’


Emma started squealing; she cried, hugged me, kissed me, kissed Matt and I fell to pieces. I was elated for her, but also suddenly petrified that our lives were about to change dramatically and that, as much as I wanted the change, I might get left behind in the scramble.


‘Oh my God, I can’t believe it, really?’ she said about twenty times.


‘Emma, you’re going to be amazing. From the moment I saw you at auditions you were my first choice,’ said Matt. ‘I’ve asked Rhys to join us. He should be here any minute.’


My heart began to ache and suddenly I didn’t want to be in that restaurant with Matt and Rhys Connelly. My chest tightened and I needed some fresh air. Before I had the chance to go, a hum of muttered voices reverberated around the room and when I looked up Rhys Connelly was striding confidently towards us. A flash of paparazzi cameras snapped through the restaurant window like small fireworks.


Matt made the introductions and Rhys sat opposite us. I reached across and put my hand on Emma’s leg. Rhys Connelly got his big break in Matt’s first film, On Primrose Hill, as the dashing lead in a syrupy romantic comedy. Then he traipsed across the Atlantic, starred in a huge American production and became a household name. Rhys was tall, ridiculously handsome and had the swagger and confidence you’d expect from a film star.


After some polite chit-chat, Emma excused herself to go to the toilet and so it was just Matt, Rhys and me.


‘So, what do you do?’ said Rhys, looking at me.


What did I do? I wanted to be a writer, but as much as I wanted to say it, I couldn’t, because their first question would be the same question I always got. Oh, what have you had published? And the answer would be nothing. The difference between being a writer and a published writer was the same as between being Rhys Connelly now or Rhys Connelly two years ago, before the fame. I hated moments like these.


‘I . . . umm . . . manage a coffee shop,’ I said.


Both Rhys and Matt tried to look vaguely interested or impressed, probably not impressed, but I could see what they were thinking. Emma’s getting married to a coffee shop manager? That isn’t going to last.


‘Which one? Maybe I know it,’ said Matt.


‘To Bean or Not to Bean?’


‘That is the question,’ said Rhys, laughing.


‘It’s just around the corner from the Globe,’ I added quietly.


‘Always packed with tourists,’ said Matt. ‘I prefer somewhere a bit quieter.’


I nodded and smiled because I didn’t know what else to say.


A waitress suddenly appeared, took our drinks order with a nervous smile, before returning quickly with a tray of drinks and a plate of starters. I took a quick sip of beer, picked up a small tart and shoved it in my mouth.


‘You must be so proud of her,’ said Matt.


‘Of course, yeah, over the moon.’


‘I’m really looking forward to working with her,’ said Rhys in his sexy Welsh accent.


Everything about the man screamed sexy bastard: the perfect amount of stubble, the messy long hair that somehow didn’t look too messy, the casual jeans, the piercing blue eyes and the impossibly square jaw.


‘And you’re OK with the nudity?’ said Matt suddenly.


The nudity? Emma hadn’t mentioned any nudity. The idea of millions of people seeing her naked made me sick to my stomach, but what could I say? I knew being an actress brought with it a whole smorgasbord of unappetising side dishes I had to pretend I liked, whether I did or not, but she’d never done nude before. I guess it was part of the deal and there was nothing I could do about it.


‘No worries.’


‘It can be a bit daunting for partners who aren’t in the business,’ said Matt.


‘Sure,’ I replied, taking another sip of my beer and grabbing another tart, needing something to settle my churning stomach.


‘And I’ll do my best to be professional with the sex scenes,’ said Rhys, with a humble smile.


His best? Was that a good thing or a bad thing? Was his best his best or his worst? I smiled, but my stomach was turning and twisting with an uneasy jealousy. It wasn’t a feeling or emotion I was used to. I wasn’t the jealous sort, the typical over-bearing bloke who tried to control every single thing his girlfriend did in the hope she wouldn’t leave me. It wasn’t me and I didn’t want those feelings drilling their way down into the bottom of my stomach and setting up camp. But this was Rhys Connelly, Britain’s best-looking bloke – what else was I supposed to feel?


It reminded me of the time I went to the fairground with Dad when I was twelve. I’d asked him a dozen times if I could go on this one particular ride. It looked terrifying, but thrilling at the same time. Finally, just before we left, he said we could go on it. We sat together in the small metal pod and as the man buckled us in the adrenalin and anticipation pumped through my body. I really thought I wanted to go on that ride. But once it got started, spinning around and around, going faster and faster, I closed my eyes and just wanted it to be over. I held on to Dad’s arm and cried until it stopped. It had seemed so exciting, but once it started, I couldn’t wait to get off and put my feet back on solid ground again.


Emma came back and sat down. I looked at her and something inside of me felt numb. She had a twinkle in her eye. She’d finally found her place in the world. She was going to be a film star and there was nothing I could do about it. She’d do the film and fall in love with Rhys, while I’d be the bloke she used to go out with before she became famous. Every celebrity has one of us. A year from now I’d be doing interviews with Sunday tabloids to pay the rent on my studio flat in Hackney.


‘Excuse me,’ I said, wiping the corner of my mouth with my napkin before getting up and walking off towards the toilet.


As I crossed the room, zigzagging my way between the maze of tables full to the brim with successful, happy people, all laughing and enjoying themselves, I couldn’t help but feel a deep sense of fear. I briefly looked back towards Emma and she was popping the cork of a champagne bottle. She squealed with delight as its frothy, expensive foam exploded and then slid down the sides of the bottle like lava and onto her hands. I looked away and kept on walking towards the toilet. Despite being in a room full of people in the centre of London, I’d never felt so completely and utterly alone.










Emma


Something was definitely wrong with Jack. Ever since our dinner in Soho, he’d been super quiet, wrapped up in his own thoughts and even more engrossed in his writing than usual. It’s not hard to tell when something’s on his mind because he shuts down – a typical bloody man I suppose. I asked him several times if he was all right and he gave the bog-standard reply with the mandatory furrowed brow, ‘Fine, Em.’ But he wasn’t. He wasn’t fine.


I would have been more concerned, but I just didn’t have the time. Matt had sent over the full script for The Hen Weekend and I’d been at Starbucks ever since. God, it was so bloody brilliant. There I was, drinking my café lattes, cracking up and feeling for the first time in my life like a proper actress. I’m absolutely in love with it. It’s funny, touching, thought-provoking and just a great romantic comedy. And I was going to be in it!


I also got to work with Matt and Rhys, who were both so generous with their time and ridiculously talented. It was surreal at first, calling Rhys with a question. Rhys Connelly, a world-famous film star, on the front pages of national newspapers, and I had his phone number. We were mates, sort of, and soon we’d be naked and kissing. I hadn’t told Jack yet, for obvious reasons, and also because I wasn’t sure how I felt about it myself. It was Rhys Connelly for God’s sake! Britain’s sexiest man and I was going to be canoodling with him. Millions of girls throughout the land would no doubt swap places with me in an instant, but it just made me uncomfortable and I felt awful for Jack. It was just another part of the job and it meant nothing, but it was hard to wedge into a conversation that, oh, by the way, in the middle of the film Rhys was going to be kissing my breasts and, shortly after that, most of the English-speaking world was going to see me completely naked, but it’s nothing, really . . . more tea?


I was at Starbucks having another read through, but I couldn’t focus. Outside, thick black clouds made everything gloomy and dark. I was annoyed Jack had to work like he did every bloody Saturday. It was better when Kate was here because we’d often go shopping, get a drink or just wander around London, but she was gone and I was at a loose end. I’d never thought of myself as a loose end sort of person before. I was the end people generally hung on to. So, with nothing better to do, I decided to pop in and see Jack at work. Perhaps we could have lunch and maybe, away from the confines of our cramped Notting Hill flat, he’d tell me why he was acting so un-Jack-like.


To Bean or Not to Bean was a shoddy place a few streets away from the Globe theatre. It was decorated like an old Shakespearean set and filled exclusively with tourists. When I walked in the café was in the middle of an influx of Japanese tourists, all shouting their orders in broken English and pointing at the menu. I looked around until I saw Jack, hastily trying to get his apron on and take orders. He looked tired, miserable and irate, but still bloody gorgeous: short blond hair, slightly sad blue eyes, cheek bones to die for and those arms, so big and safe. The sexiest thing about Jack though, and one of the things that had attracted me to him in the first place, was that he didn’t know it.


I waited for the queue to die down before I found him behind the counter.


‘Bit busy now, love,’ he said as soon as he saw me.


‘Time for a quick Taming of the Brew?’


I smiled. He looked annoyed.


‘I’m rushed off my feet. We have two staff members out and we’re expecting half of Texas any time soon.’


‘Five minutes and I’ll even buy you a coffee. What’s the special of the day?’


‘Our famous Bard Blend.’


‘Famous where exactly?’


‘I don’t know. Five minutes,’ he said tersely.


He poured us two cups of the Bard Blend and we sat outside. The streets were buzzing with people as we sat in the small area on the pavement where if you craned your neck and looked really hard you could just make out the top-left-hand corner of the Globe theatre. Inside, the horde of Japanese tourists were busy drinking their coffees, eating their traditional English scones and reading their Shakespearean literature diligently, while outside Jack was giving off a distinctly cold and unloving air.


‘Are you going to tell me?’


‘Tell you what?’


‘What’s on your mind and why you’re acting like you hate me.’


‘I don’t hate you, Em.’


‘Then why are you being all weird and quiet? Is this to do with the film?’


Jack did this thing when he was nervous. He would chew on his lip and his right eye would twitch ever so slightly.


‘Of course not,’ he said, but I could tell he was lying.


‘Then what is it, Jack? I need something,’ I said, reaching across and placing my hand over his.


‘It’s . . .’ He looked at me for a moment and it seemed like he was going to say something, but then he stopped himself. ‘It’s nothing, love, just tired.’


I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t want to push him, but I knew something was wrong and it annoyed me that he couldn’t tell me. It was the one thing about Jack that really pissed me off. I wouldn’t have cared if it was about the film or whatever it was, I just couldn’t handle the pent-up silence, the mawkish refusal to talk it out. To me feelings were like rubbish in a bin. If they weren’t emptied routinely they would start to overflow and make an awful stench. Jack would keep stuffing them in, pushing them down deeper and deeper, never giving them the chance to clear out and start over fresh and clean.


I was deciding how far to push him, but before I could say anything else, a stream of loud, brash Americans flooded around the corner and swamped us. My moment had come and gone.


‘I really need to get back,’ he said, giving me a quick kiss before disappearing back inside.


I was left alone, still no wiser as to why Jack was behaving like a spoilt child and with half a cup of famous but foul-tasting coffee. I cursed Kate for being gone, but then my phone buzzed and when I looked down it was Matt.


 


I was four when I decided to become an actress. According to my mother, I ran into her bedroom dressed up in a wonderful jumble of costumes and said, ‘Mummy, I’m putting on a play, five minutes please,’ and then I acted for the first time. It probably wasn’t very good. I was four and I had made the whole thing up, but after that day I was always playing dress-up and acting out scenes from television. I was quite a precocious child, probably very annoying, but I always knew what I wanted. I wanted to act, to perform, to have hundreds, thousands and, maybe one day, millions of pairs of eyes just on me.


As a child I just needed my mother, but as I got older and began acting in school plays, I craved it more and more. I studied drama at university in Bristol and when I left I thought it was only a matter of time before I got my big break. That’s the thing about dreams, you think because you’ve wanted it for such a long time that it will just happen. It has to. You forget, of course, that a million other people are thinking exactly the same thing. I got a couple of jobs here and there, but eight years later I was still scratching around the dregs of the acting world.


When I was offered the lead role in The Hen Weekend, it was like every moment of my life, every second of doubt, regret and uncertainty, was justified. It all meant something. My biggest fear had always been that I was so focused on acting that if I didn’t make it my whole life would have been a waste. However, getting that role vindicated every single thing I’d ever done.


So why when I was so deliriously happy about it was Jack so miserable? Was it something I did? Said? Didn’t say? Could he be jealous that I’d finally achieved my dream and he hadn’t? We met as struggling artists, both intent on making it in our chosen fields and somehow one of us achieving it broke the balance and sank the ship. Our joint failure had been the glue that kept us together, but maybe now it was tearing us apart.


 


‘A whole week?’


‘I do it for all my projects. It’s fun. We stay at this incredibly old mansion in Berkshire. We get to bond as a group and start working on the connections between the characters. It’s a good chance to have a few beers and relax before the hard slog really begins,’ said Matt.


‘I understand. It’s just, Jack, I . . .’


‘We need you there, Emma. We can’t do it without you.’


‘Of course I’ll be there.’


‘Great, fantastic. I’ll email you the details and travel arrangements. We’ll send a car to pick you up on the day. It’s going to be wonderful. Trust me, yeah.’


‘I do,’ I said, and then we hung up.


A week away from Jack was going to be tough. Since we’d started dating five years ago, and moved in together a year later, we’d barely been apart. I was excited though. A week with the cast at a mansion in the Berkshire countryside, it was the stuff of dreams. A week to bond, drink, talk about acting and finally, after all the years of struggle, be an actress. A tear suddenly leaked out and down my face. It felt like my life was just starting and the first person I wanted to tell was also the person I was most afraid to. Jack would be fine though. He knew what it meant to me and what it could mean for us. He would come around. He had to.










Kate


I always thought I’d go travelling much earlier. In my head I was about twenty-one, fresh out of university, the world at my feet, carefree, confident and unaffected by the rigours and strains of adulthood. Backpacking was meant to be the last bastion of my childhood before the reality of life outside of education began. I hadn’t ever considered I’d be teetering on the edge of my twenties, timidly tip-toeing into the big beyond with a whole life behind me and more baggage than I could carry.


 


On the plane and once I’d stopped crying, watched my second film and tried my best to sleep, the realisation that I was totally on my own began to hit me. The enormity of what I was doing started to hammer away at me and it was then I really wished I was a happy-go-lucky twenty-one-year-old instead of a tightly wound, scared-shitless almost-thirty-year-old. I wished Ed was there too because despite his many faults one of his biggest strengths had always been to make me feel safe and secure.


After touching down in Bangkok and going through the roulette of baggage claim, I found myself standing outside the airport. I was tired, sweaty and had nowhere to stay. And it was really bloody hot. The sort of scorching heat I’d never felt before. Without even moving I was dripping in sweat. I’d been so caught up in leaving and dealing with Ed I hadn’t had time to think about what I’d do when I actually arrived. A mass of swarming local guides had already offered me numerous lifts, choices of hostels, tours and trips, but none of them seemed remotely trustworthy or part of a legitimate company. As it turned out that was just how things were in Thailand and I was being far too Western and English about it. Thankfully, just as I was beginning to feel the heavy pull of panic tug me towards tears, a voice came out of the blue.


‘You OK?’


I turned around and there was a man, well, more of a boy really: early twenties, English, and wearing a pair of camouflage shorts and a white T-shirt with a picture of The Beatles on the front. He was tall and quite gorgeous actually, with long chestnut-brown hair and sparkling blue eyes, but that should have been the very last thing on my mind.


‘Umm . . . well . . . no, not really.’


I almost started to cry, but somehow kept myself together. I didn’t want the first memory of my trip to be me blubbing like a baby outside Bangkok airport. I also didn’t want my first travelling friend to think I was a stereotypical girlie mess who couldn’t handle life on the road.


‘I’m Jez,’ he said, offering me his hand. ‘Jeremy really, but everyone calls me Jez.’ His wrist was full of different coloured bands, which made me feel about a million years old. I used to wear the same friendship bracelets at sixth form and university before the corporate suits and expensive dresses filled up my wardrobe. ‘You must be fresh off the plane and a first-time traveller if I’m not mistaken?’


‘Is it so obvious?’


‘People that white don’t tend to have spent the last year somewhere warm,’ said Jez and we both laughed. He was right. I was hideously pale while he was the colour of golden syrup. ‘I just dropped a friend off, but I’m heading back to my hostel if you want to join me. I know how daunting the first day can be.’


‘Thanks, I’d really love that.’


The next minute Jez and I were on the Skytrain heading into Bangkok. He took me to his hostel on the Khao San Road, helped me check in and luckily I managed to get a bed in his dorm, sharing with two Canadian girls, a Scottish couple from St Andrews who never seemed to be there and an Australian called Scott, who always was. From feeling the loneliest I’d ever felt and like I wanted to head straight back home, tail between my legs, I became happy, relaxed and, with Jez by my side, I toured Bangkok for the next week.


We went to the Chatuchak market, the biggest market in Thailand, which was a crazy maze with tiny bunnies dressed like burlesque dancers, fried maggots and cockroaches, and a myriad of other interesting and repugnant stuff. We visited temples, the reclining Buddha at the Wat Pho Temple, had incredible, if painful, Thai massages and spent time in Patpong, the red-light district. It certainly opened my eyes to a few things you don’t see back in London.


However, the best part of the week wasn’t the touristy stuff, but the evenings Jez and I would spend in bars, drinking, chatting, meeting other backpackers and generally not doing much. I was almost thirty and had spent the last eight years working hard, forging a career and growing up, but suddenly every day felt like Freshers’ Week. Admittedly, I did feel a bit like the weird mature student I used to try and avoid, with the countless stories about her ‘experience’ in India, but, being around all these younger travellers, life felt fun again and as if anything was possible. It was during one of these nights that Jez first asked about Ed.


‘And he didn’t want to come?’


‘Not really his thing.’


We were at a bar on the Khao San Road. It was late and we’d had quite a few already. Despite it being almost ten o’clock, the air was stifling hot, almost like a heavy mass that sat upon us. We were smoking one cheap cigarette after another, an old habit that had somehow come back to me rather easily, and drinking bottles of Singha lager. Jez had on a black Rolling Stones T-shirt and I was wearing a light green dress I’d bought in the market for next to nothing. We looked like all the other backpackers and I loved it. I loved that I felt like a small part of something so much bigger than myself. I was part of a community, a small band of laid-back people experiencing the world together. My stresses in London felt like something from a different lifetime altogether.


‘I don’t understand. Why would he not want to come travelling? It’s the greatest thing in the world. We have our whole lives to make money, settle down and be as boring as our parents. This is the only time we have to really live, experience life.’


‘Because Ed loves his job and thinks travelling is essentially a waste of time. Something graduates do to avoid work for another year.’


‘And you’re going to marry this man?’


I smiled, but inside I was confused and insecure. Even when I said it, I knew it sounded terrible. I was in love with a man who I felt loved his job more than he loved me. I loved a man who didn’t want to travel, experience new things and was happier staying in London and being a weekend person forever.


‘One day,’ I said, but my voice lacked any real conviction.


‘Is that like when you say one day I’m going to learn Spanish, or as in one day we’re all going to die?’


‘As in, one day soon,’ I snapped, but more out of embarrassment than anger.


Maybe I should have defended our relationship more, but something inside of me knew I couldn’t. Not at that moment and definitely not to Jez. Jez the free spirit who played a beat-up old guitar and wrote songs and who one day wanted to be a singer. Handsome Jez who made me feel like I did when I was twenty instead of almost thirty. Jez the musician who unfortunately made me think of my father.
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