




[image: Cover image: When Grumpy Met Sunshine by Charlotte Stein]











When
GRUMPY
Met
SUNSHINE


CHARLOTTE STEIN


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: Pan Books logo]









For my beloved and much-missed Gran,
who I would not have survived it without











Dear Reader,


While this book is very much a lighthearted, hilarious romantic comedy – with a full-on, proper HEA – it does contain some sensitive, heavier topics. These include brief references to parental abuse, childhood poverty and alcoholism, and an incident that includes fatphobia, plus brief mentions at a few points of the effects that fatphobia can have.


Hopefully, this will help you make an informed choice before reading! I’ve done my best to handle all topics with sensitivity and love.


Take care of yourselves,


Charlotte














Mabel,


It sounds like the deal is done, pending Harding approving you. Which shouldn’t be a problem, being as adorable and talented and funny as you are! As to your question about the rumours you heard from someone in marketing – no, I really don’t think he’s rejected seventeen other ghostwriters. I think at most it’s ten, which I know sounds like a lot but I promise you it isn’t. Remember when you worked with that actress from Emmerdale? Well, she’d turned down quite a few before she settled on you.


That should tell you something, shouldn’t it? 


Plus, I have it on good authority that Harding is feeling the pressure to get this sorted after his management arranged that charity thing he requested. All profits go to . . . some food bank, I think it is? So I doubt we’re going to be waiting around on this. 


And you’ll be in Greg Pemberton’s capable hands, which have edited a thousand projects like this with far more difficult – not to mention famous – authors and clients. Please, try not to worry too much. 


Just be your bright as a button self. 


Emmy x


EMMELINE SANDERS


Leafland Literary Agency, Inc. 


220 Madison Avenue, Suite 406 


New York, NY 10016 


leaflandliterary.com 


@emmelinesanders













One


The Fairy Cakes Were a
Mistake in Hindsight


Mabel knew that working with the grumpiest man of all time was going to be tough. She just didn’t appreciate how tough, until he stalked into the meeting room.


An hour late. With a face like thunder.


And a complete unwillingness to say so much as a word.


No hello. No sorry. Not even a response when Greg Pemberton introduced them.


‘This is Mabel Willicker, the absolutely first-rate writer we’ve selected for you now,’ Greg said. And didn’t get so much as a grunt as an answer. The grumpiest man to ever live – or Alfie Harding, as he was more commonly known to much of the British public – simply shoved himself deep into the nearest chair.


Then proceeded to glare at everything so hard, she couldn’t understand why it didn’t all immediately burst into flames. The fairy cakes she’d baked and rather optimistically brought along should have been a melted mess; the glossy oval table between them little more than ash. And when he bothered to look in their direction, good Lord. She actually felt the heat peeling off her skin. By the time he looked away, she was sure that she was little more than a skeleton. Only without the benefit of being nothing but bones.


Because at least then she wouldn’t have been able to blush.


But blush she did. Her pale face was the colour of a ketchup bottle. She knew it was, because she could see it reflected back at her in the polished surface of the table. And any second now, he was going to look back and notice it. Her blazing cheeks, like a sign that said:


I am never in a million years going to be able to do this.


Even though she absolutely knew she could.


She was a good writer, damn it.


And great at getting things out of people.


You just have to find that way in, that little whatever-it-is that someone loves and responds to, she’d said to Greg, when Greg had suggested that she might not be up to the task. Then she’d seen it on Greg’s face: that hint of belief, mixed in with the initial doubt from when her agent had gotten in touch with him about this project.


So it was infuriating that her cheeks were betraying her.


And now Alfie was looking back, and he could see it, and this weird expression just broke all over his face. Like anger, only of a slightly different variety that she wasn’t quite familiar with. Which made sense, when she really thought about it, because Alfie Harding was so furious all the time he had probably unearthed layers of the emotion that nobody else had ever even heard of. He practically had a PhD in Being Really Annoyed. This was just his latest find:


Baffled Contempt.


Or maybe Amazed Disgust.


She couldn’t tell for sure.


And before she was able to decipher it, Greg stepped in.


‘Now, I know we’ve had some missteps. And that you’re very wary of working with a particular type of person,’ he started, and honestly in any other circumstance Mabel would have felt relieved. She would have thought that this was definitely the way to go. Do a bit of schmoozing, get them to come around to your point of view.


But with a man like Alfie Harding?


No, Mabel thought.


Abort, abort, abort.


And when Alfie suddenly snapped to attention, she knew she was right.


Then braced herself for the coming storm. The ten-inch-deep frown, between his black-as-pitch eyebrows. That jaw suddenly clenched so tight you could see every muscle through his stark-as-a-January-sky skin. And finally, that voice – that somewhere-just-past-Manchester voice, familiar to her not only from his numerous surly TV appearances, and that time he’d tried his hand at an acting career, but from her own home. From the places she’d grown up.


From all the pubs and parks teeming with a million men like him.


Because she’d wanted to believe he might be different.


But of course he wasn’t at all.


‘What do you mean by that, exactly? Are you trying to say something about me?’ he barked out, and of course Mabel knew why. Blokes like that always hated being thought of as scared. They never wanted to be wimps in anybody’s eyes.


And certainly not in the eyes of some shiny editor.


Or some blushing fool of a writer.


It was obvious – and so much so that Greg clearly knew it now, too. Mabel glanced at him and saw the ripple of realization and discomfort cross his usually never anything but calm, pristine, Patrick Bateman–looking face before he managed to rein it in and smoothly change course. ‘Oh no, not about you,’ he said. ‘I was simply commenting on the process itself. It can be so difficult.’ And then he gave a little laugh. Threaded his fingers together in that way that seemed to say if we were shaking hands right now, you would absolutely love it.


But unfortunately for them both, Alfie wasn’t having it.


He folded his arms across his chest.


Like a barricade between him and the two chancers in front of him.


‘Didn’t seem like that’s what you were saying,’ he said.


‘Oh, well, then let me apologize.’


‘Yeah, but for what though?’


He tilted his head when he asked the question.


Like a cat, Mabel thought. Playing with a mouse.


Even though Greg was the least mouselike person she’d ever known. He could silence whole meetings with a look. Almost the whole of Harchester Publishing quaked in his wake. His suits cost more than she paid a month in rent; his licence plate declared to the world that he was a Boss.


With an eight, where the O was supposed to go.


Yet to her astonishment, for a second he did actually look cowed.


He seemed to be sweating slightly. And his eyes kept darting to the expensive water someone had laid out on the table. Like his mouth had gone dry, and if he could just wet it a little he could come up with a good explanation for what he meant. Even though it should have been easy. Just tell him he’s a big strong boy and we’ll move on, she thought at him. But he simply couldn’t seem to do it.


And now Alfie was starting to look amused.


Smug, almost, it seemed to her, in a way that was just as familiar as his accent and his anger and his overblown macho pride. Give it a second, and he’d be sneering at her the way he was sneering at Greg. Like every boy she’d ever known from high school, or played with in caravan parks on the East Coast, or been insulted by on the number 36 to Ripon.


At which point, she knew.


This wasn’t an opportunity.


It was a chance for him to poke fun at people like her.


That was why he’d agreed to this, finally, after years of people trying to nail him down. It wasn’t just the charity promise his manager had made, or a chance to prove he was more than a lunkhead, as she’d seen hinted at in various gossip corners of the internet, after that overblown reaction to the supposedly disastrous foreword he’d written to one of his teammate’s books.


Oh no, no. He’d probably spotted Greg’s massive car and his silly licence plate. Or seen the lineup of writers they’d gotten to audition for him like this, as if he were a Broadway show and they were desperate teenagers who’d just gotten off the bus from Idaho. And he must have thought he’d hit the having-a-good-laugh jackpot, when Greg had finally scraped her out of the bottom of the barrel. Mabel Willicker, ghostwriter to such luminaries as some nobody on EastEnders and that bloke from Bake Off who’d cried so much on his cake he had turned it salty.


It was a contemptuous arsehole’s dream come true.


He barely had to do anything to make her look foolish.


Then he could just flounce off, in a huff he could pass off as righteous. And even though it sank her heart to think it, she could tell she had it right. She felt it before he levelled those inky eyes on her, as he answered for Greg.


‘Or maybe I should give it a guess: you think I’m a big hairy manimal who’s never gonna be able to work well with this here human cupcake,’ he said. Then just for good measure, he flung a finger in her general direction. As if nobody were going to know that he meant the woman in the pale pink dress with the cherry-covered cardigan to match. Or understand that this was almost definitely a jab about her weight, on top of the rest of this mess.


So really, was it a surprise that she snapped?


Probably, considering she was well known for being the sunniest person on earth. But the thing was – even sunny people had their limits. And apparently, being thought of as a gross joke by a disgruntled ex-footballer was one of them.


‘You know what? Actually, now I think about it, Greg, I’m pretty sure this was a mistake,’ she said. Shakily, it seemed to her. But by god, the words were fully formed. Those were whole and polished sentences that had come out of her. And they sounded almost annoyed, too.


So annoyed, in fact, that she had the satisfaction of seeing his smile drop.


About a second before she swept right out of the room.


 


 


 


 




Sweetheart,


I know you think that went terribly, but honestly I don’t think it sounds that bad at all. Greg seems to think he was a lot nicer to you than all seventeen of the others! I’m sure as soon as we can manage to get ahold of Alfie we can sort all this out. Apparently, he doesn’t have email. But Greg has assured me he does have a phone, it’s just only turned on sometimes. Tuesdays and Thursdays, I think Greg said, but it was hard to be sure, he sounded extremely busy. 


I’ll let you know as soon as we hear something! 


Emmy x


EMMELINE SANDERS


Leafland Literary Agency, Inc. 


220 Madison Avenue, Suite 406 


New York, NY 10016 


leaflandliterary.com 


@emmelinesanders





 


 


 


 





Foreword to
James Dolan’s Memoir,
It Had to Be Me



What isn’t there to say about James that hasn’t already been said? He’s a top bloke, never leaves you hanging. No glory-hogging or any of that. No messing you around. Not to get too mushy or anything, but I’d, you know. Shake his hand.


Anyway, enough about me.


Get on with reading this book.













Two


How to Accidentally Get a
Date with Gary Lineker


Mabel knew exactly who was trying to call her. After all, she’d just abandoned a meeting with a man Harchester desperately wanted to work with. And most likely he’d taken that as an even greater insult than whatever the other seventeen ghostwriters had done. So there was no way Greg was just going to let her off the hook. At the very least, there were going to be stern emails to Emmy about how she’d never work in this town again.


Even though what she’d done was really the best thing for everybody. She didn’t and couldn’t work with someone that rude. And, even if she could have, Alfie Harding clearly did not want to anyway. It was all just a chance to mess around with people, to him. Or maybe a ploy to get people off his back about writing this thing. She’d heard through the grapevine that he was being pushed by his manager into this deal. In fact, she suspected that was the reason said manager hadn’t been in attendance. Too much chance of things being smoothed over. Then, next thing you knew, there was no reason not to sign on the dotted line.


No, no, that wasn’t what he was looking for. And she should have known it the second she heard that any contract was contingent on him liking whoever he was supposed to work with.


She’d been a fool.


The whole thing would have been a disaster.


A mess of a million scary arguments.


Him, coming up with increasingly horrible insults.


Her, eventually tossing him into the nearest wood chipper.


And she just didn’t have easy access to machinery like that.


So it seemed like a good thing to have done what she had done. And she was ready to tell Greg that by the third of what she assumed were his calls. She took a deep breath and hit accept. All of her ready for Greg’s slick patter.


And got the deepest depths of the North instead.


‘Hello, I am trying to speak with Ms Mabel Willicker,’ Alfie Harding said.


As if that made the least bit of sense. Starting with the fact that he was calling her after that whole hullabaloo. And ending with the absolutely baffling words he’d gone with. He sounded like a man attempting to get in touch with customer service.


‘I feel like you should already know you’re speaking to her,’ she said in the most sardonic voice she could muster up. Which wasn’t very sardonic at all, she had to admit. Truthfully, it was almost as chipper as she usually sounded.


But it didn’t shake, at least, and that felt like a triumph all its own.


Not that Alfie Harding was going to acknowledge that fact.


He just made a disgruntled sound. Then said: ‘Well I’m not just going to assume, all right. I’m bad with calling people.’ Only he didn’t really say it. He shoved the words out from somewhere deep at the back of his throat. It sounded like very churlish gravel being shoved through an extremely sullen cement mixer. But that was fine. Because somehow, it seemed to make her even stronger.


Like his fury took hold of her spine and threaded it through with steel.


I’ll show you who’s a human cupcake, she thought.


Then retorted.


‘Because you just do it out of the blue after being really rude to them?’


And oh, the silence that followed was satisfying. She had thrown him, a little. He was on the back foot now. Probably sitting there in his angry chair in his angry house, stewing angrily over what to say next. Then when he finally came out with something, she didn’t think it was what he’d intended.


‘No, because I don’t understand newfangled phones,’ he blurted out. Like she’d forced him into honesty, somehow. A lot of honesty, apparently, because suddenly there was more. ‘I don’t know why I can’t just stick with my old flip one that has proper buttons on it. Now it’s all little pictures that don’t tell you what they are, and next thing you know you’re sending perfectly normal vegetables to Gary Lineker that somehow everybody else knows means you’re wanting to do things to him with your purple penis.’


Then it was her turn to be shocked into silence.


She simply stood there in the middle of her tiny kitchen.


Brain whirring, but nothing coming together enough to enable normal words.


And for so long an amount of time, that in the end she just had to confess.


‘I have no idea what to say to any of that,’ she said.


‘Yeah, and that’s the other problem with doing this.’


‘You mean because you leave people flummoxed with absolutely preposterous rants about actual national treasure Gary Lineker?’


‘It wasn’t that weird a rant. And at any rate, this evil phone made me do it.’


‘Did the evil phone also make you call me a human cupcake?’


She expected another silence for that. After all, her snark was actually getting pretty slick now. In fact, she almost sounded sort of confident about it. Or maybe even amused, in a way she rarely was, when someone was a complete buttface to her. After most insults, she either tried to laugh it off or turned into furious jelly. Her face went red and stayed that way. Every word she said wobbled.


And it only got worse, the more she interacted with the insulter.


Only that wasn’t the case, here.


She wasn’t the flustered one.


He was. ‘Oh look, I didn’t mean all that in the bad way,’ he burst out almost immediately. Much to her absolute delight. And apparent ongoing ability to tease him to death.


‘So there’s a good way to refer to someone as a generic baked dessert.’


‘Yes. No. I mean wait. Let me just think for a second, you’re going too quick.’


Good lord, who is this person, she found herself thinking.


Because it wasn’t just how flummoxed she was making him – a man who once played the entire second half of a game of football after breaking his leg. No, it was the fact that she could hear something in the background. A kind of rustling and shuffling that sounded really familiar.


Then the dots connected in her head.


‘Are you . . . are you reading from notes right now?’ she said, and fully expected to be shot down in some way. Now, she thought, he would come back at her with something good. Something that made sense. Like maybe he’d taken a part-time job in a paper factory. Or was currently reading the script for the sequel to that movie he’d been in about a footballer who gets sent to prison for killing the referee.


Both of which sounded mad, of course.


But less mad than what she’d just floated.


Or so she thought.


Until he answered.


‘That is outrageous. I’m offended you’d suggest such a thing,’ he said.


In the most overblown and obviously lying sort of way that she’d ever heard.


It was all she could do not to laugh. ‘Alfie, I can hear the pages rustling every time you pause. And I’m pretty sure that you just muttered I’ve lost my place now under your breath.’


‘Well, you try keeping track of tiny font when you haven’t got your glasses.’


Jeepers, she thought. He’s really doing it. He’s just accidentally admitted it.


Then could not help going further into whatever this was.


‘I didn’t even know you needed glasses. Is that why you were squinting all the way through one of your appearances on A Question of Sport?’ she asked.


And didn’t know what to expect as an answer. He’d already given her so much weirdness, it seemed impossible that he would go with more. Surely now he would return to the Alfie Harding he had always appeared to be, on the pitch and on telly and in interviews and even while acting: never saying anything above a single syllable, always full of confident swagger, temper flaring in only the most on-the-ball sort of way.


Only he didn’t. He did not at all.


That Alfie had flown the coop, apparently.


And this absolutely terrible liar had taken his place.


‘No. The studio lights were just very bright.’


‘But you did it again at that awards ceremony.’


‘That was only because I was tired.’


‘So tired that you called Helen Mirren Helga Muppet?’


Okay, that was too far, her brain immediately informed her. Yet strangely, she didn’t feel bad about it. She felt something else, instead. Something that she didn’t immediately recognize, after years of never quite knowing how to respond when someone was mean to her. And especially when that person was powerful – which Alfie Harding undoubtedly was.


He was famous, and rich, and used to people kowtowing to him.


Yet here it was, all the same: the sense that she had won.


She knew she had, before he even replied.


And when he did, oh Lord in heaven.


It was glorious.


‘See, I knew this would be a mistake. I could tell you’d be all insufferable with me, saying all your cute things until I’m completely turned around. Well, I’m not having it,’ he said all in a big, angry, frustrated rush. Then he quite clearly tried to slam the phone down on her. Because apparently, he’d forgotten that phones didn’t work that way any more.


 


 


 


 



Putting the Boot In



When hardman Griff Mitchell (Manchester United legend Alfie Harding) takes out his rage on the ref during a heated championship match, he winds up with blood on his hands and a stretch in the slammer. He’s looking at thirty years’ hard time in the roughest prison in the country.


But after his cellmate, Little Jim (Love Island’s Benny Ormond), is brutally murdered, Mitchell knows it’s up to him to get even with the thugs who did it. And now there are no rules to play by, he’s going to play to really win. And the score line is about to be drawn . . . in blood.










Three


A Fern the Size of a Bus
Would Probably Do It


She considered telling Greg about the bizarre call from Alfie Harding.


But the problem was: she couldn’t even really explain it to herself.


Every time she tried, all she could come up with was:


I hallucinated the whole thing.


Because for starters, Alfie Harding shouldn’t have had her phone number. And even if by some miracle he had obtained it, there was no reason he would ever have felt the need to call someone like her. Then on top of these two impossible facts, there were the things he had supposedly said. All that mad stuff about penis emojis and wearing glasses she was pretty sure nobody knew he even needed and not wanting to talk any more because she got him all turned around.


None of which seemed right.


Nothing ever turned him around. And he definitely did not like to reveal anything about himself. She knew he didn’t because she had it all in her dossier on him. The one that she’d prepared when her agent had let her know she was up for the job. She had that profile he’d done with GQ, where he’d cut the whole thing short because they’d asked him where he got his hair done. Recordings of his post-game interviews, in which he usually responded with nothing but furious grunts. In fact, she remembered Baddiel and Skinner doing a whole series of sketches about it. Until they’d gotten too terrified to carry on.


Because that was the thing about Alfie Harding:


He was genuinely scary.


Which only made this whole business seem even more unreal.


So what exactly was she supposed to say to Greg? She couldn’t tell him Alfie had done all that. It would just sound absurd. Like something a writer in a precarious position would make up to give herself a little boost, she thought. Then prepared herself to stay silent about the whole business, all the way through the lunch that Greg had invited her out for.


And she was glad she did, too.


Because it didn’t really go the way she had thought when Greg had suggested it. She had assumed it was going to be him telling her off, under the guise of advice. If you want a shot at ghostwriting for bigger names you need to be more accommodating, she had imagined, as she practised smiling in a more professional way, in the mirror, and selected her least colourful pair of shoes.


But from the second she sat down, Greg seemed nothing but polite. More than polite, in fact. He urged her to order whatever she liked, on his tab. And told her odd things, like how much she was valued by everyone at Harchester and how much he personally found her cheerful demeanour delightful.


Though it wasn’t really what he said that made her wonder if he had gone mad. Or if she had gone mad. Or maybe both of them had gone mad at the same time.


No: it was the way he looked. Untidy, she thought, in a way Greg never was. His hair seemed ruffled, and his tie didn’t appear to have been straightened that morning. Plus, there was something strange about his face. A sheen to it, as if he felt ever so slightly ill. Or had maybe jogged all the way to the restaurant from home.


It was unsettling.


So much so, in fact, that she sort of wanted to ask.


Are you feeling okay, she imagined herself saying.


But couldn’t quite bring herself to do it. After all, things had gone well. It seemed foolish to pose questions that might lead them back to Alfie Harding – and especially when he seemed so keen on pretending it all never happened. They must have finally found someone he could stand, she thought. Or gotten stern warnings from Human Resources about angry footballers being rude in boardrooms.


And she had to say . . . that made some kind of sense.


Not a lot of it. But enough for her to relax.


To sit back in her seat, and smile, and enjoy her soup.


In fact, she had a spoonful of it raised to her lips, when something caught her eye. A flicker of movement from the corner of the room. Only the movement wasn’t coming from anything normal, like a waiter handing out drinks or a fish tank full of guppies. No, it was coming courtesy of a potted plant.


A violently shaking potted plant. And then she spotted what was making it violently shake. But it didn’t make any more sense than it had initially.


Because it was him. It was him. It was only bloody him:


Two-time winner of Footballer of the Year.


Golden Ball recipient.


Alfie fucking Harding.


Just there, grappling with a plant. Like that was a completely normal thing for a man like him to be doing. Even though it absolutely wasn’t. He was supposed to be the sort that spent his time in clubs, carousing with babes and chugging pints of beer. He definitely wasn’t meant to be hiding behind a fern in a fourth-rate restaurant.


And yet it was happening.


In fact, she suspected it was worse than that.


That he hadn’t randomly decided to take up flower arranging.


He had simply stepped behind this plant the second she had glanced his way.


And then panicked when it did a poor job of hiding him.


Even though everything would have done a poor job of hiding him. There was hardly anything on earth that could have obscured him from view. He’d been retired for about five years now, but he was still as massive as ever. Heck, if anything, he was even more massive now. His thighs had spread a little bit, and were now roughly the size of carvery roasts. Thick, admittedly delicious-looking carvery roasts, which peeked out from around every bit of greenery. Oh, and then there were those meaty shoulders, named Best of All Time on at least three occasions by More magazine, practically framing the quivering fronds. And the sporadic glimpses of his gigantic hands, trying to pretend they weren’t doing a bad job of holding the whole thing still.


Though even if she’d somehow missed all that, she couldn’t have possibly avoided those eyes of his. They were like spilled ink. Really furious spilled ink.


And there was just no way to mistake that.


A fact that was proven even further, a moment later.


Because despite his best efforts to blend into the scenery, people other than her had also noticed him. She could see the old couple behind him, prodding each other. And the table by the fire exit, with the kids who wouldn’t stop throwing spaghetti? They had clocked him, too. In fact, the dad was getting up. With what looked like a pen and a napkin in his hand. Then, to her mingled horror and amusement, he sidled up to Alfie Harding.


And asked him for his autograph.


‘My kids would be stoked,’ she heard him say.


Alfie gave him a look best described as rueful resignation.


Well, I ballsed that whole hiding lark up, his face seemed to say as he signed his name. Then she sort of wanted to laugh. But she couldn’t, because her brain was currently bursting with about seven different unfathomable things about all this.


Starting with what he was doing right now.


And ending with the fact that he was here at all. Because seriously, this could not be a coincidence. He had to be in this restaurant for her, somehow. But then if he was, why had he hidden behind the plant?


There couldn’t be a good reason for that. There couldn’t be a good reason for any of this. It felt too close to something very weird, like being stalked by an incredibly famous ex-footballer. Probably for the crime of forcing him to confess he wore glasses, she thought. Which seemed utterly bananas, it did. But no more so than all the rest of this was, she had to admit.


Then had the most appalling urge.


She wanted to go over there. To ask him what on earth everything he had done meant.


And the only reason she didn’t was down to one very important detail:


When she looked again, he had gone.


 


 


 


 




Alfie Harding GQ UK Profile, March 2016


For a man who looms so large in the public consciousness – both in terms of his intimidating presence on the pitch, and his hilariously surly demeanor off it – Alfie Harding appears unassuming in person at first. When we arrive at his local pub, the Fox and Hound, it takes a moment to find him amidst the rabble you’d expect him to be a part of. And then the realization sets in: he’s the bloke nursing a beer in the deepest, darkest corner of a place where smoke still lingers in the seat cushions. Drag your gaze across the over-varnished tables and the stained-glass-separated booths too quickly, and you’ll miss him.


But once he settles that piercing gaze on you, it’s a different story. 


Suddenly, the intensity and charisma that captivated football fans and ordinary folk alike is incredibly apparent, and it’s easy to see how this has propelled him to an entirely different level of stardom. Whether that stardom sits easy with a man who once listed his hobbies as not being spoken to, however, is another matter altogether. 


‘Enough money to be comfortable, and whatever my manager thought would make me enough money to be comfortable,’ is his abrupt answer when I ask him why he took the role in the movie – Lionsgate’s Putting the Boot In, out April 15th – he’s currently on a press tour for. 


At which point, it becomes very clear why this press tour is, in the words of his publicist, driving them to drink. You can count on Alfie Harding to turn up and do the hard graft, but when asked to talk about everything surrounding the hard graft, the man is by turns taciturn, churlish and often downright annoyed. And though it seems foolish to expect anything else from a man once voted Most Likely to Punch You for Asking Them a Personal Question, it’s still quite a shock when he abruptly leaves after we ask him where he got his hair done. 













Four


Being Followed by a
Bearded Michael Myers


She tried to tell herself that she was not being followed by an incredibly famous ex-footballer. But the problem with telling herself this? She was almost definitely being followed by an incredibly famous ex-footballer. It was obvious she was. Because that was him, over there, pretending to like being in the same Starbucks she had decided to try doing some of her own writing in today.


Even though she could tell he hated it.


Oh god, she’d never seen a man loathe sitting in a coffee shop more than he quite clearly did. He looked like he was being attacked by absolutely everything in the place. Starting with the small water bottle he’d obviously been forced to order, because you couldn’t be in here without something. And quite obviously followed by the barista who kept coming over and asking if he was okay, and the man at the table next to him loudly talking about his NFTs, and the toddler who kept running by and standing on Alfie’s foot every time he did so.


Though it was the colours that really made him look out of place.


The ones all over the giant mural on the wall behind him.


Because they were incredibly bright in contrast to him. So sitting in their shadow made him look even more conspicuous than he might have otherwise. Sort of like seeing a funeral director trying to blend in at a child’s birthday party, she thought, and wanted to laugh over how true that seemed. Over that depressing dark suit and that even more depressing dark shirt and that hair of his – so obviously curly as fuck but forever crushed into the most severe-looking side part ever to exist.


But she couldn’t even smile in the end.


Because he appeared to be getting to his feet.


And though up until that point he’d pretended not to see her, he did not seem to be doing that now. Instead, he looked directly at her. With bizarre determination, in that blazing black gaze of his. Like maybe the following phase of whatever this was had now ended, and he was about to enter a new, even worse one.


So she gathered her things in a mad scramble.


And bolted for the exit as fast as her legs would carry her. Right down Main Street, until she got to Sykes Avenue. Then when that didn’t seem far enough, she turned left, and left again, and finally found herself at what she felt was a good, safe distance from that whole situation.


She even breathed a sigh of relief.


Then realized three things in rapid succession: 1) she was now somehow at least a mile from her home; 2) said mile was very dark and quiet and ran through a park people referred to as ‘that place where everybody gets murdered’; and, finally and most damningly, 3) he was still hot on her trail.


Although the word hot was probably something of an exaggeration. Because every time she glanced back at him, he didn’t seem to be walking particularly fast. He was just strolling, really. Meandering along behind her in a way that probably shouldn’t have been that terrifying.


And yet somehow it was.


In fact, it kind of felt more so – and after five minutes of sweating and frantically checking behind herself and almost stumbling about twenty times, she processed why. She pictured it in her mind, clear as day: this was basically what happened in every slasher movie she’d ever seen. Right now, she was cannon fodder in something featuring a baddie like Michael Myers.


Only it was real, it was very real, and apparently even more relentless and inexorable than any of those movies had ever seemed. How do they not scream the entire time something horrible follows them, she found herself thinking. And not just because that seemed a more reasonable response to this. Because she actually wanted to do it. She came within an inch of yelling at about ten different points.


And especially when she saw him getting out his phone.


It looked like he was pulling out a weapon.


He even waved it at her.


Plus, now he was so incredibly close.


Even though she was practically running, and he still barely seemed to be moving at all. He looked like he was out for an evening stroll. She almost could have believed he meant her no ill will at all. That she was driving herself mad for no reason – and then she turned, and saw his hand reaching for her, and that was it. There was no room for half measures, no chance to be reasonable.


She yelped.


And turned.


And pepper sprayed Alfie Harding right in his famous fucking face.


 


 


 


 




Alfie Harding’s Favourite Things, More magazine, March 2016








	Colour:

	Black.





	Item of clothing:

	Anything dark.





	Time of day:

	When it’s night.





	Season:

	See the last answer.





	Film:

	One where you can hardly see anything.





	Song:

	That Rolling Stones one.





	Food:

	Something burnt.





	App:

	I don’t even know what that is.





	Emoji:

	Are you having a laugh?















Five


The Government of Norway
Has Forgiven Him Now


She knew it was a mistake the second she did it. And not in the Oh god, I’ve riled the beast and now he’s going to murder me sort of way. No, it was really more of a Whoops, I think maybe he wasn’t trying to chop me into pieces after all sort of thing. Mostly because his response, when the spray hit his eyes, was not to immediately attempt to stuff her into his murder sack.


No. It was to bellow like an enraged bear, and clutch his probably burning face, and gasp ‘why?’ in the most confused and strangely hurt voice she’d ever heard in her life. As if he genuinely had no idea how things had come to this.


He had thought she was on his side.


And now she had to somehow explain why she wasn’t. ‘Because I thought you were going to bloody do me in,’ she burst out, before her nerve could make her not. Or at least make her be less furious about things. Then once the fury was out there, she braced herself.


Only to get an answering expression that seemed just as baffled as his one-word question had been. She could see it was, even around the streaming eyes and the fists he was trying to screw into them and his grimace of agony. Though she didn’t fully believe or understand it, until he managed to get it together enough to speak.


‘You couldn’t possibly have thought that. All I did was phone you. Then be in the same restaurant as you. Then watch you from across a crowded coffee place. Then follow you down a street when it’s getting dark and there’s no one else around and oh okay right yeah I’m seeing it now yep it’s dawning on me fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck,’ he said, and honestly she did not know what to marvel over first. Because yeah, watching a realization happen to someone mid-sentence was pretty incredible.


But so was that almost musical use of the word fuck. How he built a chain of them, each one slightly louder and more expressive than the last. And the way he added syllables to all of them, until finally, finally, he hit that last one. That three-sentence-long one, with a million sounds in the middle that didn’t belong.


Yet felt completely right, anyway.


And that was all before she even got into how he looked as he said this.


That slow collapse of his face from something like surety to complete despair.


Then the way he tried to look to the heavens for inspiration but couldn’t.


Because she’d filled his eyeballs with pepper.


It was amazing. So much so that she came very, very close to almost completely letting him off the hook. Maybe even close to apologizing to him, as if she were the one who’d done something wrong here. But in the end, the several ways he’d fucked up and her thirst to know what the fuck this had all been for won out over her habit of cheerily accepting that everything was fine now. ‘I have to ask at this point: How did it not dawn on you before?’ she asked.


Much to his very obvious discomfort.


‘Because I had a very good reason for all those things.’


‘Like, you have a terrible illness, and following me cures it.’


‘No, because that’s completely ridiculous.’


‘Well, ridiculous is how you see me. So I just thought I’d lean into it.’


She shrugged as she said it. Kind of half laughed, like she wasn’t being serious. However, he very weirdly seemed to panic the moment she did. Or at least, he panicked as much as a man like him was able. Which mostly meant a lot of angry eyebrows and firm hand gestures and words spat out like gruff bullets. ‘No, don’t lean into it. Lean out of it. Then keep going until you’re on my level.’


‘And what’s your level? Super smart and cool and always right about things?’


‘Mabel, I’m standing here with pepper spray melting my eyeballs because I failed to grasp how following a woman home in the dark looked. Think it’s safe to say my level is several thousand fathoms below smart and cool and right.’


Okay, she wasn’t expecting that response.


Though really, how could she possibly have?


He was supposed to be stabbing her by now. Or at the very least taking some kind of pop at her, for what were – by this point – numerous transgressions. But instead, he appeared to be taking a pop at himself. A hard one, that kind of made her want to be nice to him again. To tell him no, that couldn’t be true.


Then he was relieved when good sense won the day. ‘All right then, what fathom should I be pitching my comments at?’


‘Just imagine you’re talking to an incredibly serious five-year-old.’


‘That makes it sound like you think you’re a child ghost in a horror movie.’


‘Because I am. That is the perfect description of me. Miserable, only capable of doing the same thing over and over, and terrifying to absolutely anybody who beholds them. Now let’s talk with that in mind,’ he said, and oh god, he was serious, he was absolutely serious.


He really did think that described him perfectly.


And the worst part was she couldn’t even argue.


Because it kind of did fit, once she’d thought about it for a second.


‘If we talk with that in my mind I’m likely to end up hiding behind your sofa,’ she said, and couldn’t even stop the wince that definitely darted across her face. Because really, was that the kind of thing she wanted him to know? That she was even more of a soft little scaredy-cat than she already seemed? No, it was not. Now he was definitely going to do her in.


Probably with a scathing insult, she thought.


And got this instead:


‘You can’t go behind my sofa. I don’t even have one.’


As if that made sense. Or mattered.


Or didn’t seem like another insult aimed in his own direction, somehow.


Because it did. He looked disgusted with himself as he said the words. Then he seemed to tut, and shake his head, as if he couldn’t quite believe he was that sort of person. Though what kind of person he thought he was, she couldn’t say. All she knew for sure was that she had to find out.


‘Oh my gosh, why do you not have a sofa?’ she asked.


But he didn’t answer her directly. Or at all, really.


‘Tell me you didn’t use the word gosh.’


‘I will when you answer the question.’


He sighed. ‘I’ve no idea what the question even is now.’


‘Don’t give me that. I only asked it five seconds ago.’


‘Yeah, but you’ve got me all turned around again. Which is especially cruel of you, considering I’m also trying to deal with eyeballs that are about to explode.’


He touched them delicately.


Like the fool he was.


‘Your eyes are not about to explode. In fact, they should be barely hurting at all, because I got so frightened about blinding someone that most of what’s in here is water,’ she said. Then she held up the can of pepper spray to illustrate.


Like a game show host showing the contestant what they could have won.


But he didn’t respond how she expected him to.


He didn’t look embarrassed, or rueful.


Instead, he looked almost perturbed.


Which seemed mad for someone like him. And it only got madder from there. ‘You’ve got to be kidding,’ he said. ‘Listen, right, if some fucker comes out of the darkness at you, you don’t worry for one single solitary second about blinding him. Worry about normal things, like where you’re going to dump his body after I stab his fucking face out.’


And yeah, everything he’d just said made sense.


But god, it was sense that seemed to be coming out of Alfie Harding.


Worse than that: it was sense coming out of him even though he was talking about himself. ‘But the person who came out of the darkness was you,’ she said. Because honestly, at this point, she was too puzzled to do anything else. Even though she kind of wanted to. In fact, if she was being honest, most of her felt like patting him on the back. But then he said:


‘That is technically correct, yes.’


And what could she do after that but joke?


‘So are you going to stab your own face out?’


‘If you must know, I’m seriously considering it.’


‘Hopefully you’re also considering where I should dump you. Because truth be told I’m not very up on the recent developments in body disposal. I’m much more of a doing children’s tapestries and baking fun-shaped biscuits sort of person.’


As soon as she’d said that last part, she wished she hadn’t.


Mostly because it was the sort of thing that men like him sneered at.


Only, he didn’t.


Instead, it was like she’d never said it.


‘It’s the Thames, you put their dead bodies in the Thames, so people will just think they were drunk and fell in. Though of course now I’ve said that I feel like I probably shouldn’t have to a woman who already believes I’m a maniac. Swear to god, I’ve never dropped a person in a river,’ he said.


At which point, she had to concede:


He was a lot more reasonable than she had initially thought.


Or anyone thought, to be honest, because almost nobody seemed to think he was a remotely thoughtful person. She knew they didn’t, because not one piece of research she’d done on him had ever revealed anything else. There were interviews out there that described him as the most impossible man ever to live. One of his teammates was asked to use three words to describe him, and all three had been annoying. And that made it difficult to know what to make of this.


So she decided it was best to just stick with mild teasing.


‘That’s good, but now I’m thinking you’ve dropped an alive one in there,’ she said, and she was glad she did, too. It kept her looking cool, and he didn’t react too angrily. He just seemed frustrated in a way that was surprisingly not that unpleasant to watch. And neither was seeing him scramble for an answer.


‘Look, he pushed me first. And I got him back out, you can ask anyone.’


‘And by anyone here do you mean your defence lawyer?’


‘I don’t have a defence lawyer. He vowed to never work with me again.’


He said the words like they were the exact perfect argument to make.


Then seemed to slowly realize that they were not.


‘God. Please just stop making me say things,’ he groaned.


Much to her bemusement. ‘But you haven’t said anything. I still don’t know why you don’t have a sofa. Or more importantly why the heck you did all this.’


‘Well, I’m trying to tell you. If you’d give me a second.’


‘So go ahead then. Start with insulting my size.’


‘When the fuck did I do that?’


God, he sounded genuinely confused, she thought.


His voice actually went high for a second. Even though she’d thought it couldn’t get anywhere above a fucked Ford Fiesta revving its engine. And he threw up his hands, too. Despite clearly hating to make any kind of gesture other than an eyebrow raise or a pointed finger.


So it wasn’t a surprise that her response sounded faint.


That it lacked confidence in this whole premise she’d built up.


‘You told me I was a cupcake,’ she said, and sure enough, he snorted in response. Then shot her such a look. A pointed look, like she couldn’t be serious.


Before he laid it all out. ‘Because you seem so sweet I’m afraid of getting sugar poisoning just from looking at you. Not because I’m one of those twats who thinks any woman over a size zero is some kind of personal affront to them,’ he said, and not even in a smug or swaggering way, either. He was quite patient, all things considered. Quite gentle.


Which of course only made her more embarrassed about it.


Her face was reddening as she responded.


‘That is actually a much better answer than I was imagining.’


‘Too bloody right it is. Now. What other things do you think I did wrong?’


‘Probably none, if that one is anything to go by.’


‘Wouldn’t be too sure. I am, after all, a huge shit.’


Are you though, she wanted to say. But didn’t.


There had been far too many times that she’d been sure about something like that – or started to believe that maybe someone was okay – only to be let down when they suddenly revealed their true nature. So it was better not to say it out loud yet. Or at least test the waters more, before she let herself feel safe.


‘All right,’ she tried. ‘So what about the restaurant?’


‘The restaurant was just a coincidence.’


‘As in you were there anyway and then suddenly we were too.’


‘Yes. I saw you both come in. I felt awkward after that nightmare of a meeting and the fucking phone call from hell. So I tried to hide. Really badly.’


Okay, she thought. Not a bad answer.


And he looked awkward enough about it that she could believe it was true. Which meant that there was only one thing left now that he’d done wrong. One single, solitary thing, which she was starting to suspect he had a good explanation for, too. But she said it anyway: ‘You hid much worse in the Starbucks.’


Much to his further exasperation.


‘I wasn’t trying to then.’


‘So that was on purpose.’


‘Yes. Sort of. Not the way you’re thinking.’


‘And what way do you think I’m thinking?’


‘I don’t fucking know, do I,’ he said. Then after what looked like a second’s thought, he came out with this: ‘The one where I turned up to get revenge on you for forcing me to confess I wear glasses.’


Which just about made her heart stop.


Because somehow, he was bang on.


That was exactly what she had thought.


He’d absolutely nailed it. He’d understood precisely what level of absurd he seemed to people. What level of absurd he seemed to her, specifically. And there was something so wild about that that she couldn’t speak for a moment. She simply stood there, eyes wide, mouth much too open for her liking. And only managed to stop when he started to notice.


He looked up from what he was doing – rubbing at his eyes again, in a way that was only going to make them worse. Then he did a little surprised start. Like her expression wasn’t what he was expecting. So she folded it back up, quick.


Then went with a denial. A soft one, of the sort he deserved, really.


‘Come on. I never thought you were that weird,’ she said.


And even though he tried to shrug it off, she got a glimpse of something.


A hint of appreciation, before he sighed and tried to further explain.


‘Look, Greg told me you’d be willing to meet up with me in that Starbucks, to let me properly apologize and explain things and then we could work together. So I don’t know what wires got crossed or how you thought things would be when you got there. But from my end, you came in and didn’t want to sit with me and then when I tried to sit with you, you ran off,’ he said, quite clearly agonized all the way through the confession, but doing it all the same.


And she’d been right. It was good.


It was very good.


She was already buying it, before she’d even had chance to confirm.


Because it was very like Greg to just not say and hope she’d be okay with it.


And doubly so, when he was as panicked as he obviously had been.


Then Alfie added, almost as a little afterthought:


‘And so fast that you left something behind.’


As he took what was definitely her phone out of his pocket.


Just like he had done on the way here, only very obviously not a threat now.


‘Oh my god. Oh my god. Oh my god,’ she said. Because really, what else could she do? She had royally fucked all of this in about seventeen different ways. And top of the royal fucking list was absolutely the fact that she should never have thought he was showing her his phone.


Because he’d already told her.


He had a flip one.


That she was guessing did not come in a case with doughnuts all over it.


‘I did try to show you I had it,’ he said as if she needed to hear anything more when this was already way too much. It made her just a little bit daft. And worse, she now had to explain exactly how daft she had been.


‘I thought that was just an odd form of menacing me.’


‘What? Like, let me follow and murder you or your phone gets it?’


‘Well, not that exactly,’ she said. Then couldn’t stomach the lie enough to let it stand. She had to just concede and take her lumps. ‘But maybe that, exactly.’


‘Jesus. It’s not a baby, Mabel.’


‘Even though I take it everywhere with me.’


‘You take lots of things everywhere with you.’


‘Yeah, but do I also gently cradle them while staring lovingly at their faces?’


‘Oh my god, it’s a lump of plastic.’ He snorted. ‘It does not have a face.’


‘It does when Oscar Isaac is staring out at me.’


‘He is not staring out at you. His image is.’


Lord, he was so practical about things.


So literal and straight down the line.


Like somebody’s grandad from a mining town where everybody was miserable, she thought. But weirdly, not in a way that felt mean. She didn’t hate that about him, apparently. Instead, she had the thought, and then got a little weird bloom of warmth through her.


As if she was starting to like him.


Which, all things considered, sounded like absolute nonsense.


So she shrugged it off, and kept going with whatever this was.


‘You don’t sound so sure about that,’ she said, with as much aloofness as she could muster.


‘Because I’m not. Technology is a terrifying mystery to me. One time I tried to install a computer update and accidentally committed a massive cybercrime. Next day MI5 were on my doorstep, wanting to know what I had against the government of Norway,’ he said. And then he seemed to pause. Most likely to give her a chance to take a breath, instead of holding it in the way she was doing. Only then he just stole it, all over again: ‘So, you know, if you’re ever wondering why you can’t open any documents I send you, it’s because I still use Windows 95.’


Because of course she knew what he meant.


But it was so nuts she had to ask anyway.


‘And what documents would you be wanting me to open?’


‘You know. Book ones. If you agree to do it, that is.’


‘So you still want to continue with me as your ghostwriter?’


‘Of course I bloody do. Isn’t that what I just said a second ago?’


‘Sure. But it sounded so mad I was sort of worried I’d hallucinated it.’


‘Well you didn’t. It was real. In fact, I’ve no idea why you’d think it wasn’t.’


‘Because I did a bunch of things that should have put you off ever even wanting to talk to me again. Never mind still wanting me to write your life story. I mean, I stormed out of our first official meeting. And then when the second one happened, I ignored you, ran away, and made your eyes bleed.’


She held her breath on the end of that one.


For a different reason, though. A more fear-based one.


Like, now he was going to snap. Her list of transgressions demanded it.


Though he didn’t seem to know that.


He just grabbed his eyes.


‘Oh my god, they’re not really bleeding, are they?’ he groaned out.


Because he was weird, oh god, he was so weird.


And possibly in a really brilliant way that she didn’t know how to cope with.


It made her want to laugh, even though laughing seemed wrong and too much. After all, he wasn’t being funny. And she didn’t actually feel comfortable enough to giggle at him like the frothy confection he obviously thought she was.


Yet somehow it was really hard to fight.


She had to crush it down hard before she spoke.


And it was still there in the background when she did.


‘Of course not. I just said that for dramatic effect,’ she said in a far too amused-sounding way. Luckily, however, he didn’t seem to notice. He just carried on feeling for eye blood, while saying yet more wildly and unintentionally funny things.


‘I take it that’s a fancy way of saying lies that strike terror into my heart.’


‘Not exactly. I mean I didn’t even think you could feel terror, to be honest.’


‘Of course I can. And especially over my eyes. I need them to see things.’


Oh Lord, but he was testing her now.


And on purpose, she was starting to suspect.


Because even though he said that last part in as deadpan a way as all the rest, there was a hint of something else there, too. A little twist on the end, like he suspected she was finding him funny. That he had her, somehow.


And he wasn’t wrong.


Her laugh was now a wild animal, breaking free of its bars.


She had to put a hand over her mouth to keep it in.


Then, just as she was sure she’d succeeded, just as she was certain she’d kept her cool and been as professional and noncupcake-like as possible, in the face of all these ridiculous things they’d both accidentally done, it happened. Words just came out of her, one after the other, each sillier than the last. ‘Why don’t you come back to mine, so I can make sure you carry on having sight?’


And worst of all?


He actually agreed.


 


 


 


 




Office of the Prime Minister


Oslo, 22 August 2014


Dear Mr Harding,


I would like to extend my deepest apologies for the misunderstanding that occurred on 17 July. I can assure you the Norwegian Government does not believe you are a cybercriminal, and I have personally addressed the issues that led to this unfortunate incident. Needless to say, you will experience no further unpleasantness from any department under my administration.


The people of Norway deeply admire your contribution to football, and we look forward to many more years of your talents both on and off the pitch.


Yours sincerely,


Erna Solberg
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