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AFTER


Beth

Fourteen years after

The final tech run is over. Opening night is tomorrow. Press night is just around the corner.

And for the first time, the doubts have started to creep in.

Why on earth did she think that doing a one-woman show was a good idea?

It was a foolish thought, thrown out over lunch with her agent, who seized on it and ran further and faster with it than she could have imagined.

But of course, she knew why she’d suggested it. She’d wanted to do it because it would mean the best part of a year locked away in her little mews cottage, writing and hiding from the world.

She thought it would be cathartic. A way of getting back to her: the girl she once was. Who now often seems entirely swallowed up by the woman the world believes her to be.

After The Fire.

That’s the name of the play. A monologue, a memoir, therapy borne out on stage, in front of strangers. Masochistic narcissism too then, really. But once she shared the script, everyone was surprisingly excited about it, and it felt good to be doing something people were energised by, and she does so like to please.

For a while, she was sure the decision had been the right one. The experience of writing it was exactly what she’d hoped it would be. A way of getting out all that she’d bottled up for so long. At one point, midway through the writing process, she realised that she was actually enjoying it.

But she knows, after three weeks of intensive rehearsals, that although she enjoyed the journey here, she won’t enjoy the final destination: performing her life in front of an audience.

She doesn’t enjoy playing herself. After all, she became an actress precisely so she could pretend to be other people.

Aside from anything else, it’s lonely. She misses the buzz of having a cast around her. Those heady days at university, and early on in her career, when she was performing in the chorus of so many productions – not just West End ones but cheap-as-chips fringe shows too.

Somehow, they were even better. You could practically taste the hunger and ambition in those dressing rooms.

It’s been three days since her fight with Nick and she’s barely slept since. She can’t remember feeling this exhausted. This emotionally disordered.

Last night, she had another nightmare, the worst for a long time.

Everything feels wrong. She’s trying to tell herself that things are the way they should be, that in the long run this will be a good thing, bringing everything to a head so that they can move on. But it doesn’t feel good. It doesn’t feel right. Nothing about any of this feels right.

She’s packing up her things when the theatre manager, Penny, knocks lightly on her dressing room door.

‘Come in!’ she calls.

‘All set for tomorrow?’ Penny asks. ‘How are you feeling?’

Beth gives her the smile everyone loves. Gap-toothed, wide.

And this time: inauthentic.

‘Good, thank you. Excited.’

‘Not nervous?’

‘Oh, only a little,’ she laughs.

She’s not being truthful. But what other answer could she possibly give? She can’t burden Penny with her neuroses.

Penny nods and presents her with a bouquet, placing it down carefully on her dressing table. Ornamental cabbages. Beautiful from a distance. Ugly up-close.

‘Very striking aren’t they? Someone wanted to get in early,’ Penny says, raising her eyebrows. ‘Or perhaps they got the date muddled up.’

‘Thanks, Pen. Wow, they’re… different.’

Penny grins at her. She has that look in her eyes – the one most people have now when they look at Beth. Admiration. Devotion. As though she’s some delicate, rare treasure that must be protected.

It makes her uncomfortable. After she won her Olivier Award, even her mother started doing it. Even though her mother had never even heard of the Olivier Awards before then.

Nick was the only one who looked at her like she was just a normal person. The girl he’s known for fourteen years.

And now he won’t want to look at her at all.

But perhaps… are these flowers from him?

Beth holds her breath as she plucks out the small card that’s nestled in between the cabbages. She can tell they are expensive. Someone is trying to impress her, to catch her attention and hold it – because people have been fooled into thinking her attention is valuable.

People love you more when you’re successful. More people love you when you’re successful, too. As though success somehow proves that you matter more than everyone else.

She hates that idea. And yet she has pursued it, relentlessly, for as long as she can remember. It’s an addiction, the same as all the others. Just less honest, perhaps.

She’s always claimed the moral high ground, no more so than during her fight with Nick. But now, she wonders, is she as guiltless as she likes to think she is?

She lifts the flap of the tiny envelope, pulling out the cream card inside.

The words written on it stop the breath in her throat.

Congratulations! I’m happy you got everything you wanted out of life. Hope the show goes really well.

Rosa x

She closes her eyes briefly, squeezing the card in her closed fist. Her mind is a buzz of noise, sweat immediately rising to the skin under her armpits.

A memory resurfaces. A picture she had buried so deeply that now she can’t be sure if it’s a memory at all, or a torment of her imagination: Rosa standing opposite her in the union building afterwards, her face white with fear, asking her with hard eyes if she had seen Anna.

It was Rosa’s story too. Not just hers. Not just Nick’s.

Should she have checked with Rosa before she decided to share it?

The marketing for the show is more salacious than she’d wanted. She’d fought against the description they’d used, but the producer was adamant, said they had to pull in the crowds.

You may know Beth Millen as one of the UK’s best-loved and most successful actresses, famous for her trademark smile and shape-shifting talents. But behind the scenes lies a story of resilience and a lifelong struggle to recover from a horror in her past. A horror that still haunts her to this day.

After The Fire charts one woman’s honest determination to rise from the ashes, and asks if we can ever truly move on from the things we’ve lost…

On one level, it was all true, of course, but the way they’d written it felt seedy. Exploitative.

‘We’ve got to get people intrigued,’ her agent had said, taking the producer’s side after she’d protested. ‘It’s difficult to get people to turn up for what might be seen as a vanity project, without knowing there’s going to be some serious payoff.’

Her agent was right. But she should have made more of a fuss. She’s betrayed the others.

She looks at Rosa’s card again. Tries to read between the lines. Is it a note of congratulation, or a note of disgust?

She can’t be sure, but the regret swells in her stomach.

More than anything else, it is a stupid card with stupid words on it because of course she doesn’t have everything she wants. She doesn’t have Nick.

She doesn’t even know if he’ll be coming tomorrow. She sent him an invite ages ago, before they fell out, but he never responded, and she was too cowardly to bring it up.

Now, it seems obvious why he hadn’t got back to her: he wanted to support her as he always has done, but he didn’t understand why she would want to talk about this publicly. He didn’t want to relive it all.

She grips the edge of her seat, nausea rising. Why would Rosa get in touch now, after all these years?

She should have argued more against the way they marketed the show. The way they made it sound so dramatic and sensationalised. It was misleading, inaccurate, unfair.

After all, the whole point of it was that it wasn’t about the horror in her past. It wasn’t about that incident at all.

It was about something more long-lasting.

Something more fundamental but just as devastating…

The aftermath.


BEFORE


Beth

Six weeks before

The first thing Beth Millen sees of Nick Parker is his bare bum.

The second thing is his jeans, which are round his ankles.

‘What the…?’ he shouts, and she slams the bathroom door shut.

‘Sorry!’

She waits a few moments before knocking on the door.

It opens, and the boy pokes his head out.

Behind round, thin-rimmed glasses that are so untrendy they weirdly make him look quite cool, she notices deep brown eyes. He has the most impressive crop of hair. Thick and long enough to tuck behind his ears.

He also has possibly the friendliest face she has ever seen.

‘I’m really sorry about that,’ she says, mortified. ‘I assumed you weren’t in. I had my music on so loud I didn’t hear you.’

He laughs.

‘Well. That’ll certainly go down as one of my more memorable introductions. Not your fault. I should’ve locked both doors.’

He holds out his hand. She looks at it dubiously.

‘It’s OK. I’ve washed my hands. With soap!’

She laughs, embarrassed, and shakes it.

‘I guess we’re sharing a bathroom then,’ she says, not entirely upset by this.

The bathroom she’s referring to is a slim room that sits between their two student bedrooms and is for their shared use, with one door leading in from her bedroom, and another from his. Jack-and-Jill is the technical term, although this makes no sense to Beth whatsoever.

There are four people living in their top-floor flat. Four bedrooms, two bathrooms: one bathroom positioned between two bedrooms. Not quite your own en suite, but the next best thing.

‘It must be a mix-up. I’m sure in all the stuff online it said that bathrooms would be shared by people of the same sex,’ he says.

‘It doesn’t matter.’

‘Yes it does! It’s bad enough that we got dumped in the worst student accommodation the university has to offer. Did you know we’re the only ones in this block to be in a flat of four? And because we’re on the top floor, we have to share the space with all the boilers and stuff?’ He glances at the wall. ‘Hence the continuous weird grinding noise.’

‘But at least we have a good view,’ Beth says, looking over at the window.

It’s not true. The view from her room is of the car park.

‘I’ll go and find the housing person and see what I can do,’ Nick says. ‘I assumed this room was staying empty. How come you’re late? You’ve missed Freshers’ Week.’

‘I’ve been sick,’ she says, her cheeks burning. ‘Glandular fever.’

‘Ohhhh. My mum always calls that the kissing disease.’

She purses her lips. She’s tired of those jokes; it’s been weeks and yes so what if she did catch it at a house party?

‘Sorry,’ he says, looking sheepish. ‘Not implying anything.’

‘I don’t know for sure how I caught it actually,’ she says.

‘Boyfriend?’

‘I don’t have a boyfriend,’ she replies, a little too defensively.

‘Right. Well, given that we just shook hands, I hope you’re no longer contagious. I’m Nick, by the way. Nick Parker.’

He grins at her.

‘Beth Millen.’

She examines him more closely. Nick Parker has a smattering of freckles across his nose, which is slightly too wide for his face.

And there’s a kindness to him. A warmth she finds reassuring. It’s peculiar to be in a stranger’s presence and feel so completely… safe.

‘I take it you’re better now?’

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘Still a bit tired at the end of the day. But so much better than I was during the summer.’

‘That’s good,’ he replies. ‘Still, a shame you missed Freshers’ Week.’

‘I’m just grateful to be here at all. I was really poorly. I never want to feel like that again.’

She absolutely hated being sick. Eight weeks of it – her first true summer of freedom – and while her friends were out having the time of their lives, all she could manage to do was lie in bed watching rubbish television. Some days she was too exhausted to even read a book.

It was the first time in her life she’d been properly ill, and it was enough to make her utterly dread the thought of it happening again. From now on, she’s going to be careful who she kisses. More than that, she’s going to take care of herself.

‘Anyway, sorry about the bathroom thing. I’ll see if I can get moved or something,’ he says. ‘Although it’s a bit of a pain because I’ve spent the last week making my room absolutely perfect.’

‘Really?’

‘No,’ he says, his eyes twinkling. ‘I’m being sarcastic. I didn’t bring much, other than a few plants.’ He shrugs.

‘Oh,’ she says. ‘I didn’t know what to bring or what to leave behind. So I kind of brought, well, everything.’

‘Can I see?’

He steps into her bedroom.

‘Well, would you look at that? It’s exactly the same as mine.’

‘No shit.’

‘But you have a lot of posters. Jesus, is that a No Fear poster? Are they still a thing? Retro.’ He puts his hands to his cheeks, in mock surprise, staring at the poster. It depicts a man on a surfboard, cresting the most impossibly high wave, with the words: What if your fears and dreams existed in the same place? scrawled above him.

‘Don’t tell me, you surf?’

‘I don’t surf,’ she deadpans, narrowing her eyes.

He chuckles, surveying the collage of photographs she’s spent the last hour pinning meticulously in place.

She looks at the familiar faces too. She’s only been here for a few hours but they already feel a lifetime away. Her fingertips tingle with excitement. Nick is the first person she’s met since she arrived, and she likes him already. It bodes well for the future: a new life with new people, away from her parents, away from their martyred misery and everything that’s been dragging her down.

‘You have a lot of friends,’ he says.

‘Well, I’m a friendly girl.’

That sounded more flirty than she intended. Or did it?

‘Who’s that?’ he says, pointing at Jonno, a boy from her year with a shaved head. The picture was taken at their school Leavers’ Ball. She has her arm around him and they are both pulling faces at the camera.

‘Oh, my friend Jonno. He’s a bit crazy.’ She pauses. ‘He’s gay.’

She’s not sure why she added that.

He nods, flopping down onto her bed. She feels like she should be annoyed by this, but she’s not. Suddenly, she’s struck by the thought that she really doesn’t want him to move rooms. She likes his cheeriness, his carefree manner. She even likes that he’s teasing her, despite the fact they only just met.

She’s not shy, but she takes time to warm up to people. Whereas this boy is glowing with warmth, practically bouncing around the room.

‘You don’t need to move rooms,’ she says. ‘I honestly don’t mind sharing a bathroom with you. I have two brothers. Trust me, I’ve seen it all.’

He wrinkles his nose.

‘So, Beth. What are you studying?’

‘Theatre and Performance.’

‘Fancy.’

‘What are you studying?’

‘Economics.’

‘That must be a riot.’

He doesn’t respond to that, which is fair enough.

‘Have you met Rosa and Anna yet?’ he asks.

Her face flushes again. Her parents left two hours ago complaining of the long drive home, her dad obsessed with missing rush hour on the M25. After they left, she found herself worrying about how her mother would cope with only her father for company on the long journey back to Sussex. Since his affair, they do everything they can to avoid being alone together.

They think she hasn’t noticed this, but she has.

‘I haven’t had a chance,’ she replies, which is a bit of a fib. ‘I’ve been getting myself sorted. When I arrived there wasn’t anyone around. What are they like?’

‘Oh,’ he says. ‘They’re cool.’

She nods.

‘It’s a bit shit, turning up later than everyone else,’ she says, suddenly feeling if she doesn’t confess her true feelings, she might burst. ‘I hope it’s not too late for me to join in.’

‘Of course not. In fact, I think one of the girls in the flat downstairs has arranged some drinks tonight. I’m sure she’d like it if you joined.’

She smiles. She was worrying about nothing. He’s right, it’s all going to be fine. After all, she’s already made her first friend.

This is the first day of the rest of her life. She feels the rush of excitement come flooding back. She can’t believe she’s finally here.

She’s eighteen and she’s better and she’s technically an adult and she’s here, at one of the world’s top universities. And finally, she’s going to be able to pursue her passion with no distractions.

Nick stands and makes his way back towards the bathroom.

‘Well I’ll leave you to your blu-tacking. You still have half a packet to use up,’ he says. ‘Nice to meet you, Beth.’

‘You too,’ she says. ‘Will you be there tonight as well?’

He pauses. His mouth twitches, and then his fingers drum against the bathroom doorframe.

‘Oh,’ he says, hesitating slightly, but long enough for her to notice that he’s reluctant to share his plans. ‘No. I’m… I’m going to the cinema tonight, with Anna. We’ve been… we’re...’

He doesn’t finish the sentence. Her face falls before she has the chance to stop it.

‘Oh,’ she says. ‘Right. Oh. That’s… nice.’

He looks at her, his mouth twisting into a lopsided smile. Is it pity in his eyes, or something else?

‘But I’ll see you around surfer girl,’ he says. ‘Take care.’


Nick

Four weeks before

He turns and takes the shortcut through the park, making his way back to the Cecil Broad Building. As he walks, he hugs his coat tighter around him. He has no idea what time it is. Gone 2 a.m., certainly. Curry with a few course mates somehow turned into an all-night gaming session.

The park is still relatively busy with students, as it always is. Some drunk and lairy. Others drunk and sombre.

He marches past them, keeping his sight on the Cecil Broad Building just ahead. Home sweet home. In university folklore, it’s nicknamed the Asylum, because its design was based on a Swedish mental asylum from the 1960s. There are rumours that it’s cursed.

Nick likes a party as much as the next student, but he could see how a place like the Asylum might get to you. It’s noisy, busy, crowded. A place you could easily feel alone in, without ever actually being alone.

It’s also monumentally ugly: a Brutalist concrete disgrace. A few years ago the university tried to tart it up a bit by sticking cladding all over the outside, but it is still the most hideous building he has ever seen.

It was named after Cecil Broad, one of the university’s former vice chancellors, who tragically – and ironically – took his own life in the early 1950s.

Nick knows it was unlucky to be dumped in this accommodation, especially given that it wasn’t even on the list of preferences he submitted when he applied to study here. He would love to know who decided these things, and how. Did they pick names out of a hat? Run them through some kind of computerised sorting device?

At least he likes his flatmates. There are four of them in total: Beth, his bathroom buddy; Anna, the girl he’s somehow ended up seeing, in a very casual sense, after snogging her on the first night out; and Rosa, who is nice enough but a bit… intense.

He rounds a corner. Then, he spots something just ahead in the distance. A familiar cropped bob silhouetted against a streetlamp: Beth.

She is sitting on a bench, looking down at her knees.

He increases his pace.

‘Beth?’ he says, as he draws closer.

The bob turns, and he sees her face then in full detail, lit up as though on a stage.

She has been crying. Rivers of muddy mascara stain her cheeks, and her nose is red and swollen.

His cheery mood dissipates.

‘Hey Nick,’ she says, raising her eyes to the night sky.

‘What’s the matter? What are you doing sitting out here?’ he says, frowning. ‘It’s freezing.’

She sniffs.

‘Well? Do you have an explanation for this behaviour young lady?’

He sits down next to her. She doesn’t laugh at his poor joke.

‘Whoever he is, you do know he’s really not worth it, don’t you?’ Nick says, putting his arm around her. She rests her head on his shoulder and he briefly realises that this feels entirely natural, despite it being the first time they’ve had physical contact since they shook hands two weeks ago.

‘He is,’ she replies, but she smiles a little as she says it.

‘No, he really isn’t.’

‘He really is.’ She pauses. ‘It’s my grandad.’

‘Oh fuck,’ Nick says. ‘Yeah, so yeah, OK, he probably is worth it then. What’s happened?’

‘He’s had a fall,’ she says, and she wipes her eyes on the sleeve of her jacket. ‘He’s broken his hip, and the doctor said they probably need to operate but his heart isn’t particularly strong so he likely won’t survive the operation but they can’t leave him with a broken hip, so they have to try and…’

‘That’s shit,’ Nick says, feeling the inadequacy of his words.

‘He’s eighty-seven. But the worst bit is he’s all the way down in Sussex, and there’s no way I can get down there in time to see him before his operation tomorrow and I’m just worried I won’t get to… I can’t believe it. I’ve only been here for a couple of weeks, and now this happens! It’s like the universe is trying to tell me something.’

‘What time is it?’

‘What?’

‘His operation?’

She sniffs, shaking her head.

‘11 a.m.’

‘That’s doable.’

‘No, it isn’t,’ she says, an edge of irritation creeping in. ‘I checked. The train times don’t work.’

‘Who said anything about trains? I’ll drive you,’ he says.

A realisation dawns: he has taken a step towards something risky, but also, he doesn’t care.

She looks at him. Her mouth opens slightly.

‘I didn’t know you had a car.’

‘Well, I do.’

‘I can’t ask you…’

‘You didn’t ask me. I’m offering.’

‘Nick…’

‘How long does it take to get there?’

She straightens up, visibly brightening.

‘I don’t… I guess four hours? It’s too far…’

‘OK, so let’s work backwards, you need to be there by 10.30, just to make sure there’s enough time, but let’s say 10 to be safe… we’ll be driving through rush hour which is less than ideal so let’s leave at… what, 5.30?’

He’s grateful he chose not to drink this evening. He was too hungover from the night before and decided to give his liver the night off. He’s always liked the word for such situations: serendipity.

‘5.30 in the morning?’ Beth says. ‘Are you mad? That’s like…’

He glances at his wrist.

‘Yeah, that’s like three hours away. Not much point in going to bed then, I guess. Unless you’re a fan of the power nap?’

‘Nick,’ she says. She seems unsure of him now – whether he’s just joking around, whether his offer is genuine. He knows that this is the downside of his persona. People never know whether they can take him seriously or not. ‘You can’t… don’t you have lectures tomorrow?’

‘Jesus, Beth. This stuff is important. Lectures can wait. Come on,’ he says, standing and taking her hand. He hauls her to her feet. ‘Let’s get back to the Asylum, have a cup of tea and you can tell me everything about your grandad.’

He loops his arm through hers as they take the final steps through the park. Once they’re inside their communal kitchen, she sits with her feet tucked under her on the squashy plastic bench, and takes off her jacket.

That’s when he notices she’s wearing a black dress, with small stars all over it.

‘Oh,’ he says, swallowing. ‘You look nice. Where were you this evening?’

‘I was out with some people from my course. We’d been to the theatre earlier then went for drinks. I got a text from my mum to tell me what had happened. She was already at the hospital. And I just left my course mates and ran off. They’ll think I’m a right weirdo now.’

‘No, they won’t.’

She tugs at her dress.

‘Ugh. I’m going to change.’

She slips out of the kitchen and returns a few minutes later in a checked shirt and jeans. Her face is now clean of the smudged mascara.

He hands her a mug of tea. She smiles gratefully and criss-crosses her fingers around it.

They sit in silence for a few minutes. He wants her to understand that he gets it, that his grandparents were the most important and positive influence on his early life, but he doesn’t know how to open up to her without seeming really intense and weird.

‘It’s going to be OK,’ Nick says, quietly, when their eyes next meet. It’s strange, being serious with Beth. But at the same time it feels right. ‘We’ll get to him in time. I promise.’


Beth

As she straps herself into the passenger seat of his Peugeot 106, Beth feels something that makes her uncomfortable, in the circumstances. A tingle of excitement, of longing, of… awakening.

But Nick is seeing Anna. Her flatmate Anna. And her grandad is seriously hurt. What the hell is wrong with her?

She squeezes her eyes shut, trying to reset her brain.

There’s a tree-shaped air freshener hanging from the rear mirror. Vanilla-scented. But fighting a losing battle against the stale smell of cigarette smoke that lingers inside the car.

A thin veneer of dust coats the plastic dashboard. Other than that, the car is immaculate. No discarded takeaway boxes or old carrier bags. Nothing except for a windscreen scraper, tucked neatly into the cubby hole in her door.

‘Your car is really tidy,’ she remarks, and it sounds more like an accusation than she meant it to.

‘Maud is my pride and joy,’ he says, winking.

‘Maud?’

‘Don’t you think it suits her?’ He taps the steering wheel lightly.

She laughs.

‘I can’t believe you have a name for your car.’

The sky has taken on an ethereal light – not quite dawn, but the darkness shifting.

‘Do you know the way?’ Nick says, as he pulls the seatbelt across and straps himself in.

‘I… think so.’

‘Great. M1, then M25, yes? Then you can direct me once we get past London.’

‘OK.’

He turns the key to start the engine and she reaches forward and lays a hand on his arm. He turns to look at her.

‘Thank you,’ she says, softly. ‘This is really kind of you.’

He shrugs, gives a lopsided smile.

‘I adored my grandad,’ he says, his voice calmer than usual. ‘I’d want someone to do the same for me. If it was my last chance to see him.’

‘Anna won’t mind?’ she asks now, tentative.

‘Anna?’ he says, then he pulls a face that seems to imply she’s crazy for asking. But she notices him swallow too.

‘She’s so nice,’ Beth says, blandly. ‘Smart too.’

Anna is studying Chemistry.

‘Smarter than me, for sure,’ Nick replies, pulling out onto the main road.

She looks at him. Beth has no idea how serious their relationship is. Although they’ve hung out together a few times, she’s avoided being alone with Anna, and on some level she knows why, even though she won’t admit it to herself.

It’s all her dad’s fault.

‘How’s it going with you two?’ she asks, trying to keep her tone light and failing. But he doesn’t notice. He’s clueless. ‘You’ve been together since day one, right? Is it serious?’

He screws his nose up as though she’s said something funny.

‘Serious?’ he says. But he doesn’t answer her question. She’s made him uncomfortable.

Beth hasn’t met anyone at all since she arrived. Despite all the nights out dancing in bars. Despite the fact she’s met more new people in the past month than she’s met in her entire life. No one seems to be interested in her, and she hasn’t seen anyone she’s been interested in either.

The other night, Meredith, a girl from her course, told her she wasn’t ‘putting out the right vibes’.

But is the reason more simple than that?

Is this boy, sitting next to her and tapping his hand lightly on the steering wheel… is he the real reason she hasn’t been attracted to anyone since she got here?

Because she suspects she’s feeling those vibes now, despite how inappropriate it is.

‘Do you think you’ll be in it for the long term? You and Anna? That would be romantic, wouldn’t it? To meet your life partner at university.’

Her mouth won’t stop talking. Why is she asking this? Masochism.

‘Christ,’ he says. ‘It’s only been a few weeks. I haven’t thought about it to be honest.’

So, he doesn’t like the thought of commitment much. But then again, he’s only just nineteen, so that’s hardly a surprise.

‘What about you, Mrs Romance?’ he asks.

Her heart thumps. He’s asking about your love life. This means something.

‘What about me?’

Feigned ignorance at his question. Surely neither of them are convinced?

‘How’s your love life?’

She tries for a noise of dismissal but it comes out like a snort.

‘Non-existent.’

‘What about back at home? Did you have a boyfriend in sixth form?’

‘Not really. I mean, no.’

There was someone the year before. Liam, a boy from the local pub. They spent time together over the summer holiday before her final year of sixth form. Liam was really into camping. She lost her virginity to him in a tent and told herself it was OK that the experience was completely underwhelming, because it was meant to be. But afterwards, whenever she thought about it, she burst into tears.

He played songs for her on his guitar, and wrote her poetry, but it wasn’t very good poetry. She started to feel a little humiliated for him, so she ended it.

The next week, he started dating a girl in Year 10.

‘I was really sick all summer. I didn’t go out at all. I didn’t even get to have a holiday romance. But to be honest…’ She pauses, a flame of anger rising from somewhere. ‘I’m not interested in all that. Relationships. They just mess with your head. I’m too ambitious. I want to focus on my degree, and beyond that, my career.’

She sounds like such a bore.

‘Oh…’ Nick pauses. ‘Well, that’s a shame. You’re a catch you know, Beth.’

‘What?!’ Her heart thumps again.

‘I mean, you must know that. You have a mirror in your room. I know you do because there’s one in every room.’

She feels her neck flushing, the red creeping up to her cheeks. Her heart’s going absolutely crazy now. Thank God it’s still relatively dark, thank God his eyes are squarely on the empty road ahead.

‘An acquired taste,’ she says.

‘What?’

‘That’s what someone once said about me. Or more, accurately, about my face. That it was an acquired taste.’

‘Jesus.’

Why the hell did she tell him that?

The silence that follows is unbearable. She scrabbles around for a change of subject, her eyes falling on the air freshener.

‘I didn’t know you smoked,’ she says.

‘I don’t anymore. I miss it though. I’m not used to having nothing to do with my hands. I need to… I dunno, take up guitar or something.’

‘That seems like quite an extreme reaction.’

He glances sideways at her.

‘Do you play any instruments? No, don’t tell me. Let me guess. You look like a… flute kind of girl to me.’

‘What does a flute kind of girl look like?’

‘A flute kind of girl looks… like you.’ Their eyes meet again, briefly, and he winks.

She flushes, ever so slightly.

‘We didn’t really have the money for that kind of thing when I was growing up. And to be honest, I was pretty obsessed with acting.’

‘I know I probably have it all wrong, but don’t actors have a reputation for being… I don’t know… show-offs? You’re kind of the opposite of what I’d expect.’

‘Acting is not about showing off.’

‘Come on,’ he says. ‘It is really. At least a little bit?’

She frowns.

‘No, it isn’t.’

‘What is it then?’

She sighs.

‘Acting is… there’s a quote I like that really sums it up. Acting is doing things truthfully under imaginary circumstances.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘I don’t know how to explain it. You’d have to come and watch one of my shows.’

‘I will do,’ he says.

There’s another pause.

‘I know it sounds cheesy, but honestly, it’s a vocation. I can’t think of anything else I want to do.’

‘I’ve actually never been to the theatre before,’ he says, after a while.

She stares at him, wide-eyed, but his eyes are fixed on the motorway ahead.

‘Never?’

‘Nope.’

‘I don’t believe you! Not even panto?’

‘My mum doesn’t go out much. She’s a bit…’

He tails off. Beth cocks her head to one side thoughtfully.

‘A bit what?’

‘I don’t know,’ he says, looking down. ‘We’re not really a theatre sort of family.’

‘What did you get up to when you were younger? I bet you were a right tearaway.’

‘Nah,’ he says. ‘Sorry to disappoint. My mum… needed a lot of looking after. More than most parents. It was just the two of us. I had to grow up quite quickly.’

She bites her lip, worried she’s upset him. Something shifts, an understanding that there’s more depth to this boy than she first gave him credit for. That his cheery demeanour is a front for something. But what?

‘I’m sorry. Was she poorly?’

‘Not exactly. It’s not a big deal,’ he says. He doesn’t want to talk about it. ‘Let’s just say my dad buggered off when I was a baby and I had to grow up fast. But now I’ve left home, I feel free, and I’m determined not to waste a single second of my life.’

‘Well we agree on that,’ she says.

She doesn’t know what to say next, so instead she reaches forward and jabs the button for the stereo. The car fills with loud dance music.

‘XFM?’ she says, barely audible over the din. ‘Really? Have you cut holes in the parcel shelf and hooked up sub-woofers too? So that you can drive around being really obnoxious?’

He switches it off without comment.

Why does she always do this? Some twisted defence mechanism. Being snarky to someone she actually likes. He’s being so kind. Driving her all the way to Sussex so she can see her grandad for possibly the last time.

This is why she’s single. Because she’s so damn mean.

But he’s still smiling.

‘Look in the glove compartment,’ he says, throwing her a look over his shoulder. ‘There are a couple of CDs in there that might be more up your street.’

She pulls it open as he suggested, reaching her hands into the dark hollow, scrabbling her fingers around until they settle on something hard and plastic, pulling it out.

‘Backstreet Boys?’

For some reason, this makes her convulse with laughter.

‘Oh God, no, not that one. That’s Anna’s.’

Anna leaves her CDs in his car.

Her heart does the opposite of thump this time. It practically sags.

‘Yeah right. I believe you, thousands wouldn’t.’

‘Look underneath!’

She pulls out another CD.

‘Dire Straits?’

She’s heard of them, she thinks. Some old-school rock band that people like her dad listen to.

‘Here, give it to me.’

She takes the CD out of its case and he slides it into the slot in the centre of the dashboard.

‘Listen,’ he says, as a gentle guitar riff begins to play.

She recognises it. Settles back into the seat and lets the music wash over her.

‘Romeo and Juliet?’ she asks, after a few lines of the first verse.

‘I’m impressed!’ he says, and he looks, briefly, genuinely happy.

She smiles, listening to the lyrics, trying to ignore the feeling that they mean something. That this – the two of them listening to this together, alone, in the middle of the night – means something.

But he has a girlfriend. He’s seeing Anna, their flatmate.

‘I’m sure my dad has this album,’ she says.

‘Your dad has good taste,’ he replies, without realising how much a comment like that could sting her, and then he winks.


Nick

He’s absolutely exhausted by the time they pull off the M25. Perhaps driving for four hours on no sleep wasn’t the most sensible of all ideas. But he wanted to do it. For her.

He doesn’t want to examine why he wanted to. Not right now, anyway.

Beth, unsurprisingly, fell asleep halfway down the M1. He let her sleep right round the M25, but now he guiltily nudges her awake because he needs directions.

‘There’s a road map somewhere back there,’ he says, and she undoes her seatbelt and twists round to retrieve it.

He’s done nearly 20,000 miles in Maud. God, he loves her. And what she represents: his independence. Six months of taking every shift going at his local supermarket, saving up every spare penny, until she was his.

They arrive at the hospital at 9.48 a.m. When they finally pull into the car park, Beth starts to cry.

‘I can’t believe we did it…’ she says, blinking away the tears. ‘Thank you so much Nick. I’ll never forget this.’

‘No problem. It was fun,’ he says, holding her gaze. He feels his own eyes begin to tear up, which surprises him, and he reaches out to squeeze her hand. ‘I hope your grandad is OK, Beth.’

They lock eyes for a few seconds longer than necessary.

She takes her mobile out from her handbag, and calls her mother. There’s a lift in her voice as she tells her that yes, really, she’s at the hospital, and asks to come inside.

‘Do you want to come in?’ she says, after she hangs up. ‘You must be exhausted.’

‘No, go and be with your family. I’ll take a nap in the car.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘I’ll be here when you’re ready.’

She smiles, gives him a short nod, and then she leaves him alone.

*

He’s utterly shattered and so he gets out briefly, doing a lap of the car park to stretch his legs, and then he takes his glasses off and lies down across the back seats – somewhat awkwardly because he’s 6ft – and he falls into a deep sleep.

He dreams of his own grandfather, who lived with his grandmother in a small terraced house on an unremarkable street in a village near Woking. His grandad always smelled of woodbines and mothballs, and always wore a woollen waistcoat, even in the summer. He would produce a twenty pence piece from behind Nick’s ear as soon as Nick arrived at their house, and then he’d cuff him on the chin and, while his mother and grandmother chatted, he’d challenge him to a game of poker dice. They played for raisins.

He liked going to his grandparents’. His granny was always baking – a ginger loaf, or in the summer, a Victoria sponge filled with strawberries from the garden. The house was small, and dark, but it was warm and it was clean, and, most importantly of all, it felt safe.

He never could understand how his mother ended up the way she did, when she had such loving parents. He asked her about it once, and she was dismissive, said that things were very different when she was a child.

‘Grandad was still traumatised from the army,’ she said. ‘He was short-tempered with Ian and me. Retirement has mellowed him. You don’t know what he was like, Nicky.’

He’s always felt sad for his mother. She has had a difficult life, and none of it is her fault.

When he wakes, his neck is twisted and throbbing and he feels as though he’s been crying in his sleep. He reaches a finger up to his eye. His eyelids are damp.

He blinks a few times.

He thinks of his grandfather, the dream – or was it a memory? – of sitting on the rug in their front room, and throwing the poker dice, looking at the little symbols printed on each side, trying to work out if he’d thrown a winning hand.

His granny moved out of that house two years ago and into an old people’s home that smells of boiled cabbage and disinfectant. His grandad had keeled over three months before, falling face-first into the tomato plants that were just starting to sprout from their growbags.

Nick had spent an entire day planting the tomato seeds with him just a few weeks before.

He had to help his mum clear the house, and it was as painful as he knew it would be. He stood for hours in the small kitchen, arguing with her about his grandparents’ vast, valueless mug collection.

At one point, when she refused to let even one of them go into the box for the charity shop, he felt like he might burst with frustration.

‘I’m going to take a break,’ he said. He worried he might scream at her if he didn’t get some air.

The small back door still had a cat flap in the bottom panel, even though Misty had died more than a decade before.

He walked down to the bottom of the garden, gulping fresh air, and that was when he noticed that his grandad’s tomatoes had gone over. Plenty of sunshine followed by unseasonal rain had provided the perfect conditions for them to flourish, and yet they had been abandoned. Understandably, everyone had been distracted. But now they were all split and rotten, and it made him so mad to think of the waste – his grandad’s last effort, all for nothing – that he kicked one of the growbags so hard it split, covering his shoe in damp soil.

That was when he sank to the ground and cried for the first time since his grandad died.

Nick sits up on the back seat of the car and pats down his denim jacket until his fingers rest on the worn leather pouch in his pocket.

He pulls it out. Turns it over in his hand and un-pops the popper, letting the contents tumble into his other palm.

His grandad’s poker dice.

Some of the images are worn but each side is still recognisable. He squeezes them tight in his fingers. He tries not to encumber himself with too many belongings. He believes in collecting people and experiences, not things, but there are a few special items he would save in a fire, and these are one of them.

He carefully puts the dice back into the pouch, picturing his grandad’s warm, smiling face, the rough edge to his skin, the reading glasses he always kept in his front shirt pocket.

‘Let me get my binoculars,’ he would say, whenever Nick wanted to show him something.

Nick climbs out of the car and stretches his arms above his head as far as possible. He looks at his wristwatch. It’s nearly noon. He thinks of Beth, somewhere inside the concrete hospital building.

He hopes her grandad will be OK.

And if not, he will tell her what he learnt once. Words that he found online when he felt the most alone he’d ever felt. Words that were a true comfort.

The dead are only truly dead when they are forgotten.


Beth

Two weeks before

Before her grandad died, she’d always thought she was strong. Resilient. She coped with the glandular fever by telling herself that she would look back on it one day and feel proud of herself for surviving it. Everyone remarked on her strength of spirit.

But now she feels fragile. There’s no looking back on the loss of her grandfather in any way that’s positive. He’s gone forever. The first person she’s truly loved and lost.

He survived the operation – a miracle in itself. Then he woke up, had a cup of tea, and promptly died of a heart attack.

At least she got to see him one last time. All thanks to Nick.

Nick, who’d waited in the car all that time, and let her sob into his chest before leaving her with her parents and driving back up to university on his own.

On the train back up north after the funeral, all she can seem to think about is Nick.

She misses that feeling she had as they drove down in the car together: that feeling of being completely safe. At ease.

She’d hated being at home for the past two days. She found herself yearning for the friendship and support that has so quickly developed between her and Nick. The funeral itself was upsetting enough but ever since her father’s affair, Beth has found it difficult to talk to her mother. This has undoubtedly been the worst part of the whole disgusting situation: the distance it has created between them. But no matter how hard she tries, Beth can’t understand how her mum could have just forgiven him. Just taken him back, as though she didn’t deserve so much better.

But that makes Beth feel bad for feeling cross with her mum, when of course, it was her father who had carried out the betrayal. He was the one she should be angry with, but instead she found herself thinking of him as rather pathetic.

The woman concerned was his boss, too. And she was five years older than him. It was all so embarrassing.

Beth is sure no matter how old she gets, she will never understand her parents’ relationship.

*

When she arrives back at the Asylum four hours later, she pushes open the door to the kitchen, hoping that Nick will be inside.

But only Rosa is there, flicking through a magazine. Her thick dark hair piled up on top of her head.

‘Hi,’ Beth says.

‘Oh!’ Rosa says, looking up at her. Her lips twist, but the result isn’t exactly a smile. ‘You’re back. How was it? Hope it wasn’t too horrible.’

Beth narrows her eyes. She gets the sense that Rosa doesn’t like her much, although she doesn’t really know why. They’ve never fallen out. But Beth feels a frostiness emanating from Rosa whenever they are alone together. As though Rosa knows something that she doesn’t.

‘It was awful,’ she says, giving a resigned smile. ‘But thanks.’

Rosa stands up, closes the magazine.

‘Let me make you a cup of tea,’ she says. ‘Here, come and sit down. You must have had a really long journey. You’re from Sussex right?’

Beth nods.

‘I’ve never been that far south. Milk no sugar?’

Rosa is from Manchester. Beth nods again.

While the kettle boils, rather than turning to Beth to chat, Rosa keeps her back to her.

‘At least Parker drove you down before, so you could see your grandad one last time,’ Rosa says, as she sets down the mug in front of Beth. ‘That was nice of him.’

‘It was.’

‘I didn’t realise you two were so close.’

Beth blinks. Rosa pulls a cigarette out of the packet on the table and offers her one.

‘No, thanks,’ Beth says.

Rosa exhales the smoke away from the table.

‘Won’t you set the alarm off?’ Beth asks, then kicks herself. That sounded patronising. Not how you make friends.

‘Nah, I sorted it,’ Rosa says, and Beth follows her gaze to the ceiling. The smoke alarm has a frilly pink shower cap wrapped around it. ‘Stupid thing is so oversensitive anyway.’

Beth nods.

‘So what did you and Parker talk about?’ Rosa asks, raising an eyebrow. ‘It must have been a long journey.’

‘Oh, I can’t remember. It was a fortnight ago. I slept for most of it,’ Beth says. She doesn’t trust this line of questioning. ‘I was a bit… wrung out. It was the middle of the night.’

‘I’m so sorry, Beth.’

There’s genuine feeling in Rosa’s eyes now.

‘Thanks.’

The pair fall into silence. Beth wishes she could think of something, anything, to say. But the more she searches, the harder it seems.

‘You two have become good friends right? Has he mentioned Anna at all?’

Rosa asks the question lightly, as though commenting on the weather. Beth stares at her. Does Rosa like Nick? She has never considered this before. That she might have a crush on him. Perhaps that’s what this is all about.

She pulls this thought out a little more, tries to examine it closely. Perhaps Rosa has been waiting all this time for Nick and Anna to stop seeing one another so she can make her move.

Rosa is watching her expectantly.

‘No, not really,’ she says, trying to remember. ‘Just something about her being smarter than him.’

‘Well, Anna is smarter than him,’ Rosa says, tapping the ash from her cigarette into a long-drained coffee cup.

‘Oh.’

‘Anna and I went to school together. Didn’t you know?’

Suddenly it all makes sense: her subtle but pervasive feeling of isolation, the sensation that everyone else in the flat was getting on so much better with each other than with her. It wasn’t just because she came up to university late.

Rosa and Anna are friends. Why had no one told her this before? Why hadn’t she realised?

Rosa doesn’t fancy Nick. Rosa is trying to warn Beth off. To protect her friend Anna.

Rosa can tell.

‘Oh right, no… I had no idea. How funny.’

‘Yeah. She was head girl. Anna was – is – one of my best friends. I’m quite protective of her, as I’m sure you can imagine,’ Rosa says, dropping the end of her cigarette into the cup. ‘She’s a little more… naive than me, let’s say. All hearts and fucking rainbows about life. Never had anything bad happen to her; thinks the world is full of good people. Put it this way, it’s a good job she has me.’

Beth swallows.

‘That’s nice. That you ended up living together at uni too.’

Rosa nods.

‘We requested it on our application. If we’re going to have the time of our lives, then, well, we wanted to do it together.’

Beth takes a sip of tea.

She wants to get up and take her mug into her bedroom and close the door and go to sleep. But it’s 2 p.m. and an unusually fierce October sun is blazing outside the window and the university curtains are ineffectual against it. Plus she hates sleeping in the daytime. She did far too much of that in the summer.

‘We should all hang out one night,’ Rosa says, cutting through her thoughts. ‘Just us girls. Get to know each other a bit better. I mean, you really missed out didn’t you? Coming up to uni late.’

‘Yeah. I was really sick.’

‘I know. Such a shame. You didn’t think it might be better to defer for a year?’

Beth shakes her head. Was the question loaded, or is she being paranoid?

‘I was really keen to get back to normal life,’ she replies, trying not to sound too snappy.

‘Yeah. Well, let’s try to organise something for next week shall we?’

Beth nods.

‘I’d better go and unpack,’ Beth says, nodding at her overnight bag. She wishes someone else would come in and diffuse the peculiar tension that has formed. ‘Thanks for the tea.’

‘No problem,’ Rosa says, looking at her sideways. ‘I have a lecture at 3 anyway. Glad you’re doing OK. Sorry again about your grandad.’


Nick

Eight hours before

‘Don’t shit where you eat,’ his mate Rick from school had said after he got dumped by a girl in their class. ‘I should have known that she was going to bin me. And now I have to share a Bunsen burner with her every bloody week!’

As soothsayers go, he wouldn’t have had Rick down as a likely candidate. But it turns out, Rick had a lesson worth learning and Nick should have listened.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says, as he stands awkwardly in Anna’s bedroom, shifting his weight from foot to foot. ‘I think… we should… we should just be friends.’

He can hardly bear to look at her, but he screws up some courage from somewhere and glances up. Her face falls.

‘Oh. Right,’ she says. Her chin juts out ever so slightly, the hurt taking the shine from her eyes.

He can’t stand it.

‘It’s just… I don’t think we should get tied down. I don’t want to limit your options. It’s only our first year, and we live together and… we have our whole lives ahead of us… and...’

‘And you want to explore things with Beth instead, is that it?’

She sounds angrier now, and he’s glad of it. Far easier to deal with anger than misery.

He’s impressed she’s shot a bullseye straight away. How do women do that? How are they so fucking perceptive all the time?

‘I’m not blind, Nick,’ she says, as though reading his thoughts.

‘I don’t…’ He runs his hands through his hair. He feels sick. ‘I’m really sorry, Anna. I just… I want to be fair. To everyone. We all have to live together. I want to make sure I’m being honest…’

He looks up at her again, sees the glint of something in her eye that he doesn’t like. Disgust.

It reminds him of the way his mum looks whenever she talks about his non-existent father. Nick has never had a relationship with him, but perhaps he inherited some of his dad’s less desirable traits all the same.

‘I’m really sorry,’ he says, again. ‘I never meant… I never wanted to hurt you.’

At least she’s not crying.

She folds her arms across her chest and takes a deep breath.

‘I’ll be fine,’ she says, quietly. ‘Like you said, we have our whole lives ahead of us.’

She waves a hand at him, as though she can’t bear to be in his presence a second longer.

‘I have to get to a lecture,’ she says. ‘I don’t want to be late.’

‘Right,’ he replies. ‘Of course. I’m sorry… sorry again.’

He scuttles back to his room as quickly as possible, feeling wretched. But he had to do it. He knew for certain that it was the right thing to do.

Otherwise, he wouldn’t be feeling this way about Beth.

He takes a deep breath. The worst is behind him now. He hopes. And the thought of a future with Beth… Well, he mustn’t get ahead of himself.

She mentioned something about a play she was performing in this week.

Not an actual play. A rehearsed reading of a play, whatever that was.

The Master Builder.

Odd title, but he remembered it, because they’d had a chat about it. About how uninspiring he thought it sounded.

She told him it was one of the most complicated and discussed works by a famous Norwegian playwright, and he marvelled at the thought that there was all this knowledge she had, that he did not. He wanted to have it too.

It was like she was a being from another universe.

He opens the lid of his laptop and waits for it to connect to the painfully slow student internet. Then he searches the university website, to find out where the performance is being held.

Bingo.

Tonight, 8 p.m., in the university’s main hall.

He will go and watch her. And he’ll show her how much he cares.

*

He’s always been bright. At least when it comes to figures and graphs and all-things-scientific.

But sitting here, in this dusty hall, trying to follow the group of students reading out lines from a play clearly written a very long time ago, while they sit in a circle on the stage wearing their normal clothes… sitting here, watching this, he feels utterly thick.

He’s trying to follow the plot, but his mind keeps drifting: from the peculiar smell in the hall – not damp exactly but the scent of many people over many years having inhabited the space – to the fact that none of the actors are really acting, just reading a script aloud, to the way that the leading man keeps looking across at Beth in the most unsubtle way possible.

Nick’s fairly sure, from the little he understands of the script, that his character is meant to be looking at Beth’s. But he can also tell that it’s not just the character that’s looking at her.

Beth hasn’t spotted Nick yet. Which is lucky, because there aren’t that many people here – twenty at most. He tucked himself right at the back, behind a group of serious-faced onlookers, and kept his head low. He also wore a beanie, to control his somewhat uncontrollable hair. He didn’t want to distract her.

The play ends and the small assembly of people clap, in a peculiarly muted way that reassures him they were as baffled as he was. A guy with a beard and glasses gets up and stands in the centre of the small stage, and thanks everyone for coming, and thanks the cast – ‘especially our Halvard, read by Justin; our Hilda, read by Beth; and our Aline, read by Meredith’ – and everyone gives another sorry round of applause. He looks up at Beth and he realises her cheeks are pink and that she’s happy.

His mouth rearranges itself into a smile and he claps louder.

‘Now, I think after that, it’s time for the pub. Yes?’ the bearded guy says.

‘Yes!’ The small cast on stage reply as one.

The audience stand and mingle and he lingers for a few minutes. He doesn’t want to spoil her evening. He just wants her to know that he came. So he watches her, as she accepts compliments and back-slaps from various people, and then when she turns to pick up the coffee cup that was sitting next to her chair throughout the performance, he takes a few steps forward.

Finally, she turns and sees him.

‘Oh,’ she says.

He can’t entirely read her expression.

‘Hi,’ he replies.

‘Nick. Are you… is there an event happening here now or something?’

‘What? No!’ He frowns. ‘No, I came to see you. To watch the rehearsed reading. You were…’

He pauses. He doesn’t want to sound trite.

‘You were really magnificent. It was like watching a hundred different personalities all in one. All coming from you.’

He’s not quite sure that came across the way he intended.

‘A hundred?’ she says, but she’s amused.

‘I don’t know.’ He feels a bit stupid again. ‘I just mean… you really transported me. Into their strange, fucked up world. It was like Beth was gone, and Hilda had taken her place. I almost didn’t recognise you. It was… powerful.’

She smiles shyly and he feels relieved. Thank God. He’s said the right thing.

‘I had no idea you were watching,’ she says. ‘If I had, you might have put me off.’

‘That’s why I came in disguise.’ He pulls off his beanie, setting his hair free, and she smiles again. This time, her eyes light up with it.

He feels that familiar feeling in his stomach, as though he’s just left it behind at the top of a rollercoaster. He’s overcome with the urge to hold her close, to tell her that if she’d only trust him, he’d make her so unbelievably happy.

But he can’t do anything, because Halvard, the leading man, has sidled up behind her and is staring at him.

‘Hey,’ he says, and Nick holds his stare. ‘Are you a theatre student too?’

‘Hi Justin,’ she says, turning to him. ‘No, this is Nick, my flatmate. He’s a cultural wasteland.’

She looks back, checking in that it’s OK, that he’s not offended by her dig. He shakes his head and laughs.

‘Oh really. Your first Ibsen I take it?’ Justin says, and Nick wants to punch him squarely in the face.

‘Guilty,’ he says instead. He lifts his hands, palm-out, to his shoulders. ‘What’s Ibsen again?’

‘The playwright!’ Beth laughs.

‘What did you think?’

‘I thought Beth was magnificent,’ he says, purposefully.

Justin lifts one side of his mouth.

‘I quite agree.’ He turns to Beth, literally giving Nick a cold shoulder. ‘Anyway, time for the pub, Hilda?’

Nick’s fist itches.

‘Oh,’ she says, and Nick hates that this twat has put her in this situation. Has deliberately made her choose between them – deliberately made her feel uncomfortable in some peacocking show of masculinity. ‘I… do you fancy it Nick? Joining us at the pub?’

He blinks.

He wants to say: no, I fancy you, and I want to take you out to dinner somewhere posh but not so posh that you feel uncomfortable and I want you to explain this play to me so that I can wrap my thick head around it all and what it means to you to be performing like this and I want to show you that I’m genuinely interested in you and it’s not just because you’re beautiful, but because you’re brilliant and I know you could teach me so much and that we could share so many adventures…

But he doesn’t. He doesn’t say any of that.

‘Oh, no, you go celebrate with the cast. I’ll catch up with you later at the Asylum. I think I need to take some time to digest my first rehearsed reading anyway.’

Is it wishful thinking, or does her face fall ever so slightly?

‘OK, sure,’ she says. Justin smirks again behind her, before ambling over to someone else. ‘I’ll see you later.’

‘You will.’

‘Thanks for coming,’ she says, eventually. Something passes over her face; something he can’t interpret. ‘It…’

But she doesn’t finish her sentence.

‘It was a pleasure,’ he says, and he means it.


Beth

Three hours before

They sit around a large oval table in the pub, discussing the play, but despite all the compliments being thrown her way, Beth finds her mind wandering. Trying to work out whether Nick turning up at the rehearsal was just him being friendly, or whether it meant something more.

It’s so powerful. The magnetism between them. Their connection. It all feels so horribly inevitable somehow.

She feels sick. He has a girlfriend.

‘So the guy from your flat?’ Justin says, noticing her across the table. ‘What’s his story?’

She swallows. She’s not an idiot. She can see where this is going.

‘No story,’ she says. ‘He’s doing Economics. Never had any exposure to the theatre before, that’s all.’

Justin sucks air through his teeth.

‘Smart then.’

‘Yep.’

‘God, I feel sorry for him. Destined for a life spent fiddling with numbers on spreadsheets.’

‘I’m sure he’ll be just fine.’

Justin looks wounded.

‘Oh, yes. Yes, of course. Each to their own. I’d just rather do something meaningful with my life. You know?’

She doesn’t respond to that.

‘And you’re not… dating him?’

She looks Justin squarely in the eyes. Tries to see to the heart of him. Could she do it? No, even if she wanted to, there’s nothing there. Not on her part.

‘Not… yet,’ she says, feeling a slight thrill at the thought of throwing the idea into the universe, letting it decide.

Justin sniffs.

‘Well,’ he says, his voice low. ‘I hope he realises… hope he will realise… anyone would be lucky to have you, Beth. Really. I mean that.’

He puts an arm around her shoulder. His denim jacket is heavy and thick and smells slightly of damp.

‘’Scuse me, I need the loo,’ she says eventually, shaking him off.

She gets up and walks away from the table without looking back. Screw this. She wanted to believe he was different but the truth is that Justin is just like all the other theatre idiots who believe themselves to be special and untouchable, but who basically have a huge vacuum where their soul is meant to be.

Narcissists.

She stares at her reflection in the rusty mirror. Her eyes look bloodshot, and she realises with alarm that she’s fighting the urge to cry.

He’s dating Anna. They can’t do this.

But it’s no use. She can try to be sensible. She can try to do the right thing. To stay away. To protect the harmony in their claustrophobic shared household by trying not to give in. But it won’t work.

She’s been doomed since the second she got in that car with him, and he played her ‘Romeo & Juliet’, and he let her sleep while he drove her all that way, and he held her afterwards when she told him her grandad had died and he still didn’t try anything.

But it will end in tears. If not hers, then Anna’s.

She sees it all unfurling ahead of her: a life that will begin and end with this boy. This stupid, frustrating boy who somehow, without her even noticing, has buried himself deep within her, and from whom she will never be able to separate herself completely, no matter how long she lives, or how hard she tries, or how many Justins put their arms around her and tell her she’s special.

‘I’m off,’ she announces to the tableful of people still chattering away in their corner of the pub.

Only Justin looks up.

‘Oh,’ he says. ‘So soon? We were going to get a curry after.’

‘I’ve got a headache,’ she says, shortly. It’s not a lie. ‘I’m a bit exhausted after the reading. But I’ll see you at the workshop tomorrow.’

Justin stands up, pushing his chair back. For a panicked second, she worries he’s going to offer to walk her home. But instead, he takes her by the arm and gently leads her away from the table.

‘I’m sorry if I overstepped the mark, before,’ he says. She can tell that he’s genuine. ‘I didn’t mean to embarrass you… or say the wrong thing. And I get it. Just friends.’

She takes a deep breath. On one level, she feels sorry for him. On another, he’s an irritant, a fly flapping around her that she wants to swat away.

‘You didn’t do anything,’ she says, trying to sound firm. ‘I’m honestly just really tired.’

He looks relieved.

‘Of course. You were so good.’

‘I’ll see you tomorrow Justin,’ she says. ‘Have a great night.’

She turns away from him before he has the chance to say anymore, before she has the chance to wave goodbye to the others. They won’t notice though. Hopefully.

It’s a freezing night as she marches through campus back to the Asylum. She stares up at the ominous building from the car park, the rectangles of light blazing from each window. It looks like a prison, full of tiny little cells. At one end, the huge water tower balances vertiginously above it.

She pauses for a few seconds, counting the windows on the top floor, trying to place which is hers, and which is Nick’s.

Hers is dark, but there’s a light shining behind the curtains in his room. He’s in, then.

She smiles to herself, at fate’s mercy, and she strides towards the entrance door.

Just as she does so, something sparks at the corner of her eye. She looks up, but can’t tell what it was. A firework perhaps? Bonfire Night was just a few days ago.

She shrugs and swipes her key card.

*

There’s something behind the door to her room, making it difficult to open.

It’ll be another flyer for a club night, or yet more passive aggressive information from the housing officer on how to use the tumble dryers properly.

But it’s not.

She kneels down and peers through the gap.

It’s a large square of cardboard.

A record.

She pushes it away with her fingers, so that she can open the door. Once inside, she crouches down to pick it up.

Dire Straits

Romeo & Juliet

She turns it over. There’s a post-it stuck to the underside.

Whenever I hear this now, I think of you. You’re a reverse ear-worm!

Will you go for a walk with me?

N x

Her heart trips. She knows then: he feels it too.

The cardboard slip is battered and old. She peers inside at the black vinyl record, sliding it out and letting it spin around her finger.

Of course, she doesn’t have a record player. Even her parents got rid of their old turntable a while ago.

But still, she can hear the song. Remembers that second of wonder as they drove down and listened to it together in his car. The thrill of the memory, grounded by the feel of the cardboard beneath her fingertips. It was real.

She pushes the record back into its sleeve. She swallows. Then she glances at the clock. It’s gone midnight.

Will you go for a walk with me?

She looks at her reflection in the mirror, decides it’s good enough and then, tucking the record under her arm, leaves her room and knocks on his door.


Nick

It’s too late now. No going back. He can’t exactly lie on the floor in front of her door and try to fish the record back out.

She’ll probably think he’s totally nuts. But he just thought, if he could get her somewhere on her own – not like that, that sounds awful – but somewhere peaceful, where they can really talk it through without being interrupted… Perhaps then he can persuade her to take a chance on him.

Even though she’s out of his league. After all, he’s only a six out of ten.

God, what’s the matter with him? A six out of ten. It’s like he’s in pre-school or something. Beth isn’t like that. She’s not shallow. If she was, then she would have fallen for Justin, with his pearly whites and blow-dried hair.

‘Oh fuck,’ he says to no one, his hands running through his tangled hair. He feels completely out of his depth. Her reaction to that record matters more than anything.

He can’t remember the last time he felt like this. This exposed and vulnerable. Years ago now. It reminds him of that time in his teenage years, when Martin from school found out where he lived, and told everyone. And they all turned up at his house on a Sunday and shouted at him, calling him disgusting, saying he lived in a squat.

It was the first time he’d ever felt angry with his mum. Because she could have done something about it. She could have made it better. If only she cared. But she didn’t care enough.

She didn’t put him first.

He takes a deep breath, tries to calm his nerves. If Beth doesn’t want to go for a walk with him then that’s fine. If Beth goes home with Justin after the pub tonight and doesn’t find the record until later in the week, then that’s fine too.

At least he tried. It’s all you can do. Throw your best efforts out into the world and see which of them take off.

He looks at his watch. It’s late. He puts his ear to the bathroom door – a force of habit, in case Beth is inside. But there’s nothing. No echoes, no sound from within.

She must still be out with her theatre friends.

His shoulders slump of their own accord. But before he has the chance to push the bathroom door open, he hears something.

A tapping. Gentle, but insistent.

A tapping on his own door.

He freezes, for just a second. And then he takes a deep breath and opens it.

Beth’s there, standing in the corridor, looking just as lovely as ever. She’s wearing her thick puffer coat, a hat pulled low over her fringe.

‘So,’ she says, and he can tell she’s nervous and he immediately begins to feel sick with a strange mix of excitement and fear. ‘I got your invitation. And my answer is yes. Yes, Nick Parker. Seeing as you asked so nicely, I will go for a walk with you.’

She leans against the doorframe. When he doesn’t immediately respond, she swallows.

‘Or… maybe I won’t,’ she says, giving a nervous laugh.

‘Sorry,’ he says, feeling his own cheeks flush. ‘You just… caught me by surprise that’s all. I didn’t… I mean, it’s gone midnight.’

‘Sorry, Cinderella,’ she says, rolling her eyes. ‘I didn’t realise you were on a curfew.’

‘I’m not!’ he says, liking that he’s on the backfoot for once. ‘I’m… You’re right. Let’s go. Let me just grab my coat.’

He turns away from the door and yanks his jacket from the hook on the back.

‘Where are we walking to?’ he says, as he closes the door of his room.

‘I don’t know. It was your idea, remember?’

‘Oh. Yeah.’

Outside, the cold evening air whips around his face.

‘The park?’ he says, pointing towards it.

She nods.

‘I wanted to tell you something,’ he says, feeling the nerves rise. ‘Earlier on today, I… I broke up with Anna. I mean, not that we were ever really together but…’

She glances up at him.

‘I mean we were, I guess, but it was… it was never serious. I don’t want you to think…’

‘Oh.’

He can’t read the tone of her voice.

‘I want to be straight with you about it.’

‘It’s OK…’

‘No, it’s not. I want to explain it to you… I don’t really know how we got together. Alcohol. It was the first week and we all went out with some of the people from the flat downstairs and she made a move and I don’t know…’ He pauses. She probably doesn’t want to hear all of this. ‘But then it was like we were in some kind of thing, somehow… I knew it wasn’t what I wanted but I just went along with it… I didn’t want to hurt her. She’s a nice girl.’

She doesn’t say anything, which makes him even more nervous.

‘The thing is, I think you…’ How can it matter so much? He’s not sure, but it does. ‘I think you and I… Jesus.’

He raises his eyes to heaven.

‘I think about you all the time, Beth. I wasn’t expecting you… this… I don’t know what it is yet, but I’ve started waking up early in the morning and I’m glad that the night is over so that I can see you again and I’ve never… I’ve never felt like this about a girl before… and I… God, can you say something please?’

She laughs. He’s completely out of breath as he risks a glance down at her.

Her face is a full beaming smile.

‘What do you want me to say?’

She reaches out to take his hand lightly in hers, squeezes his fingers. It feels as though there’s electricity connecting them.

‘Nothing,’ he says, glancing down at their entwined hands. ‘This is… enough.’

They walk in silence for a few seconds, towards the centre of the park.

‘I like holding your hand,’ she says. ‘Remember that night… when you found me. When I’d just found out about my grandad.’

‘Yes.’

‘I was so grateful to you. For getting it.’

He pauses in the moonlight.

‘Don’t laugh at me, but that drive was one of the best nights of my life.’

She looks up at him.

‘Beth,’ he says, cupping her face with his hand. ‘I’ve only known you for a few weeks,’ he says, swallowing. It feels like the most terrifying moment of his life. ‘But… us… it’s different isn’t it? It’s not just my imagination?’

‘It’s going to be difficult,’ she says. ‘With Anna… She was your girlfriend.’

He closes his eyes. Shakes his head. She wasn’t his girlfriend. Or was that just a technicality? He doesn’t want to be one of those blokes.

‘Anna was a mistake.’

She frowns slightly.

‘I mean… I hadn’t met you when I met her…’ He tails off. ‘That sounds awful. I just mean…’

‘It’s OK,’ she says, reaching up and stroking his hair from his face. ‘I know what you mean.’

She tilts her face towards his and he kisses her, the sensation so overwhelming it leaves him light-headed. His arms are around her waist and he feels his knees go weak with it, and his brain closes down and there’s no thoughts anymore, no muddled-up, messed-up, over-anxious thoughts, there’s only the feeling of her body against his, and the knowledge that he wants her, utterly and completely, and that he may do forever.

After a short time, she breaks away. When she looks back up at him, she is smiling shyly.

‘I’ve wanted to kiss you for so long,’ she says, her words so quiet they are almost lost.

‘Me too.’

‘What are we going to do?’

She rests her head against his chest. She must be able to hear how hard his heart is thumping. He speaks into her hair.

‘I don’t know,’ he says, holding her as tightly as he can.

‘They’ll hate us.’

‘We’ll work it out,’ he says. ‘It’ll be OK. They’ll understand.’

‘And if they don’t?’

He sighs. He knows what it means to be ostracised by your social group. He remembers it well.

He doesn’t have the answer.


Beth

They walk the full perimeter of the park, talking and holding hands. She can’t remember a time she felt so content. So complete and safe.

But before long, the bitter November air begins to bite, and she starts to shiver.

‘You’re cold. We could go to a bar?’ Nick suggests. ‘Warm up a bit?’

What he’s left hanging in the air is the other option: that they could go back to one of their rooms at the Asylum. She’s too feeble to suggest it. The moment is so perfect, what if taking things further ruins it?

But she doesn’t want to go to a bar either.

‘Perhaps we could go back and just… talk for a bit?’ she says, her heart hammering. ‘I mean not that I don’t want to do anything else… it’s just…’

‘I get it,’ he says. ‘There’s no rush.’

She smiles.

‘Come on,’ he says, squeezing her hand again. ‘You’re absolutely freezing. I think I have some hot chocolate powder in my kitchen cupboard. My mum insisted on packing it for me, despite the fact I never drink hot chocolate. But I think that might be just what’s needed tonight.’

As they head back across the park, hands entwined, they hear a familiar sound.

‘The fire alarm,’ Nick says, shaking his head.

‘Not again,’ Beth groans.

Since Beth arrived, the fire alarm has gone off almost weekly. Just last week, some idiot left their toast under the grill for too long. Then another time a group of students on the 5th floor had a bong party and didn’t open the window.

There were even rumours that a lad in Block B set it off on purpose one time to ‘smoke’ his love interest out of her bedroom.

It’s the middle of the night. It will be a false alarm. Everyone will be furious and grumpy, forced to stand outside in the car park, in the cold, waiting for the fire service to turn up and confirm that the building is safe for them to all go back in.

It’s a huge building, housing 400 students. Once, it took the firemen more than an hour to work out what had caused the alarm to trigger.

But as they draw closer, Beth senses something is different about this alarm. And then she realises she can smell smoke.

She must be imagining it though. Or someone nearby has lit a cigarette on the way out. It can’t be a real fire, can it? It’s always a false alarm.

‘Can you smell that?’ she says, turning to Nick.

He frowns.

‘It’ll be a bonfire.’

‘At 2 a.m.? It doesn’t smell like a bonfire. It smells more… chemical.’

They start to pick up pace, hurrying towards the building. The siren grows louder the closer they get, its repetitive wail echoing across the park. A sound that’s impossible to ignore.

No one is ignoring it. Students are spilling out of the open doors, filling the space in front of the building.

They stop short, side by side.

‘God, Nick, look!’

There’s no mistaking the smell any longer. Something is curling out of one of the rooms on the top floor.

Smoke.

She frowns. It can’t be? Can it?

She counts the windows twice, going from the stairwell to the edge of the building, trying to work it out in her head.

Three, four, five.

‘Nick! It’s coming from our kitchen.’

There’s no doubt now.

‘Stay here,’ Nick says. And then, he breaks away from her, dropping her hand and taking a step forward.

‘Nick!’ she shouts. ‘What are you doing?’

He turns back and their eyes meet. A second’s pause.

There’s a scream as a loud bang fills the air. Beth’s brain struggles to catch up with what’s happening, where this has come from.

‘The window has blown out,’ she says, stunned.

Glass rains down and everyone looks up in unison, and finally the flames are visible, flickering inside the kitchen that just a few hours ago she was eating her lunch in, and licking around the outside of the window frame.

‘I should go back in,’ Nick says. ‘We need to make sure the others got out.’

‘Are you mad? It’s too dangerous.’

She thinks of Anna and Rosa. They will have heard the alarm, surely? They will have left ages ago, when it first went off.

But she knows what Nick is thinking. The joke they have all made time and time again, about how annoying the fire drills are. Always false alarms. Last week, three students stayed in their rooms during the alarm until the site manager came and found them and gave them a bollocking.

‘Of course they will,’ she says. Her heart is racing and she can’t seem to catch her breath. ‘It’s in our kitchen! They will have smelt the smoke. Surely…’

He shakes his head at her.

‘But we can’t be sure! They could’ve slept through it,’ he says. ‘Christ! Where’s the fire brigade? We can’t just stand here and do nothing.’

He’s serious.

‘You don’t even know if they’re at home tonight. Maybe they went out.’

‘No… I saw Anna in the kitchen this evening.’

‘But… Nick, you can’t…’

‘For fuck’s sake,’ he shouts, staring desperately back at the building. Thick black smoke is now pouring out of three of the windows on their floor. The smell is acrid, suffocating. ‘I’m wasting time…’

‘Please,’ she says, clinging on to his arm.

She can only focus on one thing: I mustn’t let him go. I mustn’t let him out of my sight. We have only just found each other.

How can this be happening?

‘Please don’t. Please – it’s too dangerous!’

He pulls her towards him in a hug, wrapping his arms around her so tightly she feels completely enveloped. She’s safe here, in his arms. They are safe here, together. Thank God. Thank God they are together.

There’s another explosion. They both look up. The smoke clears suddenly, carried away by a gust of wind. And then she sees something. Someone. A face.

It’s the worst thing imaginable.

A face. Two hands. Waving for help in the window of one of the rooms.

‘Anna!’ she screams.

‘Get back everyone! Get back!’ shouts the site manager.

She turns slightly, away from the cocoon of Nick’s grip, and sees the site manager, his face stretched with fear, ushering everyone back towards the car park.

‘You don’t understand,’ Nick shouts at him. ‘One of my flatmates is still inside… I just saw her at the window!’

The entire kitchen window is now a blaze of orange.

‘Got a death wish, have you? Get back onto the grass now!’

They look up again at the building. The flames have strengthened and Beth watches as, in mere seconds, they spread to the next window. It’s all happening so quickly. She counts along the windows – one, two, three – until she gets to her own. She stares up at it. So close to the fire. It’s impossible to believe that less than an hour ago she was standing in that room, holding the record Nick had left for her.

‘Beth.’ Nick’s voice is in her ear now. Low, urgent. ‘I can’t just stand here. Anna’s trapped. I have to go back in.’

She understands how this is affecting him, how frustrated he feels.

‘Please,’ she says, shaking her head. ‘Please. Don’t.’

They stare at one another and she watches as he grapples with his conflicting feelings. She squeezes his hand so tightly her fingers begin to go numb.

He closes his eyes. But he stays with her.

Then, there’s a different wailing sound, as four fire engines pull up on the other side of the building. Through the glass stairwell she watches the blue lights flash, and, with impressive speed, the firefighters run up the stairs, towards the top floor.

‘Get back! Get back!’ someone shouts, and then she sees the police, half a dozen or more, forming a ring around the building and pushing the shell-shocked students further back into the car park.

Despite how many trial runs of this experience they have had, there’s no organisation, no sense of calm. Just chaos, people milling around like lost drunks at a festival, wandering back and forwards, staring and shouting. Someone is taking pictures of the building. Another person is recording it on a video camera.

The seconds pass in a blur as the building is slowly consumed by flames. Pieces of the exterior cladding break off, melting into liquid fireballs and dripping down the side of the building.

Occasionally, chunks of molten material fly out, as though propelled by something, and land on the cars in the car park in front.

And even in the chaos, she can hear the sound of the people trapped inside, screaming for help.

But she can no longer see the face at Anna’s window. She can no longer see the window at all.

Where would Rosa have been earlier, when the fire broke out? She struggles to remember her evening plans – was she out? At a club? Or was she at home, asleep in her bed?

‘We need to find Rosa,’ Beth says.

She glances at Nick. He looks furious.

But they can’t find anyone they recognise in the car park. And whenever they turn to face the building, the horrifying orange blaze has grown larger, more powerful, and even from a distance she can see that the entire top floor flat – her flat, their flat – is now engulfed in flames.

How could it have spread so quickly?

Someone said there was a sprinkler system fitted to the building – so why hasn’t it gone off? It doesn’t make sense.

But surely the fire brigade will put the flames out quickly now they’re inside. Surely it’ll all be over soon, and they’ll be allowed back in. The kitchen will be a blackened mess, but apart from a little smoke damage, her room will be OK. Won’t it?

She starts to cry, somewhat ridiculously, for the small stuffed cat that she’s had since she was a child. Purrdy.

Purrdy who she brought up to university in secret and stuffed into a drawer so that no one else would find her, but who she regularly takes out and sleeps next to when she’s feeling homesick.

She wishes she had Purrdy now.

She wipes the tears from her eyes.

She knows, deep down inside, that it’s not Purrdy she’s crying for. That it’s not a toy cat she’s really worried about.

She glances up at Nick. His face is illuminated by the sickening glow from the fire and she can see now that his eyes, like hers, are sore with fear. That he’s thinking the same thing she is.

Rosa and Anna. Where are they?


Nick

It can’t be happening.

He’s imagined this situation so many times – him fleeing from a fire. But in his imagination, it’s always been from his mother’s house, back home in Woking.

Jean next door once told him that their place was a death trap. He was only eight. The memory has haunted him ever since.

‘It’s lethal,’ she’d said, shaking her head in smug disapproval. ‘All those papers, stacked up. With the summers we get these days, it’s just a tinder box, waiting to go up in flames. You mark my words. Your mother’s life is disgusting. And it’s not fair on you. It’s not fair of her to put you at risk. You ought to be taken away from her for your own safety.’

‘Bog off!’ he’d shouted.

She’d never spoken to him again after that. But her words had stayed with him. He went through a period of horrendous nightmares, imagining this exact scenario playing out, his mother trapped behind a wall of burning newspapers, with him on the other side, unable to rescue her.

But this? Here, now? How can it be happening?

Everyone is transfixed, staring up at the fire. The site manager is trying to get some sense of order, but no one is listening. They are all too consumed with staring at the building, at the hideous, incessant flames.

Someone is screaming that they can’t find their friend.

He might be trying to do a roll call but how can they? No one knows how many people are in the building at any one time. Despite the swipe cards, there’s no checking in or checking out. People come and go as they like; they have visitors to stay if they want and there’s no official record.

But surely everyone is out now. They must be.

He blinks and behind his eye he sees the image of Anna’s face at the window. She would have to have made her way past the kitchen in order to get to the stairwell. And how can she have done, when the whole thing was burning?

The entire top two floors of the building are now on fire. How can it have spread so quickly? It doesn’t make any sense.

He grips Beth’s hand. He should have gone back in. He should have gone back in and got Anna out.

‘They’ll be OK,’ Beth says, staring at him. ‘We just have to find them. Don’t worry, they’ll be here somewhere.’

But she’s trying to convince herself, not him.

He should have gone in. He was a coward. He’s always been a coward.

‘They’ll be fine,’ she says. ‘I’m sure of it. They’ll have got out and they’ll be fine.’

He doesn’t know how to reply, so he just shakes his head.

The police are now telling people to move away from the car park, and he watches as they form lines, walking towards the campus.

‘Right, everyone, listen! Make your way to the union,’ one of the police is saying. ‘All students to go to the union building!’

Nick drops Beth’s hand as they approach a policewoman.

‘It was our flat that was on fire…’ He pauses, can’t bear to look at Beth. ‘Our flatmates. Rosa and Anna. We can’t find them. We don’t know where they’ve gone. If they’re safe.’

The policewoman stares. It’s clear she has no idea what to say to him. She’s never been in this situation before.

‘I’m sure they’re safe,’ she says. ‘If you make your way to the union, we’ll be taking everyone’s details there. Try not to worry pet, the fire brigade is used to dealing with this kind of thing.’

But that’s a lie. Of course it is. He glances back at the Asylum. It’s a barefaced lie because how often do devastating fires like this happen? Not often. This is a once-in-a-decade event. He knows it. It’ll be all over the news tomorrow.

They continue the slow march, surrounded by other students. He looks around as he goes, thinking for a second that he spots Anna, but it’s just another girl with similar hair.

And then, as they turn to leave the car park, he hears a shrill scream in his ear.

Someone tugs on his arm.

He turns. The scream came from Beth. Her mouth is wide open. She’s pointing at something.

Even before he turns to look, he knows what he’s about to see will change his life forever.

It seems to unfold in slow motion, flicker-frames that knit together before his eyes, revealing one horrifying picture.

Beth’s face, a mask of terror.

The building, still leaping with flames.

And then a firefighter, a body slumped over his shoulder, exiting the building and racing towards the paramedics.


Beth

The paramedic shakes his head from side to side and shouts something at a colleague as he crouches over the body.

‘No!’

It felt like a shout, but her voice is hoarse from screaming, and so it’s barely a croak.

‘Are they giving up? They can’t!’ She stares up at Nick. He’s watching the paramedic, as horrified as she is.

Surely he can do something? Surely he can make this go away?

But he just shakes his head. Turns to her simply, and looks her right in the eyes.

‘You should have let me go back in,’ he says, and then his voice cracks. ‘Why the hell did you stop me? I could have done something. You should have let me!’

He pushes her away and stalks off into the darkness.

‘Nick!’ she screams with everything she has left. ‘Nick, please. Come back!’

She chases after him, yanking his arm and pulling him back.

‘Where are you going? What are you doing?’

‘She’s dead,’ he says, his voice a low growl, tears rolling down his face. ‘Anna. She’s dead.’

She shakes her head. No.

‘You don’t know that. How can you know that? They’re taking her to hospital. She’ll be OK. It might not even be her…’

‘I saw her! I saw them! I saw the look in their eyes.’

But his anger dissipates and he pulls her towards him, crushing her so tightly she can barely breathe but she’s grateful for his embrace, for the fact that his anger has gone, that he’s no longer cross with her. No longer blaming her.

‘It’s not true,’ she sobs. ‘It can’t be true.’

‘I should have gone back in,’ he snarls, into her hair.

‘But it wouldn’t have helped!’

Somehow even as she says the words, knowing that they are absolutely true, she’s aware that it will make no difference.

That it won’t matter that the situation was desperate, or that Nick going back into the building would have only made things worse.

Even though they both know that, it won’t matter because of who he is. This is Nick, who makes things better. Nick, who saves people. People like her.

Nick, who runs towards a disaster, and not away from it.

She’s known him for barely two months and yet she knows that this is who he is. This is the person he believes himself to be, and after tonight, he will feel that he has let himself down. He will feel that way for the rest of his life, no matter what happens to him.

And it’s her fault.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says, but his face is a mask and she’s not sure he’s even heard her. ‘I’m sorry I stopped you from trying.’

He pulls away slightly, and takes her face in his hands. And then he kisses her, so hard it hurts. She doesn’t like it.

‘Thank God you weren’t inside,’ he says. ‘Thank God I gave you that stupid record. Thank God you found it. Thank God we went out.’

‘The record…’ she says. ‘I left it in my room.’

He closes his eyes. When he opens them again they flash with anger.

‘For Christ’s sake! It doesn’t matter. It’s just a thing. A piece of vinyl. Things don’t matter, Beth. They don’t matter at all. Do you understand me? Tell me you understand me.’

She nods, confused. She doesn’t understand the ferocity with which he delivers these statements. But she knows he’s right. Nothing matters. Nothing matters if people have died tonight.

She buries herself in his arms again, the adrenaline making her feel unstable and nauseous.

‘What do we do now?’ she whispers.

As though the universe is answering her question, she feels a hand on her back. An unfamiliar voice is firm in her ear.

‘You kids need to get to the union building,’ the voice says. ‘We need to clear the area. It’s not safe for you to be here.’

She looks up. Another member of the police. A man this time. Older, with a downturned mouth.

‘It was our flat,’ she says, quietly. ‘Our flat was where the fire was.’

The policeman looks at her.

‘We can’t be sure where the fire started yet,’ he says. ‘It’s difficult when there’s so much smoke. You need to move away. It’s not safe.’

She turns. They are the only students left. The others have vanished, sucked into the union building.

The blue lights from the fire engines are still flashing, lighting up the scene, but several of the ambulances have gone. She didn’t even notice them leave. Has one of them taken Anna?

‘Now,’ the policeman repeats, his voice firmer this time. He gives them a gentle push. ‘Make your way to the union. We’ll be updating everyone there.’

Nick nods. Beth is relieved that he’s no longer crying.

‘There’s nothing either of you could have done,’ the policeman says, as though reading her mind. ‘Just so you know that. You did the right thing by getting out and staying out.’

The blue light from the fire engine flashes round again, lighting up Nick’s face for the briefest moment. His jaw tenses in response to the policeman’s comment.

Surely he will believe the police? she thinks. Surely he will know that to have gone back inside would have been madness?

‘There are false alarms all the time in this building,’ Nick says, angrily. ‘No one takes them seriously enough. Someone should have done something. The building was never safe!’

But the policeman just pushes them on.

Beth takes Nick’s hand and they walk towards the union in silence. Where is Rosa?

Anna can’t be dead. She doesn’t believe it.

She knows how it goes, she has already planned for it somewhere in her heart. Your university friends are the sort of friends you keep forever, whether you have anything in common or not. You experience something so unique that it bonds you, whether you like it or not.

When she was a child, she had pet rabbits. The breeder told her that to help them bond, she should put them in a cardboard box together and get her mother to drive around in the car with them. Their fear and confusion at the situation would ensure they bonded for life.

It seemed cruel and her mother refused to do it, but it makes sense. Going through something like that – going through something like this – means part of you fuses with the other, whether you like it or not.

And now, she has no idea where they are. If they are even alive.


Nick

Everyone in the union building is standing around staring at the floor, at the walls. At each other. He can’t stand it.

He manages five minutes before he knows he can’t stay in this awful place any longer. This pen of bedraggled, confused human beings, making shitty small talk.

‘I need to get out of here Beth,’ he says, rocking from foot to foot. ‘I need to get some air.’

Beth is sitting on a chair, the same vacant expression on her face that all the others have. Her hands are clutching a cup of water. She’s not thirsty, but someone handed it to her when they walked in and she just took it, unthinking.

‘What do you mean?’

He tugs at the collar of his jumper. It’s too tight. He feels suffocated.

‘I just… I just need to get out. I can’t… it’s too hot in here.’

‘I’ll come with you.’

‘No,’ he says. He realises with alarm that he needs to get away from her, too. ‘No, stay here. Keep our seats. It’ll be ages before they get to us. I won’t be long, I promise.’

He ignores the doubt in her eyes and walks away from her before she has the chance to say anything else.

As he passes through the union halls, he overhears a boy with greasy hair, leaning against the wall and chatting on the phone.

‘Seriously mate. I’m not even joking. They were bringing out bodies. People have actually died. It’s fucking traumatic. Never seen anything like it. Well, yeah. I mean, that building. They always said it was cursed. Didn’t I tell you? Yeah, for real. It had a reputation for being, like, haunted. Its design was inspired by this mental asylum, and the bloke it’s named after topped himself. You couldn’t make this shit up. It was a dump. I can’t believe it. What are the chances of me walking past right at that moment? I’m legit shaking here.’

Nick pauses and stares at the boy, who turns towards him and frowns.

‘Hang on,’ he says into the speaker. He pulls the phone away from his ear. ‘You alright mate?’

Nick shoves the boy back against the wall, hard. He opens his mouth to say something. But what is there to say?

He stalks off, ignoring the boy shouting ‘Fucking psycho!’ in his wake.

Outside, he walks as far away from the union and people as he can, until he reaches the central courtyard of the university, inside which is a huge pond. A rusting metal sculpture of two flying birds stands at its centre, dully illuminated in the moonlight.

He can still hear sirens wailing in the background.

He leans over the railings, staring at the water. Tries to process the enormity of the evening. Tries to remember the joy he felt as he first kissed Beth. Joy that turned so quickly to horror.

What did it mean? Is he just being superstitious like his mum, or is it a sign?

He shouldn’t have left Beth alone just now. But he couldn’t cope with her feelings alongside his own. A space had opened up between them, and he didn’t like what was filling it.

He had wanted to go back inside, wanted to do something, wanted to help.

But she stopped him.

And of course, that wasn’t her fault. She was right to stop him.

But how could he ever reconcile the two things?

And how could he ever live with the knowledge that, if it wasn’t for her, he could have done more?


AFTER


Beth

One year after

She sees Rosa from across the canteen. It takes her a few seconds before she’s sure it’s really her, and not some conjure of her own cruel mind. But then it’s undeniable. It’s definitely Rosa, because the girl she’s staring at looks at Beth and then turns, very obviously and very deliberately, the other way.

Beth stands up, abandoning the rest of her sandwich. She practically breaks into a run in order to catch up with Rosa.

‘Hey,’ she says, pulling on Rosa’s arm. ‘Rosa, please! Hang on a second.’

The background noise is loud; the echoes of a hundred student conversations being carried out over Coke cans and plates of chips.

‘Hi,’ Rosa says, but despite the clatter, Beth can hear the reluctance in her voice.

Beth waits for an apology; for the usual excuse: I didn’t see you there! But it doesn’t come. Rosa’s not even trying to hide how she feels.

Her expression is stony.

‘I… I sent you a few messages. On the university email,’ Beth says. ‘You didn’t reply.’

Rosa doesn’t come up with an excuse for that either. She just shrugs.

‘It’s just… well, it’s tomorrow.’ Beth squeezes her fist. ‘The anniversary. I didn’t know if you wanted to… I don’t know. Do something.’

She wants to cry. But Rosa says nothing, gives her nothing, cruelly leaves her hanging there like an idiot. Beth feels a wave of self-pity – the kind she’s taught herself to shrug off over the years – wash over her.

‘I’d prefer not to think about it,’ Rosa says.

‘But please…’ Beth is desperate now. ‘We’re the only ones here… shouldn’t we, I don’t know? Pay tribute to her, or something.’

Rosa’s eyes narrow.

‘What do you want to do? Go and sing a hymn by the building site?’

Beth is speechless.

And then, finally, Rosa’s face softens.

‘I’m sorry, I’m just not dealing with it very well,’ Rosa says. Her voice is low, as though she’s ashamed.

Beth’s heart sinks for Rosa, but at the same time she feels a surge of something that feels like joy but obviously can’t be joy because that would be totally messed up. But whatever it is, it makes her feel less alone.

They can get through this together.

‘Me neither,’ Beth says, taking a step forwards. ‘That’s why I wanted to… I don’t know, I thought we could help each other through it. Maybe? It’s a lot…’

‘I’m sorry,’ Rosa says, the hardness in her eyes returning. ‘But I really don’t want to think about it at all.’

She pauses, her lip twitching.

‘She was my best friend, Beth. You hardly knew her.’

Beth feels as though she’s been slapped.

An uncomfortable memory arises: Beth and Nick holding each other in the union after the fire, and from the corner of her eye, Beth thinking she could see Rosa watching them. But when she pulled away from Nick to check, the girl she thought was Rosa had vanished.

Had Rosa seen them together after all? Did she know?

‘I’m… I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘We didn’t…’

But Rosa has walked away before Beth finishes her sentence.

‘We didn’t do anything wrong.’

*

It’s hard to believe it’s nearly been a year. A year since her world shrank down to this: a drudge of endless days. Days to be borne, rather than to enjoy.

A year without Nick.

A week after the fire, they’d all been placed in hotel rooms. Beth’s was basic but clean, with black-out blinds that really did black out all the light. It was quiet, too. Too quiet. No thump thump thump of music, punctuating her dreams. She hadn’t realised how noisy the Asylum was, but now the silence felt worse, somehow.

Beth and Nick had a room each, on the same floor, but she had slept in his room every night. She couldn’t bear to be away from him, not even for one second. But every night she woke up to find that he wasn’t in the bed. He was either in the small en suite bathroom or on the floor next to the window. Sitting, staring into space.

He didn’t cry. She might have found that easier to deal with. Instead, he withdrew. She held him but he was stiff, cold. It was as though he wasn’t really there.

It reminded her of her father.

She shared Nick’s bed in the hotel, but they never slept together. It was agony; to want someone so much, to know that they wanted you too, but to feel so distant from them.

She’d hoped he might come back to her, but one Sunday, she woke up and she could tell that something had changed. And not for the better.

He was sitting at the end of the bed, his head in his hands.

‘What’s the matter?’ she said, pushing her hair away from her face. ‘What time is it?’

‘Just past nine,’ he replied. ‘I couldn’t sleep.’

He hadn’t needed to add that. She knew that he couldn’t sleep, that he hadn’t been sleeping at all since they came to the hotel.

‘Are you OK?’

Her voice was feeble in the dim light of the hotel room. Of course he wasn’t OK. Neither of them were.

She thought of how determined she’d been, just a few weeks ago, to not let her heart be broken when she came to university. To avoid getting into a relationship, anything that might distract her from her studies. To avoid the pain and heartache that would inevitably follow.

To avoid this.

‘I’ve made a decision. Though it’s not really a decision. I have to go home,’ he said, but he didn’t look at her. ‘I’m sorry, Beth.’

She swallowed, sitting up in the bed and pushing off the duvet cover. She sat beside him, feeling exposed in her nightdress. It was too short; she would never have chosen it.

They had lost everything in the fire. People had been so generous, donating clothes, food, toiletries. But none of it felt like it truly belonged to her. None of it felt real. She found it hard to believe that in a few days she wouldn’t get a call to say they could move back into the Asylum, and everything would be just as she left it.

‘I have to leave,’ he said.

‘Right.’

He turned to look at her. His face was drawn. He looked exhausted. She thought of the Nick she met that first day, the spark in his eyes and the cheek on his tongue, and her heart broke all over again for what was lost and would never be regained.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I wish I could…’

‘It’s fine.’ She wanted to be a grown-up. She wanted to be strong, for him. ‘I understand.’

‘Ever since… I can’t sleep. Every time I do drift off, I wake up just a few minutes later and it’s like I’m there again, reliving it.’

She nodded. Of course, she understood that.

Lots of the students had gone home afterwards. Even the ones who hadn’t known Anna. Parents had been outraged, understandably. There was talk of them suing the university. She’d tried to avoid all the noise. She wanted to focus on the future. On their future.

Her parents couldn’t understand why she wanted to stay. But the thought of being parted from Nick was unbearable. The thought of being back in her parents’ house while everyone fussed over her, like they had done all summer while she was ill, was unbearable. She’d almost rather have died herself.

And after all, she was infected by this love for him now. It was incurable. She couldn’t be free of him, even if she tried.

But now, he was leaving her.

There was so much she wanted to say, but none of the words would come out. She didn’t have the language for it. She didn’t know how to express how desperately she needed him.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, again. ‘It’s just…’

She reached out and took his hand. He turned to face her, and they kissed. She wanted to stay in that moment for the rest of her life, but before she was ready for the kiss to end, he pulled away from her, shaking his head.

They were out of sync.

She put a hand against his cheek.

‘I love you, Nick Parker,’ she said. It was the first time she’d said it, although she had felt it from the very beginning. It had always been there: a strange certainty, like a religious faith. ‘I will always love you.’

He didn’t say it back.

An hour later, they were standing outside his car. He’d put the little belongings he’d accumulated into the boot. She folded her arms into her chest and stared at him.

‘I’ll call you when I get back,’ he said, but he wouldn’t meet her eye. ‘I need to be with my mum. It’s always been just us, you know. And I worry about her. All the time. She’s got no one there, no one to look after her. And my head’s wrecked, I can’t… I can’t function like this.’ He paused. ‘I can’t function… here.’

She pulled her top lip in. She wouldn’t cry. She refused to.

‘Goodbye, Nick,’ she said, and then she turned and marched away from his car, through the lobby of the hotel and up the stairs, without looking back.


Nick

What are the chances that every year he nearly forgets his mum’s birthday, but that this date feels seared on his soul forever more?

He’s tried to forget it. He even googled it once: how to forget something forever. There was lots of uninspiring advice online about memory suppression and exposure therapy and drugs and methodically, he tried it all, but none of it worked.

He would catch himself sometimes, completely lost in elementary statistical theory, and then he’d hear a voice in his head, almost from nowhere, saying something like ‘six days to go until the anniversary of the fire’ and it would be like a punch to the head.

He might have saved Anna. If only he hadn’t posted that stupid record under Beth’s door. If only he hadn’t gone for a walk with her that night.

If only he’d gone back into the building.

If only, if only, if only…

Anna might still be alive today.

It wasn’t Beth’s fault. He knows this, on a fundamental level, but the week they spent together in the hotel room was like being slowly suffocated by the physical manifestation of his guilt. Beth: needing him, wanting him so badly, and he, on some level, wanting her too but feeling disgusted with himself for it. And whenever he closed his eyes, he saw Anna’s face, the last time she looked at him.

Had he broken her heart? And then left her to burn?

Christ, it was too much. Too much for anyone to deal with.

And then, there was the thought of his mother. Back at home, needing him just as much.

So he’d run away.

But it turns out that all the clever dicks are right about that. Running away is never a long-term solution to a problem.

Wherever you go, there you are.

He takes his phone out of his pocket. He’d asked Beth for space last year, when he’d left university, and she had given it to him.

He looks at their messages to one another. They are nearly all from before the fire. Only a handful from afterwards, during that excruciating week in the hotel.

He can hardly bear it, but his eyes force him to read the final message.

From Beth to him, the day after he left.

Call me when you feel like it. Whenever you’re ready. I miss you x

He never called her. He was never ready.

But maybe today… the day before the first anniversary. Something feels different today.

The year apart has been good for him. The unjust anger he felt towards her immediately afterwards has faded, been replaced by something else: shame.

Maybe today he’s ready to try to make amends.


Beth

Justin is coming over for dinner. He doesn’t know the significance of tomorrow’s date. But that’s not his fault. The university has done its best to quiet any noise. To pretend the whole thing never happened.

But there was one obstacle in their way. A literal obstacle, namely: the wreck of the building, looming large on the outskirts of campus. Beth had to walk past it once a week to get to one of her lectures.

For months after, she was convinced she could still smell smoke in the air as she approached it.

First, they’d covered it with scaffolding to make it safe. It remained like that for a few months, and then she watched as it was slowly dismantled by men in hard hats who shouted and whistled, leaving only a patch of black scrubland behind them.

Twenty-four students had needed to be treated for smoke inhalation, but only one student had died.

Anna.

Sometimes, Beth imagined the Important People at the university sitting around discussing the fire, saying things like ‘It could’ve been far worse’ or ‘The building was coming to the end of its life anyway’ and praising the quick response time from the emergency services, as though Anna’s death was a bit of a shame, but not all that bad, in the grand scheme of things.

What’s one student death in amongst the twenty-two thousand who are having the time of their fucking lives?

This year, she’s living in a tiny house, which is owned by the university, with just one other girl – Georgia – who’s doing French and Italian and is painfully shy. They lived together last year too, after the fire.

Apparently, Georgia had had some mental health issues in her first term. She didn’t ever clarify what they were and even after months of living together Beth didn’t like to ask. But Georgia had moved out of her halls too, and the university had found this house which was cold and draughty and had a basement full of slugs and here they were, part-way through the first term of their second year, muddling along. An uneasy alliance of headcases.

It must have been difficult to re-house everyone who had been living in Cecil Broad. The university didn’t talk much about that, either.

Beth wondered, sometimes, where they all went. Nearly 400 students lived in that building. But they had all been absorbed, somehow, into the fabric of the city.

She had looked out for Rosa every day, but the only time she’d seen her was in the canteen. Rosa had cut her off completely.

She had never seen anyone else she recognised around campus. Perhaps that was to be expected: after all, she’d barely got to know any of them in the brief time they’d lived there.

It made what happened to her, what happened to Anna, feel insignificant. Perhaps if more people had died, it might have been a bigger thing. Perhaps there would have been more fuss made, more care taken, more explanations given.

Her tutor referred her to the university counsellor, but she only went to one session. How could she explain that, of course, Anna’s death was devastating but what was also devastating were the feelings of survivor’s guilt, and then these other tasteless feelings for Nick? Feelings she wanted rid of but that had nowhere to go.

It made her ashamed.

Especially as Nick had moved on, quite clearly. She ought to do the same.

So she tried. The simplest solution, the easiest distraction, would have been to date Justin. He was always there, after the fire.

But she knew it wouldn’t be right. They remained friends, and he was a good friend to her, despite the fact she knew he wanted more. He was playing the long game.

She was lucky to have him but it niggled at her from time to time: the thought that she wasn’t being fair to him.

‘Maybe we should get out of the city this weekend,’ she says, as they sit together eating pasta in her small kitchen. Georgia is upstairs in her room, as usual. She doesn’t eat in the kitchen. Instead, every night she makes herself a sandwich and takes it up to her bedroom in the attic, closing the door behind her.

Beth has learnt not to take it personally. People have their own ways of coping with life.

Justin forks his pasta.

‘Where do you want to go?’ he says, looking up at her.

‘I don’t know,’ she replies. ‘Anywhere. It’s… it’ll be one year since the fire tomorrow.’

Justin sits back in his chair.

‘Shit, Beth, I’m sorry.’ He reaches a hand out across the table but she doesn’t take it. ‘I forgot. Are you OK?’

Are you OK?

How many times has she been asked that over the past year? On one level, she’s fine. On another, she never will be again.

You can’t fix trauma. That’s the most helpful thing she’s learnt this past year. You can only learn to live with it.

People don’t understand how deeply Anna’s death has impacted her, because she and Anna weren’t friends. Beth barely knew her. But there were so many complicated, entangled threads to the tragedy of Anna’s death, it was impossible not to feel as though she was being strangled by them.

On the darkest of nights, she wished it had been she who had died. And then, the crushing guilt would descend again. How dare she think that?

‘I just… don’t really want to be here tomorrow,’ she says, sighing. ‘I should have thought ahead. Booked something.’ She gives a bitter laugh. ‘A mini-break.’

‘But we have rehearsals tomorrow…’ Justin tails off. ‘Sorry. I mean, of course, that doesn’t matter. Whatever you need to do, we’ll do it.’

She blinks.

‘It’s fine. You’re right,’ she says. ‘Maybe I’ll go to the cinema in the evening or something.’

‘I’ll come with you,’ Justin says, too quickly.

She gives a short nod. Would it be better to be alone? She doesn’t know. She doesn’t know anything.

After all, this is all new to her.

*

After supper, Justin stays to watch a film but at 11 p.m., he kisses her on the cheek and prepares to leave.

‘I can…’ His eyes widen as he lingers on her doorstep. ‘I can stay over if you like? If you don’t want to be alone? Nothing funny…’

She smiles.

‘No, it’s OK. Thanks. I’ll see you at the rehearsal tomorrow.’

He nods and she sees the relief pass over him, ever so fleetingly. He doesn’t have the tools to deal with this either. Why would he? He’s a nineteen-year-old boy and he loves his life. It’s not his tragedy.

She’s alone in it, so totally alone.

‘Bye, Justin,’ she says, and she puts her arms around his neck for a hug. ‘Thank you for always being here.’

When she’s tucked up in bed, in her pyjamas, she picks up her mobile phone to set her morning alarm.

Perhaps she had expected this. Perhaps she had, somewhere, deep inside, hoped that this would happen.

But when she sees his name there, she drops the phone in shock.

Nick.

He’s sent her a message.

Tears fall immediately, and her fingers tremble as she thumbs up to open the message, to read what he wants to say to her.

But there are only three words there.

Are you OK? x

She laughs – an ironic, inappropriate laugh – that this is what he’s chosen to say to her. This, after all this time.

Her fingers tap out a reply on autopilot.

Never been better x

Sarcasm. She looks at the words and then deletes them. She remembers the easy banter they had during those few short weeks before everything went right and then immediately so very wrong.

None of that is appropriate now.

She stares at the phone for the longest time. Wondering what to reply. Whether to be truthful or whether to protect his feelings over hers. Trying to make sense of her feelings. Of what she wants to say to him.

But there’s simply too much and she can’t find a path through the labyrinth in her head.

He’s made her wait a whole year. Perhaps it’s only fair that he should have to wait a little now too.

So, eventually, she places the phone back down on the bedside table. And then she switches off her light and tries to sleep.


Nick

When he wakes in the morning, the little light on the side of his phone is flickering.

He has a new message.

He snatches it up immediately, jabbing at the buttons.

But it’s not from Beth.

He frowns as he reads it.

Hey Parker, how are you doing? I can’t believe it’s been a year. I hope you’re doing OK down there and that you’re enjoying your new course. Sometimes I think you made the right choice leaving this fucking city. Anyway, just wanted to check in, make sure you were alright. I still miss her every day. Rosa x

He sinks back down onto his bed, staring at the message. Blinking in confusion. Did he send his message last night to Rosa by mistake? No, he can’t have done.

He double checks, to make sure he’s not losing his mind completely. But he’s right. He sent the message to Beth, not Rosa. And Beth hasn’t replied.

Maybe she’s changed her phone number. The thought is a dead weight, crushing him.

He reads Rosa’s message again, taps out a response, wanting to deal with it swiftly and move on.

I’m OK thanks. The course is good, and I’m living at home so saving money too. Can’t believe it’s been a year. Hope you have good people around you. N x

Rosa has no idea that he and Anna broke up a few hours before the fire. That he left her crying in her room while he took Beth for a walk, held her hand and kissed her.

Rosa knows nothing about this at all. Beth and Nick never explained that they were out together when the fire started. She never asked.

Rosa escaped the fire completely, only joining them later when they were all in the union, disorientated and exhausted. She had been out that evening, with the boy she was seeing.

Nick knows Anna wouldn’t have wanted to ruin Rosa’s date by calling to tell her that he had dumped her. That’s the only reason Rosa doesn’t hate him now.

But it doesn’t really matter that she doesn’t hate him, because he hates himself enough for the both of them.

He looks again at his unanswered message to Beth. If a number is no longer in service and you try to contact it, does it tell you? He’s not sure.

A devastating thought occurs. One that, for some reason, he hadn’t considered up until now.

She might never speak to him again.

*

He inches his way downstairs in search of breakfast and his mother, Jayne.

There’s barely a ten-centimetre gap in the centre of the worn carpet on each tread. Every step is full, requisitioned as another ineffective storage place for ephemera, knick-knacks, junk.

She has been like this for as long as he can remember.

When he was a child, he thought she was just messy. It was only in his teenage years that he realised it was more than that. And it was only when his grandad explained to him that she had a problem – an actual medical condition – that he realised she couldn’t help it.

Hoarding.

Pretty much incurable, according to all the research he’d done. And he’d tried everything. It was literally like trying to hold back the tide.

When he was a teenager, the bathroom was the last room to go under. He was thirteen when the incessant creep started again. Old enough to recognise that it was a problem.

First it was a collection of giant animal-shaped soaps that she’d found in a charity shop.

‘I thought you’d like them,’ she said, and he felt torn in two – the thirteen-year-old child in him was flattered she had thought of him, but the burgeoning adult knew that a gift like that from her wasn’t truly a gift. It was a signal.

And soon, of course, the soaps bred like Easter bunnies, and the ‘collection’ grew to include shower gel and shampoo bottles – most of which were, inexplicably empty, but which for some reason or another she decided she liked the design of.

After that, the dam was broken and the flood of random, useless objects filled the bathroom too.

It was while he went away for a week with school that the bath filled up. Not with water, but with junk. After that, he had to have showers at school.

The bathroom. It was the final straw – the thing that made him realise that this wasn’t normal. That his mother – his wonderful, kind, loving, funny mother – was not normal.

Since he moved back here, he’s been able to keep things in relative order. He keeps a careful eye on the kitchen, and the bathroom is now clear.

It makes him happy, knowing that he can look after her. Knowing that, even if the worst were to happen and there was a fire, he would be here to make sure she was safe. To make sure she got out.

It had been stupid to ever think he could leave her.

She’s in the kitchen, buttering some toast and humming tunelessly.

‘Hey Nicky,’ she says, smiling at him. She still talks to him as though he were a child, even though they are actually both failing as adults. ‘How did you sleep?’

‘Fine, Mum,’ he says, kissing her on the cheek. He sets the kettle to boil and grabs an apple from the fruit bowl. While Jayne eats her toast, standing and looking out across the overgrown garden, he starts to clear away the things that have accumulated since he retired to his bedroom last night: a pair of rusted batteries, a pen missing its lid, and a leaflet about a new takeaway.

He puts them all in the bin liner that hangs permanently from the kitchen door handle. Then he takes some spray cleaner and wipes down the minuscule section of clear worktop.

When his mum turns back to the room, empty plate in hand, she frowns, her mind ticking over what has changed. But she doesn’t say anything.

‘I thought I might go out today,’ she says. ‘The weather looks dry.’

The alarm sounds in his brain.

‘Where?’ he asks, trying not to sound too interested.

‘Oh, you know. Thought I’d see if Charlene was about.’

Nick nods. Jayne won’t meet his eyes. She’s a shifty, terrible liar. Her benefit payment came last week, so she’ll spend the next few days scouring the local charity shops for precious ‘things’ she can’t resist.

‘Do you want me to come with you?’ he asks and she shakes her head.

‘Oh no, love, you have your university work to do.’

She pats him on the arm, leaving a plate full of crumbs on the small windowsill, and disappears into the living room.

He washes up her plate, putting it back into the cupboard, within which he inexplicably finds a family of toy trolls, and then he takes his mug of tea to his bedroom, switching on his computer.

He’s on an accelerated course, meaning he should still graduate next year. All he can think about is getting a job. Starting a new life.

Saving up enough to get himself out of this house. Because surely then everything will get better.

But he can’t focus. His eyes keep flicking towards his phone.

His thoughts are elsewhere. Not wandering like they usually are when he can’t concentrate, but endlessly circling one idea. Fixed in one place.

Fixed on the thought that Beth isn’t OK, and that’s why she hasn’t replied.

Had she not been able to cope after he left? Has she been in an accident? Or has she just changed numbers?

Or does she just not want to speak to him ever again?


Beth

Beth gets through the day, grateful for the distraction of rehearsals and for the critical new director they’re working with, who delights in shaming particular actors. Justin thinks he’s a bully but somewhat perversely, she likes it. She knows she’ll need to be strong, resilient, to have any hope of making it in the acting profession.

Her mother phones her at lunchtime and they have a polite, awkward conversation in which she asks Beth about her health and her course and doesn’t bring up the fire at all.

But Beth knows the anniversary is the only reason she’s ringing. She feels a rush of love for her mother for remembering.

But when she’s alone, walking back to her student house after the final rehearsal, she finds her feet taking a left where they should have continued on. She must continue walking, that’s all she knows. Walking and walking and trying to ignore the pain in her heart.

She’ll get through this day, and then it will get easier. Everyone always says the first anniversary of anything is the hardest. But time is a great healer, and next year will be easier, and the year after will be easier than that…

At least she has her studies. A passion and a focus, something to keep her going, something to distract her.

It begins to drizzle but she continues to walk. It was dry this time last year. She remembers the cold wind as they walked around the park behind their building, Nick’s arm wrapped around her. Perhaps if it had been raining, the fire wouldn’t have spread. Perhaps if it had been raining, then Beth and Nick wouldn’t have gone for their walk, and they would have been inside when the fire broke out, and then…

Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps… So many alternate scenarios, alternate worlds, none of which would have brought her to this.

She does three laps of the campus before turning right and cutting across the park. There’s no logic to it, just propulsion. But soon she’s unsurprised to find herself standing alone, looking up at the white boarding that encloses the space where the Cecil Broad Building once stood.

Students have taken to sticking up flyers on the boarding. Advertisements for club nights, union elections, even one of the student productions she’s involved in.

Some of the flyers are peeling off, flapping in the wind.

She stops short, staring up at them. There’s no mention of Anna here. No mention that this is where Anna lost her life, and where Beth lost everything except her life.

She cried a lot after Nick left. She felt betrayed, by him, but also by love. Love wasn’t meant to do this. Love wasn’t meant to cause this agony.

She takes her phone out of her rucksack, looks at Nick’s message again.

Are you OK? x

There’s only one response that’s truthful, and it’s probably not the one he wants to hear.

As she writes the words – as she shares the truth with someone who surely, surely can understand? – a strange sense of peace descends.

Her reply is an unburdening – perhaps not fair, perhaps not kind, but it’s one she knows she deserves.

Not really x


Nick

It’s like a fist to the gut. But also, the sweetest relief.

He calls her immediately, before the chance is lost, and is surprised when she picks up. But she always was braver than him. He’d known that from the very first second he’d met her.

‘Hey,’ he says.

‘Hey,’ she says. Her voice is soft.

‘I got your text,’ he says, somewhat obviously. ‘Are you busy?’

For the first time in so long, he wishes they were together, in the same room, so that he could put his arm around her and hold her close and tell her that none of it was her fault.

‘Not really. I’m standing outside the Asylum,’ she replies. She’s not crying but he can’t quite ascertain how she’s feeling. There’s a new distance between them, in every sense. ‘I left my rehearsal and I just walked and walked and it felt right to come here. I don’t know why. There’s nothing to see anymore. It’s like it never happened.’

He swallows, shifting on his seat.

‘They pulled it down?’

‘Over the summer. The whole thing has gone. I read online that they’re submitting planning for a shiny new halls of residence.’ She pauses, gives a tiny sniff. ‘With proper en suite bathrooms.’

‘Shit,’ he says.

‘There’s nothing here,’ she says, her voice growing tighter. ‘You wouldn’t know… you wouldn’t have a clue what had happened.’

‘Maybe that’s for the best.’

She takes a sharp inhalation of breath.

‘But is this what her parents want?’ she asks.

‘I don’t know. Do you?’

‘I never spoke to them,’ she says.

‘Of course not.’ He feels stupid for asking.

‘They might want some kind of marker. I don’t know. It feels wrong to pretend it never happened.’

‘I suppose everyone deals with these things differently.’

He doesn’t want to talk about Anna.

‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have… How are things?’ she says, her voice lifting slightly. He can tell that she’s trying to put on a brave face. Trying to stop him from feeling too awful. ‘I hope they got easier for you.’

He swallows, feeling ashamed.

‘They did,’ he says. ‘Thank you. I’m doing my course with the Open University now.’

‘Oh,’ she says. She sounds surprised. He wonders what she expected him to do. Give up on all his ambitions entirely, the way he gave up on her?

If only he could make her understand. He couldn’t see a way of making it work with Beth, not after Anna had died. Not with all the guilt and shame and confusion. It would have poisoned everything, and their relationship was only at the start. A tiny bud that would easily be crushed by something far less weighty than what they’d been through.

‘Still Economics. It’s not much fun but I’m getting through it. It’s easier, to be down here, I think. And I get to keep an eye on my mum, which she loves.’

She laughs.

‘No, she really does love it.’ He takes a deep breath. ‘She depends on me, a lot. How are things going for you?’

‘OK,’ she says. ‘The course is good. It’s been my saviour, really.’

There’s a pause. He should have been her saviour. He should have been Anna’s.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says, eventually, but the words are ineffectual. Meaningless.

‘It’s OK,’ she says. ‘I don’t… I’m not cross with you. I’m just sad. Your text… you asked me how I was. And I guess, well, that was my honest answer.’

There’s another pause.

‘God, this is awkward,’ she says. ‘Can we talk about something else?’

He laughs, in spite of himself.

‘Christ. I wish we could go back in time. Do that whole evening again.’

She sniffs again, louder this time. She doesn’t agree.

‘I’ve always believed in fate. I guess this is just the way things were meant to be.’

He wants to cry at that.

‘Maybe,’ he says. ‘But…’

‘Yes?’

‘I know I let you down last year, Beth. But… can we… can we agree to be friends? At least?’

‘Friends,’ she repeats, as though turning the idea over in her mind.

‘Please… I mean, of course we’re friends, right? I want to be here for you.’ The words stick in his throat because he hasn’t been here for her, has he? But now he can change all that. He doesn’t say what he’s really thinking. We thought we were at the start of something, but really we were already at the end of it. ‘I know I wasn’t in a good place last year and I’m sorry, but I’m better now. Stronger. And, well, I want to be here for you. You know, if you ever need anything.’

‘What, like a cup of sugar?’

He grins. It’s good that she’s making a joke. She doesn’t hate him.

‘Yes, even that. If you ever need me… Will you promise me Beth? Will you promise me you’ll call me?’

It’s not enough, he knows. But it’s all he can offer. And for his own selfish reasons, to alleviate the guilt that binds him when he thinks of her, making him want to rip off his own skin… for those reasons, he needs her to accept.

‘OK,’ she says, and he can’t tell whether or not she’s just humouring him, but he isn’t sure whether it matters or not. ‘I promise.’


Beth

Five years after

This evening’s argument with Paulo was the final straw.

Once he was asleep – passed out on the sofa, stoned as usual – she went into their tiny bedroom, packed a bag, and left.

Leaving was easier than she expected. Death by a thousand cuts. Their relationship was like a runaway train – she wanted to get off almost as soon as she’d boarded, but it was going too fast and the terrain either side was too rocky. So she hung on for as long as she could, until it ran itself out of steam.

Perhaps all relationships are like that. Perhaps they all have a finite end, a fixed point determined by the heavens, and you only knew it was the end once you’d finally reached it.

They had been arguing non-stop for months about money, understandably, because it consumed their every waking thought. Or at least, it did hers.

When her friend Meredith came over last week for a catch-up, she noticed that Beth used the same teabag for both of them. And she’d probed, ever so politely, Beth wincing at her words. Knowing that she was about to lie.

‘No,’ Beth said. ‘We’re just nearly out of them that’s all. I haven’t had time to get to the shops this week. Been knee-deep in auditions.’

But Meredith didn’t believe her. It might have been slightly more convincing were it not for the fact that they literally lived above a Tesco Metro.

And now she feels nothing for Paulo or their relationship, as she stands outside the very same Tesco Metro, with barely £100 left in her bank account, and no idea what to do.

To go home to her parents would be a humiliation worse than death.

Maybe that’s a little melodramatic. Paulo has not been a good influence on her with his penchant for hyperbole. But even so, it would be a failure that she can’t endure. They have judged her for years on her choice of profession, pleading with her to pursue something more sensible, like teaching.

She can’t give them the satisfaction of knowing that she fears, deep down, that they were right. That trying to make a living from acting actually means making a living from waiting tables and auditioning in every spare free moment.

She’s so angry with herself. For letting it get to this. For relying on a man.

Hadn’t she said, all those years ago, when her dad had cheated on her mum, breaking her heart and shattering their family harmony, that she would never, ever let herself get into a situation like this?

And now look at her.

This is the price she’s paying for her love of – no, obsession with – this stupid career. This stupid career that leaves her completely vulnerable.

It feels so desperately unfair.

She takes her phone out of her coat pocket and lets her finger drift down the list of contacts.

She fled to Meredith’s last time. After an initial bout of sympathy, Meredith gave her short shrift. She was furious, demanded that she call the police immediately.

For some reason, her finger hovers over Nick’s name.

Promise you’ll call me if you ever need something.

Over the past four years they have been in touch intermittently since he phoned her on the first anniversary of the fire. They’ve emailed every month or so, updating each other on their news. They’re still friends on Facebook, commenting on each other’s photos from time to time.

Keeping things light, friendly, like the ‘friends’ Nick requested they become. There was no mention of the fire again, or of Anna.

She checks the date on her phone. The fifth anniversary is coming up soon. On Friday. Two days’ time. She hasn’t forgotten – of course she hasn’t – but she had been right to hope that with every year that passed it would become slightly easier to get through. Her life has become busier, there are other, more immediate things to worry about: like where to live and how to pay her bills, and that night – that time – has begun to feel more and more like something that happened to someone else.

She learnt that the key to it all was to keep busy. That there’s nothing more dangerous for your mental health than empty time and an empty head.

Promise you’ll call me if you ever need something.

Well, she needs something now and he owes her this.

Before she has the chance to think about it anymore, she taps Nick’s name on the screen, putting the phone against her ear.

‘Beth!’ he says, as he answers. She can’t read his tone. But he sounds surprised. Understandably.

‘Hi,’ she says. ‘Sorry to… Sorry for the unexpected call. How are you?’

Her heart is pounding, with both fear and excitement. Why is it so comforting to hear his voice?

‘I’m…’ he says, then he tails off. ‘Wow. I’m… good. It’s nice to hear from you. Random but nice. How are you?’

She takes a deep breath. Random.

‘I’ve… I’ve been better. Um, I know this is probably very presumptuous of me but are you busy? Now?’

He chuckles, and she feels a warm glow spread across her body.

‘Presumptuous!’ He’s teasing her. ‘Why? What have you got planned?’

The banter. She forgot about it. She forgot they once had this.

‘Nothing. I just… I’d really like to see you. Are you at home?’

‘Just leaving the office now.’

It’s nearly 10 p.m.

‘Oh,’ she says. ‘Is there any chance…’

There’s a pause, and then he speaks again, his voice more sombre this time.

‘Are you OK, Beth?’

That same question again. She hopes one day she can answer him ‘yes’. But not today.

Before she knows what’s happening, she is crying.

‘Not exactly,’ she says. ‘I need… Can we meet? It’d be so good to see you. If it’s not too weird. Or inconvenient.’

‘Can you get to Canary Wharf tube?’

‘Yes,’ she replies. ‘I can.’

‘Great. I’ll meet you outside,’ he says, without hesitation.


Nick

He ducks into the toilets on the ground floor before leaving the office. In the dimly lit wall of mirrors, he stares at his reflection. He looks knackered, as usual, the bloodshot eyes of a junior hedge fund analyst who still has much to prove.

He splashes cold water over his face and dabs it dry with a paper towel. Then, he rummages in his briefcase for the bottle of aftershave he keeps there, and spritzes it liberally.

Before he leaves, he yanks off his tie and sticks it in his briefcase, opening the top button on his collar.

He looks a state – his wonky jawline no longer disguised by long, scruffy hair. But it’ll have to do.

And then, taking a deep breath, and praying that the adrenaline won’t wear off until later, he heads out into the night to meet her.

*

She’s standing next to the entrance to the underground. He sees her before she sees him: looking down at the pavement, her hair falling across one side of her face. It’s longer than it was at university, hanging way past her shoulders.

She has a rucksack on her back, and she’s wearing a dress, black boots and tights.

For a few seconds, he stands still, just watching her. Remembering how she made him feel, before it all went wrong. It sweeps over him: a flood of emotion, adrenaline, hormones, memories. It’s destabilising.

She doesn’t look up. He wonders why not. Why it seems as though she’s trying to make herself as invisible as possible.

He smiles at the thought of her. Her complicated, fierce nature. And then he allows a small thrill to rush through him. A small thrill at the thought of this unexpected excitement, punctuating his hectic Wednesday, like a shooting star appearing from nowhere in the blackest night sky.

He straightens up, takes a deep breath, and strides towards her.

‘Beth,’ he calls, and she looks up.


Beth

A few seconds earlier, she emerged from the shiny stainless-steel escalator onto a grand plaza, and it was like entering a completely different world.

The sky above is dark but lights twinkle at her from all directions, and there are people everywhere.

She’s never been to Canary Wharf before. It doesn’t feel real, somehow. It’s like a grown-up’s Disneyland.

She stands, self-consciously, for a few minutes, keeping her head low. She has a sudden fear that she might vomit. But then she hears someone calling her name. At the sound of his voice, tears threaten to fall and she fights them back with everything she has.

‘Beth!’

She looks up and sees him, intrigued by how his gait can still feel so familiar after all this time, as he half walks, half runs towards her. He’s wearing a mackintosh that flaps behind him.

His hair has been cut, a sensible short back and sides. Shorter than she’s ever seen it. She frowns. She liked its floppy scruffiness.

But of course, he’s not the Nick she fell in love with at university. The Nick who abandoned her after the fire. They are both changed; so much so that they are almost different people entirely.

But as he reaches her, she’s overcome by a pain in her chest. Unexpected but visceral. Undeniable.

God, how can it be that she still loves him? She loves him so much. Why did she let him go?

She didn’t have a choice.

‘Hi,’ she says, as he kisses her on each cheek. It’s perfunctory, awkward. ‘Where are your glasses?’

‘Got my eyes lasered last year. Best thing I ever did.’

She smiles. He looks slim. His cheeks are red, his eyes shining. Has he been drinking, or has he taken something?

She stares at him.

‘You look so different.’

‘Well, I guess it’s been a long time since we actually saw each other,’ he says. But then he frowns. ‘Oh, Beth. Have you been crying?’

She raises a hand to her eyes.

The tendon in his jaw pulses. ‘What happened? Are you OK?’

Are you OK?

The honest answer flashes through her mind, catching her unawares: Not without you.

‘It’s a long story. Can we just go back to yours?’

His eyes are watery in the streetlight. He puts an arm around her shoulder.

‘Of course,’ he says, softly, and for the first time in hours, she feels herself relax.

*

Nick lives on the twentieth floor of a brand-new skyscraper in Canary Wharf, overlooking the whole of Docklands.

He has a one-bedroom flat, and as they go inside, there’s a musty smell in the air that tells her it’s been a while since he opened a window.

The flat is more like a very large hotel room than someone’s home. On the way up Nick explained that the tower block has a receptionist – although he called the bored-looking chap sitting at the desk in the lobby ‘the concierge’ – a gym and a cinema in the basement. There’s even a library. Which Beth finds amusing, because she can’t really imagine any of the occupants of this building sitting down at any point with a good book. But perhaps she’s being unfair.

‘Sorry about the mess,’ Nick says as he flicks on lights.

The kitchen area, a corner of the main living space, is a little cluttered with empty cups and takeaway boxes, but it’s certainly no messier than Beth’s own flat. Then again, this is Nick. He was always curiously tidy.

She can’t see a single plant, which surprises her. He had so many lined up on the windowsill in his tiny room at university.

‘What’s out there?’ she says, pointing to a glass sliding door.

‘It’s the winter garden,’ he says. ‘Otherwise known as a balcony. Except the whole thing is enclosed in glass, so that no one can throw themselves off, no matter how miserable their life gets. I mostly use it to dry my laundry.’

‘Sensible,’ she says. ‘I hope your life isn’t… I hope you’ve never thought of doing that?’

It would be understandable, she knows. It would be entirely understandable for either – or both – of them to have felt that way at some point.

He ignores her question.

‘Wine?’ he says, as she takes her coat off and hangs it over one of the dining chairs.

‘Oh, could I just have some water?’

He looks tired, dark circles under his eyes, but she’s jealous of his life, of how grown-up and together he seems, when she’s made a total mess of everything.

‘You can.’ He hands her a tall tumbler. ‘Now, are you going to tell me? What happened? I have to say when you called this… This isn’t what I was expecting.’

They sit together on his L-shaped sofa.

‘I’ve left Paulo. I can’t stay with him any longer. All we do is fight. I thought it was the drink… but I don’t know. He says he’s passionate, that it’s his Italian blood, but then I found out his parents are from Milton Keynes. I think his paternal grandmother was Italian but really. The link is tenuous.’

He smiles. She knows that he would laugh at her joke, but how could he laugh at her when she’s so upset? There isn’t anything funny about it.

‘I’ve been an idiot. He was very charming when we first met and I fell for it. I don’t know. It’s been so hard, you know. To find work. To make a life in London. So much harder than I expected.’

‘You’re not an idiot, Beth,’ Nick says, taking a sip of red wine from an enormous glass. The stem of it is so thin it looks as though it would shatter if he squeezed it too hard.

‘I am,’ she says. ‘Because now what? I’ve got nowhere to live.’

His eyebrows rise.

‘Did he hurt you?’ he says, eventually. His eyebrows knit together.

She swallows.

‘No,’ she says, eventually. ‘He took out his anger on the remote control. But things have been terrible between us for ages now. I don’t really know why we ever got together, to be honest.’

That’s not entirely true. She does know: it was because she wanted some security, someone to share her life with, and Paulo offered to be that person.

‘Tonight… I was goading him,’ she continues. ‘He thought he was going to get this part – he was so cocky about it – and he found out today it had gone to someone else… and I was just so frustrated with him, because he always does this, you know? He thinks something will come along and everything will just work out. Like magic. All our problems will disappear with a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. He doesn’t seem to understand that we’re late on the electricity bill… that life costs money, that I’m working as hard as I can but that I can’t earn enough for us both.’

Nick shakes his head from side to side.

‘He sounds like a wanker…’

‘Oh, please. Please don’t do that Alpha Male thing. I want the opposite of that. And that’s exactly why I rang you.’

He smiles, sets his wine glass down on the coffee table.

‘If it’s money… you know…’

She looks down at her lap.

‘No,’ she says, firmly. ‘Thank you, I’ll be alright. I just need… some time to sort myself out.’

‘You can stay here. You will stay here. As long as you like. I’m basically never here anyway. It’s a waste, me paying rent on this place given the number of hours I’m actually here.’

She looks around.

‘Oh, but…’

He waves a hand in front of her.

‘It’s nothing. If I’m not at the office then I’m at Celine’s…’

She swallows.

Of course. Of course he would be seeing someone. Look at him. He’s a success. He has a first-class degree in Economics. He has a Burberry mackintosh. And a proper job. A real job, with a reliable income and a pension and a yearly bonus. He’s had his eyes lasered. He’s a catch.

She knew all this, on one level, but seeing him here, looking so together, makes something uncomfortable rise within her: envy.

Or is it anger? How come he got to come out of it all unscathed, successful, when he was the one who left?

‘Oh,’ she says. ‘Celine.’

He shrugs, won’t meet her eye.

‘It’s still early days. She’s cool.’

‘It’d be nice to meet her one day.’

No it wouldn’t. It would be horrible and awful.

He wrinkles his nose.

He doesn’t want to talk about Celine, and neither does she.


Nick

They stay up late chatting, filling in all the blanks from the past five years and, if anything, it’s better than the old, brief time they spent together at university. Despite being apart for so long, they seem to have grown together, their opinions, thoughts and repartee more in tune than before.

But by 1 a.m. he can see that Beth is tired and even though he doesn’t really get tired these days – he’s permanently wired – he suggests they get to bed.

‘Where…’ Beth begins, her cheeks flaming.

‘You can sleep in my room,’ he says. ‘I’ll take the sofa.’

‘No, Nick…’

‘It’s fine. I quite often pass out on the sofa after work anyway. And I’ve got to be in the office for 6.30, so I’ll be gone early. I don’t want to wake you. The sheets are clean… My cleaner came on Monday, so they’ve barely been slept in.’

‘I don’t know what I would have done without you tonight,’ she says. She looks as though she might cry. ‘I mean really. I’m sorry to land on you like this. It’s been so great. I just… It’s just so good to see you.’

He swallows. He can’t allow his brain to do that thing. He won’t.

‘It’s nothing. I’ll get you a key, so you can come and go as you please while I’m at work. I think tomorrow night there’s some drinks thing Celine wanted me to go to… She’s just signed with a new agency and they’re holding a bash in Soho, so it’ll probably be a late one.’

He pauses. He’d always intended on staying over at Celine’s house tomorrow night, but he can’t leave Beth alone all day. It’s the perfect excuse to come back here, just to check on her.

‘Agency?’

‘Oh,’ he says. ‘Yeah, er, she’s a fashion photographer. I told you that, didn’t I?’

He doesn’t like the way her head dips slightly as she digests this information.

‘No, you didn’t.’

‘Uh, well, yeah. She’s French. Just moved over here to try her luck with the magazines.’

‘Wow. She sounds… cool,’ Beth says.

‘Too cool for me, you mean?’

She flushes.

He feels uncomfortable so he shakes his head, changes the subject.

Once she’s settled in his bedroom, and he’s lying on the sofa with a blanket thrown over his legs, he finally gives in to the feeling. A strange kind of joy. Of knowing that she is here, that he is able to take care of her, in the only way he can.

It’s all he’s ever wanted to do.

But he’s been so busy with work, it’s been easy to push thoughts of Beth aside. He loves the office: the combative atmosphere, the noise and the bustle, the never-having-time-to-thinkness of it. It makes him feel alive. Truly alive.

And he’s good at it. He’s really good at it. His mind works differently from others’ and he’s able to spot opportunities where others might not. He’s almost embarrassed about the amount of money he’s helped the firm make in the past year.

He knew about Paulo. He’d seen the Facebook pictures of them together on Beth’s birthday, taking the clipper down the Thames. It hurt his heart to think of them sailing past his building at some point, without him even knowing she was close. Beth had captioned the pictures: ME AND MY BRILLIANT BOYFRIEND. Afterwards, he immediately looked Paulo up on Google. Watched his showreel. He didn’t seem particularly brilliant to Nick, but Nick didn’t know much about acting.

And now… Now it turns out that Paulo is a total arsehole.

He hadn’t paid close enough attention. He thought she was out there, happy, living her best life. But she wasn’t.

He turns over on the sofa, flipping the pillow. But he’s like a kid at Christmas. How can he fall asleep, knowing she’s next door?

He wonders if she’s having problems sleeping too. And then his brain does that thing he wishes it wouldn’t: it goes back there, to that night.

He slaps himself over the head.

But it’s too late, his imagination is tormenting him. Thinking of her now, in his bed wearing… what? She’d brought a small bag with her, but he didn’t see what was inside it.

Is she thinking the same?

Oh God, why? Why must he do this? He’s disgusting.

He gets off the sofa, flinging the blanket away and grabs his phone, scrolling to the photo library. He finds the pictures he took of Celine last weekend, when they were messing around in her bathroom. He tries to focus on them, thinking of her…

But Beth is next door.

Argh.

He stands up and goes to the bathroom, trying to be as quiet as possible.

He opens the mirrored cabinet above the basin, and rummages around until he finds the right pills. Marty from the office brings them back every time he goes to New York. It’s easy to get stronger stuff over the counter in the States.

He takes two, swallowing them with a gulp of water from the basin.

‘Are you OK?’

He turns, his heart hammering.

Beth is standing behind him, wearing a shapeless GAP t-shirt he assumes must have once belonged to Paulo.

His fist clenches involuntarily. He wishes he was wearing more than his boxer shorts. Wishes he spent more time in the gym, even though he suspects Beth doesn’t care much about things like that.

‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘I couldn’t sleep. These things really knock me out.’

‘I can’t either,’ she says, leaning on the doorframe. Her eyes are taking him in. All of him. ‘I feel too bad about you being out on the sofa.’

‘No really, it’s not…’

She takes a step towards him, and even though he knows what’s coming and he knows that he wants it with every fibre of his being, he also knows that he can’t do it.

He can’t do it to her. Not now. Not when she’s so vulnerable. It would be taking advantage.

‘Nick,’ she says, and she puts a finger to his lips and he almost collapses with the ache of it. ‘Nick Parker. You’re all grown up.’

‘Please,’ he says. ‘Please, Beth, don’t…’

But then her hands are on the small of his back and he’s utterly helpless.

She stares up at him.

A million things flash through his mind, all at once. The touch of her fingers is like a thousand tiny sparks against his skin.

But then, the horrendous picture returns. Her face, streaked with tears, pulling him towards her as he tried to go back into the building.

If only he had gone back inside…

He feels sick.

‘I can’t…’

‘Don’t say anything,’ she says, as she moves her face even closer. ‘You can.’

‘No, Beth, I can’t.’

She’s upset, about Paulo, and about having to be here, humiliated, and even though he could and he wants to, he knows that tomorrow will be different, that he won’t feel the same way he does now.

But still she holds him, ever so lightly tugging him towards her.

‘Beth,’ he says, shuffling back slightly, so that his bottom rests on the washbasin. He feels exposed, vulnerable, in his stupid red boxers. ‘This isn’t what you want.’

‘Yes it is.’

He’s cross now, his senses back under control. He extricates himself from her as gently as he can, and takes a few steps away.

‘This is just a reaction to Paulo,’ he says. ‘It’s not the right time…’

And as he knew she would, she starts to cry.

‘Oh, fucking hell,’ he says, pulling her towards him again, but this time in a hug. He speaks into her hair. ‘You’re tired and confused. You’ve had a horrible day. This isn’t… It wouldn’t be the right thing to do. Trust me.’

‘Why do you have to be so sensible?’ she says, sniffing into his shoulder.

She’s trying to be kind, trying to say she forgives him but all that happens is that he is reminded of the core truth about him.

That he has always had to be sensible, because of his mother. He was born with a heightened sense of danger and an aversion to risk. For all his bluster and irresponsibility he has never taken a real risk.

A real risk would be the sort he might take now: to kiss her, to take her back to his bed and make love to her in the way his whole body was screaming for him to do.

But he can’t.


Beth

She wakes to the sound of a phone ringing. A digital pip-pip-pip, not the solid, traditional ring.

She lifts her head from the pillow, frowning. The room is very, very dark. And then she remembers: she’s in Nick’s flat. In Nick’s bed.

Where is he?

A digital clock beside the bed tells her the time. Nearly 11 a.m.

‘Shit!’ she says, sitting up. Her brain scrambles to catch up. To work out what has happened.

Then she remembers it all: a rushing horror show of pictures from last night. Paulo, drunk and ranting. Paulo, spittle in his teeth as he threw the remote at the wall, smashing it in the process.

The pip-pip-pips subside. Whoever was calling, she has missed them. But then she hears something else: a clicking sound, followed by a voice. She can’t tell where it’s coming from.

It’s so dark in this room.

‘Hi, Beth, it’s me, just wanted to check you were OK. I think your phone has died. It went straight to voicemail. There’s a bunch of chargers in my bedside table. Anyway, call me when you get this. Bye.’

She can’t work out where the answer machine is, or how come she can hear it in this room that’s more like a cave.

She wanders in the direction of the window and wrenches aside the heavy black-out curtains. They are silk beneath her fingers. She wonders briefly how much this place must cost Nick to rent. Or does he own it?

The thought hadn’t occurred to her before. But it’s possible, isn’t it? He’s made a success of himself despite… everything.

Behind the curtain is a wall of window, revealing a floor-to-ceiling view of Canary Wharf. It’s vast, incredible, stretching all the way to Tower Bridge. She’s so high up it makes her feel dizzy. She leans a hand against the glass to steady herself, tries not to look down.

11 a.m.

She was meant to be doing something today. What was it again?

She has an audition! Just a commercial. A yoghurt ad, if she remembers rightly – but even so. The money is good.

She unearths her phone under the pile of clothes she left on a chair and, after throwing everything out from the small wheelie bag she brought with her, finds her charger too. She leaves the phone to charge while she goes into the bathroom and runs a brush through her hair, splashing water on her face and cleaning her teeth.

She doesn’t have time to think about last night. If she’s quick, she’ll make it to the audition. The page of script she needs to read is folded up in the bottom of her handbag, and she runs through the lines – all four of them – as she sits on the toilet.

Thick and creamy?

Organic and fat free?

You’re kidding!

It’s too good to be true.

She mimes taking a spoonful of yoghurt, widening her eyes at the imagined deliciousness of it.

She wants to cry. This is what it has come to: all her hopes and dreams. Years studying her craft. And now she has to pretend that she’s having an orgasm over a yoghurt. And the most depressing thing is that the pay for this ad is more than she has earned from acting all year.

She needs this job. Oh God, she really needs it.

Her stomach is rumbling as she goes through to the kitchen. Nick has tidied up; the surfaces are gleaming. He has always been fastidiously neat, a man of few possessions. Looking around this anonymous flat – actually, apartment feels like a more appropriate description – you’d be forgiven for thinking he didn’t actually live here at all.

Perhaps he spends most of his time elsewhere.

What was her name?

Celine.

She swallows, her cheeks flushing as the memory returns in waves. The pair of them last night, in the bathroom, him in his boxer shorts, her pulling him towards her and then the way he held her afterwards. As though she was his sister.

She shakes her head. She can’t allow these thoughts to flood in. Not now.

Intrusive thoughts. That’s what they are. But the more you fight them, the stronger they get.

‘Focus!’ she hisses, to herself.

She opens Nick’s fridge, in search of… She’s not sure exactly, but something to ease the ache of hunger. There’s some milk, butter, 90 per cent dark chocolate and, somewhat incongruously, a jar of raspberry jam. Three bottles of wine. One bottle of Moët.

‘Fuck it,’ she says, opening cupboards now, because surely he’ll have a tin of something? Baked beans, even. They would do. She will eat them cold if she can’t find a saucepan.

But the kitchen is tiny – just a cluster of glossy black units in the corner, and in the cupboards she finds only a long neglected mix of spices, and some coffee.

In one drawer, she unearths a small plastic bag of white powder. Her heart sinks a little.

Nothing to eat.

‘Jesus Christ, Nicholas,’ she says, trying to convince herself that she’s OK.

Trying to play a role in her own life, as she so often does. As if her life was a TV show, and she was the lead. Some kind of weird disassociation. She has never really got to the bottom of it.

She imagines a camera swooping above to look down on her. From nowhere, a voiceover begins in her ear. The voice belongs to that Hollywood man, the one who does all the trailers: slightly sardonic, booming in familiar deep tones:

It was another bad day for Beth. Alone, in Nick’s flat after she propositioned him – and was turned down. But little did Beth know, that the day was about to go from bad to worse…

It’s not funny. Stupid voice.

She goes back into the bedroom and yanks her phone out from the cable, hoping it has enough charge to see her through the day. Only then does she notice that Nick has left her a note, propped up on the tiny dining table.

The voice threatens to re-emerge, ready to narrate this surreal experience for an invisible audience, but she manages to silence it this time.

She picks up the note, and as she does so three £50 notes slide out and onto the floor.

She frowns, looking down at Nick’s scrawling handwriting.

Hey Beth, just in case you need it. I’ve left a key too. Call me when you wake up. Please don’t go back to him. You deserve better. You deserve The Best. Nx

PS if you want coffee then Black Sheep Coffee is the best. By the station.

She looks back at the table and sees the spare key there. The keyring is plastic, a bright green logo on one side and the words WHARF LETS on the other.

She squeezes the key in her hand, and then she picks up the £50s and folds them neatly in half.

She will pay him back one day. She tries to swallow the feeling that she’s gone from relying on one man to relying on another. She would do the same for him, anytime, if she was in a position to do so.

She takes a quick glance behind her, at Nick’s soulless, immaculate home, and then, with one last check that she has everything she needs, she leaves.

*

In the end, she only risks a takeaway coffee from Black Sheep. There are some issues on the Jubilee Line and she doesn’t have as much time as she thought to get to the rehearsal space for the audition.

Nick is right though: the coffee is good. Strong and hot. She has only recently started drinking coffee, having never particularly cared for it. But Paulo had insisted she try it and she wanted to please him because he was hard work when he wasn’t pleased.

On the train, she sips the coffee and looks over her lines, even though she’s been practising them all morning now, and there are only four, so it’s not exactly a MENSA challenge.

When the train pulls into Southwark, she gets her phone out and looks at it properly for the first time since she plugged it in to charge. The missed calls have already come through: twenty-one from Paulo, plus a flurry of texts.

He is so predictable. She feels sick at the thought of facing him again. She will have to do so at some point, but she can’t bear it. She just wants to run away. Now she knows how Nick felt.

The audition. She has to pull herself together.

She has to get this job.

If she can only get this job, then things will get better. She just knows it.


Nick

The morning disappears, as always, in a blur of calls and meetings. He manages one cigarette – at which point he calls his landline to try and stir Beth – and a toilet break, but he’s still thinking of his research even as he puffs away frantically outside.

This is what he loves about his job. The fact it gives him no time for anything else. No time to think.

It might be unhealthy, but he’s pretty sure it’s saved his life. He’s had no time to dwell on what happened to them at university. He chose the easiest, cleanest option of all: running away, and burying himself in his work.

It’s only at 2 p.m., just before New York opens, that he takes a real breather. He usually just goes up to the canteen on the top floor and grabs something to eat back at his desk. There’s an impressive array of options, and he gets breakfast, lunch and dinner there most days.

It’s not as depressing as it sounds.

But today, he needs to get out. He has disappointed his boss, making a rookie error, and he knows his head is not with it, despite the four espressos coursing through his system.

There’s cocaine, in his drawer, if he gets desperate. But today he’s not flagging for the usual reasons.

So he takes the elevator all the way down to the vast marble lobby and he steps outside onto the street, and he looks up at the shiny skyscrapers that surround him, the wharf itself just beyond, and he takes a deep breath of that weird London air and he tries to find some calm.

He heads to Cabot Place, the screech of the DLR in his ears as he goes. He pauses briefly by the fountain, and then, he spots a face in the crowd. A woman, head down, striding purposefully towards something.

He stares.

Anna.

No, it can’t be.

He looks again, squinting to try to make her out.

Is it her? He can’t tell.

He hurries towards the woman, but she’s lost in the crowd and then sucked down into the underground station before he has the chance to catch up with her.

It winds him. Suddenly, his heart is racing and he can’t catch his breath, and he leans against the low marble wall that surrounds the fountain and closes his eyes.

Anna.

It can’t be her. Of course it can’t be. Just someone similar. Not Anna.

Anna is dead.

He hasn’t thought of her for months now. Afterwards, he used to dream about her all the time… but once he started his job, the dreams began to recede. He barely has time to dream. He averages four, maybe five hours’ sleep a night. As soon as his head hits the pillow he’s out, in a deep sleep, and then his alarm goes off at 6.30 a.m. and he’s wide awake the second his eyes open.

On the nights he can’t get to sleep, a couple of pills sort him out quickly enough.

He knows what they all say about this life. It’s unsustainable. Men like him – men who are really just overgrown boys – burn out before too long. Drink, drugs, the pressure… It all gets to you in the end. Just last week a portfolio manager jumped to his death from the twentieth floor. His wife had just left him and his position had gone south, his hedge not covering his bet as it collapsed.

The sound his body made when it hit the marble lobby was like a bomb going off.

No one outside this world would cry for a dead hedge-fund manager. But they are all like him. His colleagues. Just men wanting to make good. It’s a meritocracy, this life, and that’s why he likes it. There’s no time for heirs and graces, no time for bullshit. It’s honest, loud, and more collaborative than people understand. His colleagues feel like fellow soldiers to him, being thrown into the face of the financial markets time after time. Every day at their mercy.

But he knows it would be disingenuous to see his job as a hardship, something that he endures. The truth is different: his job is his addiction. His passion. It makes him feel alive.

He loves it.

But today. Today he is sub-par. Christ. And now he’s hallucinating that he’s seen Anna. It must be because of Beth.

Hadn’t he always known this might happen? Isn’t this exactly why he stayed away?

He pulls out his personal phone. Beth still hasn’t called him back.

‘Fuck,’ he says, hoping, praying that she hasn’t gone back to him. Paulo. What was his surname? He can’t remember. He should have been a better friend.

He scrolls down on the phone until he finds Beth’s number. And then he presses the fat green button and puts the phone to his ear.

‘Hello?’ she says, as though she doesn’t know who’s calling.

‘Hey,’ he says, feeling the tension dissipate. ‘I just… you didn’t call me…’

‘I’m sorry Nick,’ she says. ‘I can’t really talk…’

Fear lurches into his throat.

‘Oh God. Beth, no. Please don’t tell me you’ve made up with him?’

‘What?’ she says, and there’s a strange, muffled sound on the line. ‘Hang on.’

He waits until the line is clear again, and she speaks.

‘I’m sorry, I had that audition, do you remember?’

‘Oh,’ he says. He doesn’t remember. Had she mentioned it? His short-term memory is appalling these days. ‘Right, sorry.’

‘It went OK, I think. Should hear tomorrow or the next day. But while I was there, at the studios, I bumped into someone I knew in the corridor and we got chatting…’

‘Oh.’

‘Anyway, we decided to go for lunch. I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t worry you.’

He feels ridiculous. Stupid. Beth is a 23-year-old woman. Not even his girlfriend. Not even his ex-girlfriend really. Just an old friend. She doesn’t need to tell him where she’s going or who she’s with.

‘No,’ he says, grateful that she can’t see his cheeks, which will have inevitably flushed with embarrassment. ‘Not at all. It’s been mental this morning at work and I just…’

It’s mental every day.

‘I just hadn’t heard from you and wanted to check that last night, you know… how are you feeling?’

‘Fine, honest. Relieved. Thank you for everything last night. Anyway, I’d better… I’d better head back into the restaurant. If that’s OK. I left him…’

‘Him?’

‘Vaughan, a director I once worked with. The one I told you I just bumped—’

‘Oh right, yes.’

Vaughan. What kind of name was that?

‘But listen, I was going to try to call you later, even though I know you’re impossible to get hold of at your busy and important job… I know you mentioned you were out tonight with…’ There’s a tiny pause, as though she feels the same way about Celine as he already does about this Vaughan. ‘The photographer, but tomorrow night, are you free? It’s Friday.’

‘Yeah, I know.’

‘Well if you are free and you fancy it, I thought I could cook for us. It’s a shame you having a kitchen that never gets used. What do you think?’

‘That sounds great,’ he says. ‘I’ll try to make it back for 8 p.m.’

‘Brilliant,’ she says, sounding cheerful. ‘And listen, Nick, thank you… I’ve got a really good feeling about this job. I know it’s only an advert but… hopefully if I get it I can start to get back on my feet.’

Something about the way she is speaking reminds him of his mother, and it makes him feel sad.

‘It’s nothing. And dinner… dinner would be great.’

‘Wonderful,’ she says, and they are back on an even keel, the humiliation of last night forgotten. ‘See you then.’


Beth

Nick had asked her to call him and she hadn’t. Not because she wanted to ignore his instructions, but because… it was complicated.

Because she was humiliated after last night.

Because she hated the thought of phoning him at work because he had a real job and she was terrified she might interrupt him.

And because… because… she was ashamed that she had to rely on him.

‘Sorry about that,’ she says to Vaughan as she takes her seat again opposite him.

They are in Ping Pong, a dim sum restaurant just off Dean Street. She has never been here before. She was always too skint to go out with Paulo. They never went anywhere.

She feels the weight of Nick’s £50 notes in her purse.

‘It’s fine,’ Vaughan says, topping up her wine. She shouldn’t be drinking at lunchtime, but sod it. It’s been a horrible week, and she’s feeling positive about the audition. It’s such a relief to be feeling positive again. ‘Boyfriend?’

Her cheek twitches. ‘Oh no, no, my…’ What can she call him? ‘Flatmate. Well, he’s not exactly… I’m between places at the moment so I’m just crashing with him. He’s an old university friend. But he dropped out during our first term and I haven’t seen him for a while…’

She trails off. Now is not the time for that story.

Vaughan nods. He has silvery eyes that catch the light as he looks at her. She can’t work out how old he is. Mid 30s? Early 40s? He makes her nervous. He did when he was directing her in the small Shakespeare company she joined right after she graduated, and he still does now.

He is more handsome that she remembers. Or perhaps her tastes have matured.

‘I just broke up with someone actually,’ she says.

‘Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.’

‘Thanks, he…’ She pauses, considers it. Should she tell him this? ‘It didn’t work out.’

He gives a sympathetic nod.

‘Never mind,’ she says, feeling stupid for bringing it up. ‘How are things with you? Are you seeing anyone?’

It feels a bit inappropriate to ask, and she regrets it the second she’s said it. But then again, he’s not her director any longer. They are two peers, working in the same industry, having lunch. He shakes his head.

‘Not right now,’ he says, but he doesn’t volunteer any more information.

She’s sure he was married when they did A Midsummer Night’s Dream together. She thinks he might even have had a child – or multiple children? She can’t remember. He’s not wearing a ring.

They move on to safer topics over dumplings and sticky rice: she tells him about her job working as a singing waitress, even though she’s not the greatest singer – a friend got me the job and it’s honestly really good money and the nice thing is that, all the events we do, people are happy so it kind of, well, it makes me happy – and he tells her that he’s started to write, that he’s working on a TV show that’s been commissioned by Channel 4.

‘That’s amazing,’ she says, impressed.

‘It’s pretty exciting. We’ve got a decent budget and I’m working with some really talented people. I mean, it’s scary as fuck to be putting out my own writing but you have to challenge yourself in this business, right? No one is going to hand you work on a plate. You really have to get out there and fight for it.’

He’s right. She likes his energy, his positivity. She thinks of how different he is from Paulo, who did sit around expecting someone to recognise his genius and hand him work on a plate.

Paulo had one significant television role in his early 20s that should have been his launchpad, but for some reason wasn’t. There is rarely any rhyme or reason to these things, and since then it’s as though he believes the world owes him a career.

She remembers what they used to say at drama school, the way they prepared you for failure. ‘It’s an impossible industry,’ her tutors would say. ‘Ninety-nine per cent of you will never earn a living from it. Prepare to fail. Be pleasantly surprised if you manage to get any paid work at all.’

They were right, of course. But sitting here, with Vaughan and his positivity, she feels the exact opposite. She feels as though the possibilities are limitless. She can make it as an actress. She will do. She will be part of the one per cent of people who actually make a living out of this ridiculous job. Why shouldn’t she be one of them? She knows she has the talent, and she can make her own luck.

A strange certainty washes over her. Almost a premonition: she will achieve her dreams. She just needs to surround herself with the right people, positive people. People who believe magic can happen.

‘Thank you for today,’ she says, as they leave the restaurant. Vaughan insisted on paying for her meal, and she tries not to feel too uncomfortable about it, or the fact that Nick’s £50 notes are burning a hole in her purse. ‘It’s… It was really good to see you.’

She wants to be independent. She makes a vow to herself, then and there, to repay them both.

They walk to Leicester Square tube and just outside the entrance, he leans down and kisses her on the cheek.

‘It was really good to see you too,’ Vaughan says, and she feels a strange sensation at the pit of her stomach. One that she wasn’t expecting. The beginning of some kind of connection.

She watches as he strides off in the direction of Trafalgar Square. He lives south of the river, he told her, because it’s cheaper. Somewhere called Crystal Palace that she has only vaguely heard of.

‘It’s up and coming,’ he’d said, when he told her about it. ‘Honestly. They’ve just opened a fourth coffee shop on the high street, so things are going in the right direction, right?’

She sits on the Northern Line train going north to High Barnet, rather than south to Canary Wharf, and she thinks of Paulo. The mess she has run away from, like a child.

He’s given up calling her, has taken to leaving great long text messages of regret instead. She wishes she could make the whole situation just disappear.

Tears emerge, and she sniffs them away. It’s been too much, this week. The breakup with Paulo, then the… whatever it was with Nick and then finally the audition and seeing Vaughan.

Her head is a wreck.

She emerges from the station and walks towards the flat. Thankfully, she has her key with her. She has no idea what reception awaits her. What mood he will be in.

She smiles as one of the ladies who works in the Tesco Metro walks past. And then, she looks at the chipped door, the dirty brass numbers in its centre, and she puts the key in and pushes it open.

He hasn’t been down to collect the post.

‘Paulo?’ she calls, her heart pounding. They haven’t lived here long. It doesn’t feel like home. She won’t miss it.

‘In here.’

He’s sitting in the living room, smoking a joint. She closes her eyes in frustration. But it’s a good thing really. When he’s stoned he’s more acquiescent.

‘We need to talk,’ she says, starting to clear up the coffee cups and plates that litter the table in front of him. She stacks them at the side of the sink in the corner of the room.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says, miserably. ‘I’m glad you’ve come back.’

It’s almost worse in a way, seeing him like this. There’s a greasy sheen to his forehead and his eyes are sunken and dull.

It’s hard to believe he is the same man she fell so hard for when they met. He was so charismatic, with his scruffy curly hair, perfect stubble and habit of over-gesturing. Everyone loved Paulo. He was the best company too.

She hates to admit it, but one of the reasons she fell for him was because he reminded her, in a tiny way, of Nick.

But he’s nothing like Nick. When bad things happen to Nick, he doesn’t sit around and wallow. He makes a change, even if that change means leaving.

And she’s going to do the same. She straightens up.

‘We’re going to have to discuss what we do about the flat.’

It surprises her how strong she feels. Maybe seeing Nick has been good for her. A reminder that she can take control of her life, and make things better.

‘What?’

‘Maybe you can get a lodger in,’ she says. Thank God the rental agreement is in his name. She can walk away with impunity.

‘I thought… What are you saying?’

‘I’m saying that I don’t want to do this anymore.’

‘Shit Beth, I…’

She doesn’t want him to cry. She can’t bear it. She doesn’t want to stay in this flat one second longer than necessary.

‘You smashed the remote control,’ she says, trying to hold her nerve. ‘You were so out of it you probably don’t even remember. But I do. And I don’t want to live like this… I don’t have a choice. I’m sorry Paulo. It’s over.’

Why is she apologising? For fuck’s sake.

He shakes his head. She sees a flash of his nasty side in his eyes, can see he’s on the brink of saying something horrible.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says, eventually. It’s almost a mumble. Then he gives a shrug.

So am I, she thinks. For staying here for so long and putting up with you. For believing you to be more than you are.

At least he’s not trying to change her mind. She goes into the stuffy bedroom and fills her large suitcase with the last of her things. In a way, his response seems to confirm what she’s been feeling all along: that she’s worthless. Dispensable.

She thinks about last night, with Nick. The way he pulled away from her. Even though she could sense the intense longing that came from him too.

She thinks of Nick with Celine. Having sex. Enjoying life. Something she finds it difficult to do.

But it doesn’t matter. She has her work. She will make her life matter.

She leaves the keys on the worktop in the kitchen. Paulo doesn’t even stand up.

‘Go then, if you’re going to,’ he says, staring at the television. ‘But I won’t forget this. I won’t forget you kicking me when I was down.’

She takes a deep breath, a wail of frustration rising. But before it’s released, she spins on her heel and hurries to the stairs, thumping her suitcase down each step and closing the grotty door behind her.

Feeling freer than she’s felt in months.


Nick

‘That was delicious,’ he says, pushing his plate away. ‘Thanks Beth. I can’t remember the last time someone cooked for me. Someone I wasn’t paying to do so, that is.’

She smiles. He met her after work earlier and they’ve spent the whole time since talking and laughing. It feels so natural to be with her. Comfortable. He can’t remember the last time he felt this relaxed.

‘Pleasure. Had you ever actually used that frying pan? I mean, it’s a really, really good one.’

‘I don’t know,’ he says, trying to remember. ‘Probably not. I’m not even sure where it came from.’

‘Yeah, well, it’s a waste,’ she says, grinning.

‘OK, I get the message. I’ll try to fit learning to cook into my seventy-hour working week. I’ll just give up sleep for a bit shall I?’

She rolls her eyes at him and he leans back in his chair. For some reason, he likes the way she teases him. It reminds him of the kind of chat he used to have with his handful of childhood friends: familial, good-hearted.

Has he ever even sat at this dining table to eat dinner? All the furniture came with the apartment – it was part of a package. His landlord is a Hong Kong property company and they own most of the flats in the building, so they are all furnished exactly the same way, all rented by people like him who work in the Wharf.

It makes him feel sub-human sometimes. Like he’s part of a robot army that scuttles back to their identical recharging bays every night.

He would never choose this dining table. It’s black, high-gloss, some kind of ebonised wood, with a reflective surface that shows every finger smudge. But until today, he’s never given it a second’s thought.

What kind of dining table would he choose? He has no idea.

He doesn’t give a shit about dining tables.

‘You didn’t cook much at uni either, did you?’ Beth says.

She glances at him, a quick, narrow glance that he recognises as being her way of checking that it’s OK to discuss that time.

He supposes they can’t avoid the subject forever.

‘I guess I just don’t have the culinary gene.’

When he was growing up, his mum made a real effort to feed him. It was her way of showing love and she was a decent cook, but everything was so chaotic that often things wouldn’t be ready at the same time, so he’d end up eating her meals in separate courses: vegetables first, then a little break before she’d serve up the meat, the gravy inevitably following later in a mug.

He doesn’t want to think about his mother. Whenever he does, the guilt that he’s not still living with her is right there, ready to admonish him. He visits at least once a month, calls regularly. But it’s not the same, and he knows it.

Beth is staring at him now.

‘You’ve changed a lot,’ she says, quietly.

He holds her stare. ‘So have you.’

She picks up her wine glass and takes a sip, as though she’s considering him. He feels an apology emerge, making its way to his tongue, but he doesn’t let it out. What would be the point? An apology now would be meaningless. He never meant to hurt her; he just didn’t have a choice.

‘It’s the fifth anniversary today. Do you think about it much?’ she says, her voice sticking in her throat slightly.

He feels his muscles stiffen but he doesn’t respond.

‘I had to walk past the building every week when I had a particular lecture,’ she says, leaning away from him now. ‘There was no other way to get there.’

He can read the subtext in her comment: she had to confront what happened all the time, while he got to hide away.

Why is she bringing this up? She’s ruining what was a lovely evening.

He pushes his chair back, standing abruptly. He doesn’t want to talk about the fire. He doesn’t want to talk about anything to do with that time.

‘Have you never been back?’ she asks. ‘Not once?’

He shakes his head.

‘I don’t know. I guess I just prefer to look forward.’

‘Hmm.’

He’s not sure what that noise means.

‘Do you ever hear from Rosa?’ Beth asks. He looks up again but she’s still staring at her lap.

He pulls at the collar of his shirt.

‘Oh,’ he says. ‘Occasionally.’

Beth’s head snaps up.

‘Really?’ she asks. ‘I never hear from her. She completely cut me off afterwards.’

‘Well, it’s not like we’re meeting for coffee every week. Just the odd text from time to time. She moved down to London after she graduated. I think she works in HR for a supermarket.’

‘I can’t believe you’re still in touch. I used to see her around campus and she’d practically run in the other direction.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Nick says. ‘I guess that was her way of dealing with it.’

‘She blames me,’ Beth says. Her voice is full of pain. ‘She blames me for coming between you and Anna.’

He sits up in his chair.

‘No, Beth,’ he says. ‘I don’t think she even knew…’

‘I think she saw us together. In the union, afterwards.’ She clears her throat. ‘It’s OK. I get it. I would be the same. I guess from her point of view it’s my fault that Anna is dead.’

He closes his eyes. He knew this would happen: he knew that the second he and Beth truly reconnected all the agony would come to the surface again.

He thinks of Celine, his job, the busy, distracted state he’s been in for the past two years.

It’s been like living in a soundproof booth, where all his senses are dulled. All his senses are dulled, which means nothing can hurt him. But it also means he feels only half-alive most of the time.

Get rid of the lows, and you get rid of the highs too. Still, it’s preferable to the dark place he found himself in after the fire.

‘Pudding?’ he says, hoping to change the subject. ‘I have a tub of ice cream in the freezer?’

Her eyes spark.

‘What flavour?’

‘Cookie dough.’

‘Well, it’s not my favourite but I guess it will just have to do.’ Her eyes are twinkling again, and he’s glad of it.

‘Yes, your majesty.’

He grins at her as he hands her a bowl. She’s finished her glass of wine and is pouring another. The tension has dissipated. He feels himself relaxing again.

‘So,’ Beth says. ‘I have some news.’

‘Go on.’

‘I got the job. The yoghurt ad.’

‘That’s fantastic, Beth.’

‘Thanks. It films next week, so I’ll be out of your way for three days. It’s in Manchester. They’re going to put me up and everything.’

‘You’re not in my way. But I’m happy for you.’

‘Thank you,’ she says, tucking her hair behind her ear. The longer length suits her, emphasises her heart-shaped face. ‘It’s a relief. It’s going to be syndicated abroad too, so the fee is very good. Once they pay me, I should have enough for a deposit on a flat share…’

He swallows. She seems to be in a great hurry to leave, but he doesn’t want her to. But that’s not fair, is it? She’s not a pet. He can’t keep her here indefinitely, mess up her life by not being with her but by also making sure no one else can be with her either.

‘Well, there’s no rush,’ he says. ‘You know that.’

She blinks at him. For some reason, he wants to cry. He swallows the lump that’s formed in his throat, takes another spoon of ice cream.

Having Beth here has brought the highs back to his life.

But he knows that if he lets her stay, the lows will be just round the corner, waiting for him to finally deal with them.


Beth

The next day he prods her awake and tells her it’s time to walk across Greenwich Park.

‘But it’s freezing out there,’ she moans, walking over to the winter garden and staring out at the cloudless sky. The window is damp with condensation and when she presses her hands against the glass, it feels like a sheet of ice. ‘Can’t we stay inside and watch TV? Or play Scrabble?’

‘Absolutely not. For one thing, I don’t own Scrabble. And for another, you’d definitely beat me. Consider it in lieu of rent – you must endure a two-hour walk with me once a week. No negotiation. Put this on. We’ll get a coffee on the way.’

He hands her one of his scarves and as they stand side by side in the lift, on impulse she reaches up and yanks his beanie down so that it covers his whole face.

‘Very mature,’ he laughs, taking it off and throwing it at her. They are still giggling like children when the lift door opens unexpectedly on the eighth floor, letting in a sober-faced man in a suit.

Outside, despite the chill on her face, she appreciates the fresh air. She’s never been to this part of London before, and she’s surprised how expansive it feels.

‘I love it here,’ Nick says as they march up the steep hill. ‘I try to come every week. Even just for an hour. Even when it’s freezing cold. It’s like a shot of adrenaline or something.’ He pauses. ‘Better than any drug, anyway.’

She reaches out without thinking and grabs his hand. He looks back at her in surprise but squeezes it gently, and they continue to climb, hand-in-hand, until they reach The Royal Observatory.

She’s ashamed at how out of breath she is when they stand together, among the tourists taking photographs at the top.

‘The best view in London,’ Nick says, and she can’t disagree. It feels as though the whole city is stretched out before them. She thinks of her cramped, crowded corner of High Barnet. It’s hard to reconcile the hemmed-in feel of her old haunts with the greenery and vast blue sky she sees before her. ‘Would you look at it? I just can’t stop thinking of all the people it contains. All their stories. Wondering what they’re doing, thinking, eating, discussing…’

Clustered in the centre of the view is London’s Docklands, looking like modern-day castles of capitalism – tall, shiny buildings huddled together, both flaunting and protecting their occupants.

She wonders which tower Nick works in, thinks how little the thought of it suits him. He doesn’t like feeling trapped, enclosed. Why does he do that job? It doesn’t make sense.

‘It’s so different from anywhere else in London,’ she says, even though it’s a stupidly obvious thing to say. ‘And it has such a different feel. I wouldn’t even have thought London could be like this.’

‘It’s magic. And don’t you think the air is so much fresher up here? The best thing about it is the way the view changes with the seasons.’

She smiles. Nick seems to have unwound, somehow, and she can sense hints of the boy she remembers, from those few short weeks at university before the fire.

‘Come on,’ he continues. ‘Let me show you my favourite bench.’

‘You have a favourite bench?’

‘Of course,’ he replies. ‘One must always have a favourite bench in one’s favourite park.’

She thinks, briefly, of that other bench. The one she was sitting on when she found out about her grandad. Has he forgotten? She doubts it. Somehow she knows that, like her, he will never forget these things. They have a weight that will press down on them both for the rest of their lives.

He takes her hand and she allows him to lead her away from the Observatory.

‘There’s a local campaign running to encourage biodiversity,’ he says, sounding more like the old Nick than he has since she came to stay with him. ‘Grassroots – if you’ll excuse the pun. Basically since the 1960s the people who manage the park have been mowing the lawns and fertilising them to make all the grass green and perfect like a bloody bowling lawn. It’s not a good thing.’

‘Isn’t it?’

‘No, this area was originally heathland. The soil was acidic, which was good for all kinds of different species. Since they’ve been manicuring the hell out of the place, tons of different insects and birds have suffered. So there’s a group of people working to change things.’

His cheeks are red. She can’t tell if it’s with enthusiasm or the cold.

‘And are you one of them, Mr Parker?’ she asks, slightly teasingly.

He stops short, looks at her. And then he shakes his head.

‘I keep up with everything they’re doing. But with work being so crazy…’

He drops her hand. She’s made him sad again, she’s punctured his enthusiasm with her stupidity, and she’s annoyed with herself. Of course he doesn’t have time to volunteer. He barely has time to sleep.

‘I love that you know about this stuff,’ she says. ‘I wouldn’t… I mean, I miss so much of what’s going on around me. I’m constantly stressing about work, rushing from place to place. What with my two part-time jobs – one as a singing waitress, the other as an actual waitress – sometimes it feels as though I don’t see daylight for days…’

She swallows, guilt pricking. She’s called in sick at the restaurant for the past few days.

‘But what you’re trying to do…’ he says, gazing into her eyes, ‘I really admire it. I think you’re incredible. To be following your heart. Doing something you’re truly passionate about, when you have so many easier options available to you.’

She thinks of the sacrifices, the fact that she stayed with Paulo because it was the only way she could keep her head above water while she pursued this ridiculous fantasy of becoming a successful actress.

‘It’s an obsession,’ she says. ‘A coping mechanism. I don’t know. I don’t think it’s healthy, not really. But then again, I don’t feel as though I have a choice. And in a way, that makes it all so much easier. To resign yourself to it. A lot of stress comes from indecision, don’t you think?’

He looks past her shoulder, as though weighing up what she’s said. Then he looks back at her.

‘It takes so much courage, Beth. I couldn’t do it. But then again, you always were braver than me.’

She knows then that his thoughts, like hers, have circled back to the fire, to the way they both handled it.

‘I wasn’t brave,’ she says, softly. ‘I was…’

What was she? She’s not sure. Determined? Single-minded? In denial?

‘I don’t know,’ she says eventually. ‘But I wasn’t brave. It wasn’t a choice.’

She wonders if he’s thinking of what she did. The fact she tried to stop him from helping. His desire to help was true bravery – or stupidity. Both.

‘Five years... I missed you, Nick,’ she says. ‘I missed you every day after you left.’

He looks down. She feels a pang of guilt. She didn’t mean to chastise him. It wasn’t his fault he found it difficult to stay.

‘Well, I’m here now,’ he says. He swallows. ‘I’ll always be here for you, Beth. Always.’


Nick

Seven years after

It’s Saturday, and that means he has to go and visit his mother.

He’s left it too long this time, and he feels ashamed. But it’s getting harder and harder to psych himself up to go.

He misses her, but it’s been so easy – a salvation of sorts – to lose himself in his new relationship and pretend that she almost… doesn’t exist.

‘Don’t go,’ Maggie says, as he shifts beside her in the bed, about to get up. ‘Stay here with me and let’s have sex all day.’

He turns back, kisses her hard on the mouth.

‘You have no idea how tempting that is,’ he says. ‘But no can do, I’m afraid.’

She sniffs.

‘Is it bad that I’m jealous of your mother?’ Maggie says, sitting up in bed and stretching her back. ‘Does that make me really fucked up?’

He looks at her. She’s smiling, relaxed, pushing the boundaries with her humour as always, but he finds himself swallowing a lump in his throat anyway.

‘You really don’t have anything to be jealous of,’ he says.

‘I’m jealous of everything that takes you away from me,’ she says, blinking. She stares straight into his eyes and he feels the familiar desire surge. Inconveniently. ‘I’m obsessed with you. I want to be with you all the time, Puppy.’

‘I want to be with you all the time too,’ he says.

It sounds lame when he says it. Cheesy. But he means it. Maggie, his girlfriend of two months. He’s addicted to her. They are addicted to each other. Is it just a chemical thing? He can’t be sure.

He doesn’t want to think about the fact that addictions are rarely healthy.

‘I know, I know,’ Maggie says, standing up herself. She joins her hands in a circle above her head and stretches sideways. ‘And Lottie is always saying it’s a good sign that you look after your mum. She thinks it says a lot about your character. Makes you future father material, apparently.’

He doesn’t know what to say to that.

‘I’ll be back in time for dinner,’ he says. ‘I promise.’

‘You better be,’ she says, and she kisses him again.

His eyes fall on the clock by the bed. Nearly 11 a.m. already. Shit. He’s going to be so late.

To add to his troubles, today there’s engineering works on the railway and so he has to get off at Surbiton and catch a replacement coach, which takes more than an hour. He could have got a taxi. He forgets sometimes that even though he’s only a junior analyst, he’s still earning silly money. He can afford things like taxis.

But his mindset is still stuck in his childhood, when every penny had to be counted.

Eventually the coach pulls in at Woking station and he clambers off, sweaty and annoyed. He’s more than two hours later than he promised to be.

He has his mum’s favourite chocolates tucked under one arm. Black Magic. It’s getting tricky to find them these days, but they’re the only ones she likes. Last time, he brought her some ridiculously expensive artisan truffles from a pop-up shop by the tube and she told him they tasted of soil.

She liked the box they came in though.

He takes a deep breath as he reaches the corner of the small cul-de-sac. The houses are arranged in a horseshoe, and in the middle, standing out as it always has, is his mum’s. Or what little you can see of it underneath the foliage that now grows so high it almost completely conceals the building.

He takes a deep breath and pushes his way through the weeds. On the front step is a pile of soggy boxes, damp from earlier rainfall. A child’s bike – pink, with streamers and one missing wheel – lies on its side, half-buried in a bush.

The pane of glass in the front door is cracked, mended with gaffer tape.

That’s new, and it worries him.

He rings the doorbell, trying not to look through the front window.

Eventually, the door opens, and there she is. Looking the same as he always remembers but perhaps a touch thinner. Her hair is still a cropped grey carpet against her head, glasses on a chain around her neck.

‘Hi, Mum,’ he says, and he feels the complicated mix of emotions bubble away inside him.

She leans forward and hugs him tight.

‘Hello, Nicky,’ she says. She’s beaming at him. ‘Come in! It’s so good to see you.’

She shuffles backwards to let him in. It’s worse than last time.

He swallows. He can hardly bear to look inside the house, which is so gloomy and dark compared to the bright light of the outdoors.

‘Just be careful here,’ she says, as she squeezes through the incredibly narrow gap – the only slither of floor space that remains.

So. Much. Stuff.

Piles of it.

‘I was just having a little tidy before you got here…’ his mum begins, her voice faltering. In her hands she’s clutching an ancient recipe book, a knitting needle and a Barbie doll, naked from the waist down.

‘Mum,’ he says. ‘This is worse than before.’

‘Alright, alright, don’t get at me. Not when you’ve just got here.’ She squeezes her eyes shut and bats at the air in front of him.

He feels a headache threatening. He shouldn’t have left her so long. This is what always happens when he leaves her for too long.

‘Don’t get at me, Nick,’ she says, again, blinking repeatedly. ‘It’s not kind.’

He puts an arm around her shoulders, looking around. Wonders how much he can persuade her to deal with today. He was meant to be taking her out to lunch – Pizza Express in the town, her favourite. But thanks to the replacement coach it’s nearly 2 p.m.

‘Have you eaten anything today?’ he asks, looking down at her.

‘I was just about to have some lunch. There’s some beans on the stove.’ She gestures vaguely in the direction of the kitchen at the back.

‘Christ,’ he mutters, squeezing past the mounds of crap that line both sides of the hall. The kitchen is slightly clearer – at least he can see some of the floor in here, but the sink is piled high with dirty dishes and there’s no work surface space to speak of.

The hob is filthy, a pan bubbling furiously on the back ring.

‘Mum,’ he says, lifting off the beans. They have boiled over, the sauce separating and puckering before his eyes.

‘It’s because you rang the doorbell,’ she shrieks. ‘You distracted me!’

She turns away then, head down.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says, pulling her towards him. ‘Sorry, Mum.’

‘You were late,’ she sniffs into his shoulder. ‘I thought perhaps you’d forgotten to come. And I was getting hungry…’

‘The trains were buggered. I did text you… and I tried to call the landline but you didn’t pick up.’

‘I don’t know where the handset’s gone,’ she says, as though it has legs and decided to walk off. She pulls away and looks around.

‘Where did you last have it?’

She shrugs.

He takes his record bag off his shoulder and sets it down on top of an old pizza box, which itself is piled atop a plastic storage container on the little wooden stool he remembers from his childhood. Inside is what he usually brings: rubber gloves, bin liners, wipes. He’ll do the best he can, as usual. But it’s not enough.

What he really wants to do is spend a week down here, with a skip, and get it sorted once and for all. Properly.

But he knows it would be futile. It might help, for a few weeks, but she would soon fill the place back up again.

He rips a bin liner off the roll, shakes it out and tips the burnt baked beans into it.

‘Right,’ he says. ‘Let’s just do a little bit in here shall we, Mum? Before we go out. Just to make it safe.’

She bites her lip, but gives a short nod. He picks up a plate that’s sitting on top of the grill and tips mouldy crusts of bread into the bin liner too.

‘I was going to do that… I was just going to get around to it…’

‘Mum,’ he says. ‘It’s fine. We’ll just do what you’re comfortable with, OK? Let me know if I’m going too fast for you.’

It takes all of his patience, but patience is something he has developed a lot of over the years. He knows not to rush her, not to push her too hard.

He picks up a lampshade that’s resting inside a cardboard box.

‘This is broken,’ he says, showing her where the fabric is torn. It also stinks of smoke.

‘Yes but it can be mended, the frame is still good.’

‘Mum, it’s huge and it wouldn’t fit anywhere in the house. Don’t you have lampshades on every lamp anyway?’

‘Yes but I liked that because the frame is black not white… I only found that the other day. Someone had left it on the pavement. I was really pleased with it.’

He sighs, sets it down behind him.

‘The box can go then,’ he says, picking it up. ‘It’s stained inside.’

‘Oh, OK, if you think… it’s just a useful size, that’s all. You don’t often see them that size do you?’

They continue in this vein until he becomes slightly firmer with her. He knows now how to wear her down, and it’s horrible, manipulative even, but he reminds himself that it comes from a place of love.

Eventually they find an old MiniDisc stereo system underneath a pile of carrier bags, which he recognises as his.

‘This is mine,’ he says, yanking it free from the position it has clearly occupied for weeks. A cloud of dust follows.

‘Is it?’

‘Yes, and I don’t want it anymore. It doesn’t work.’

‘Oh but… perhaps we can take it apart? Keep some of it for spares.’

And so they continue. Under one pile, Nick unearths a photograph.

‘Oh,’ he says, staring at it.

It’s of him, in his room on the first day he arrived at the Cecil Broad Building, grinning from ear to ear.

‘That’s a lovely one of you,’ Jayne says. ‘One of my favourites.’

He shoves it into the bin liner.

‘What are you doing?’ she squeals, rummaging around to retrieve it.

‘It’s backlit,’ he says, shortly. ‘I’m in shadow.’

‘What are you talking about? No you’re not! I remember that day… You were so excited…’

She pulls it from the bag triumphantly.

‘I should get a frame for it. Now, hang about, I saw one just yesterday that would be perfect. Where was it? Somewhere upstairs…’

She wanders off. He briefly considers arguing with her but decides it’s better to use the time she’s distracted to throw things into the bag without letting her see.

‘That’s a bit better,’ Nick says, an hour later, when there’s a clearer path through the kitchen to the back door. But it’s a hollow achievement.

He has told her time and time again how dangerous it is to keep piles of newspapers and letters and… God knows what… in the kitchen, stacked up so close to the open flame of the hob.

It makes him furious, given what he went through. But she’s too fragile for him to use it against her.

‘Could you please promise me you’ll try to keep the kitchen clear? It’s just for your safety, Mum. I worry about you so much, you know.’

She nods like a penitent child.

‘How’s the bathroom at the moment?’

She looks up at him and gives another little shrug, as though she knows there’s nothing she can say.

He puts his arm around her, his eyes trying not to see the piles upon piles of newspapers that fill the living and dining rooms, and then he kisses the top of her head.

He is a bad son. He should have stayed here, taken care of her. Not moved away to London and his life of debauchery. But his sanity – already so fragile, already hanging on by a thread – depends on him being able to escape from this most of the time. From being able to put it in a box and pretend it doesn’t exist.

‘Pizza Express?’ he says. ‘I think we’ve earned it.’


Beth

Today is possibly one of the most important days of her life.

Her publicist is coming to collect her from her flat in Queen’s Park. It’s the first time she’s had to do an event like this – a Sunday afternoon screening at the BFI, with journalists in attendance – not just bloggers or theatre fans.

She’s so nervous she couldn’t eat this morning.

And now her tummy is rumbling, as she stares in the mirror. She’s gone for an androgynous look – a tailored suit with a black bow tie and bright red heels.

None of it feels like ‘her’ but Vaughan said she looked amazing when she tried it on last week. The costume designer on the show had recommended a stylist, who’d then managed to get an up-and-coming designer to loan her the suit for free. She would have felt much more comfortable in one of her own dresses but she knew this was The Way Things Were Done, and she didn’t want to let anyone down.

She had planned on doing her own make-up but the publicity company were horrified by this suggestion and they booked someone – a lovely young graduate named Libby – to come and completely change the way her face looked and curl her hair in a way that she has never managed to do herself.

As she stands on the doormat, waiting for the publicist to arrive, she thinks, I am on the edge of something here. A precipice. I’ve been climbing and climbing and now it’s time for me to fall. Into the success I so longed for.

But why does it feel like falling? Shouldn’t it feel like flying?

It’s alien, this success. For so long all she has had was failure. But all it took was a chance audition, her having the right face for the part, and now, suddenly, she’s the star of an indie film that – against all the odds – has been nominated for multiple awards and won a few already, and been picked up by a major distributor, and she’s off to the BFI because suddenly, after months of stretched budgets there’s money on the table and there’s a publicist working full-time on promoting the film and people are excited.

Proof that all success was thanks to luck and timing. With some persistence thrown in.

Better than all of that though, she now has Vaughan.

They’ve been dating for more than a year. He is nineteen years older than her, but he’s her biggest cheerleader and she adores him. Sometimes, unhealthily so.

She hears the taxi pull up outside and swallows the last of her nerves. There’s no time to be nervous now. Her publicist – Jemima – is American, with more energy than a puppy.

She pulls the door closed behind her and gives a daft wave at the taxi that she regrets immediately, before climbing in the back.

‘Oh my God you look freaking fabulous!’ Jemima says, flapping her hands and kissing Beth on both cheeks. ‘Very Angelina Jolie. Are you excited? I’m excited.’

Beth gives a very tight nod, feeling even more British and uptight than normal, and tries to smile.

‘Don’t be nervous,’ Jemima says, squeezing her hand. ‘It’ll be fine.’

‘Thanks. I am a bit nervous though. First time in front of real press.’

She feels the heat rise across her chest. But she knows, somehow, that she will be fine once she’s on stage talking about the film.

Oh, the film! She loves it as though it were her own child.

Shooting that film was akin to a religious experience – easily the best time of her life. A time she will never, ever forget.

Jemima is chatting away about last night and how she was up too late and she’s had a mad week, and her mother back home in Houston has just come down with something really nasty and she feels bad that she can’t get back to see her; that’s the shitty thing about living in a different country, the guilt at being far from family… and all the while Beth is trying to feel what she thinks she should be feeling: excitement, pride. Euphoria even.

And yet… she can’t seem to grasp them. They elude her. She feels, instead, surreal. Disconnected.

She is the star of the biggest British indie film of the year and yet, and yet…

Last night she found herself looking up Rosa on Facebook. It made no sense, other than the fact that the anniversary is coming around again. It’s hard to believe it was seven years ago. But when she found Rosa’s page, she noticed that the friend request she sent her years ago was still hanging there, waiting to be accepted.

They were never friends. It felt as though Rosa wanted to make very certain that Beth knew it.

As the taxi hurtles through Farringdon she glimpses a Mexican restaurant that she recognises and then she remembers where from: dinner a couple of years ago with Nick, back when she was still crashing at his flat, and he’d been out for a drink with colleagues and she’d had a job around the corner.

She hasn’t seen him for months now. Maybe six? Ever since she shot the film and it started to gain traction her life has been a blur of late-night discussions with Vaughan and sex that she enjoys more than she expected to and reading and rehearsing and photoshoots and realising for the first time in her life that she has options: things she can do, things she can choose.

But having choices makes things more complicated.

She has a new agent, a big, flashy agent who says things like ‘we’ll be able to get you six figures for this’ without joking and it’s all so surreal, and it’s all happened so quickly that at times she feels ambushed.

But that makes her feel ungrateful. She’s still in touch with lots of her friends from drama school, and they are just as good as her and they are all still struggling. So how dare she complain that this success is terrifying, lonely, alienating?

How dare she complain about any of it?

The taxi turns towards Waterloo Bridge and Jemima’s phone rings. While she’s distracted, Beth takes her own phone out of her bag, and she looks down at it and before she knows what’s happening, her fingers are typing out a message to Nick.

Hey, how are you? Long time no… whatever. I’m off to do a massive press thing at the BFI and I’m really nervous!

She pauses. Her diamond shoes are too tight. It’s Nick but even so. She wanted this, right? So why is she complaining?

She deletes that sentence.

Hey, how are you? Long time no… whatever. Shall we try to grab some dinner soon? I’ve got a bit of downtime coming up. I would love to see you. Beth x

They have drifted apart over the past year, but as she scrolls up she can see that she has made attempts to reach out to him, to arrange coffee or dinner, but he’s only replied a handful of times, and then when she’s responded to him, he’s ignored her.

Jemima hangs up her phone. Her face is bright with elation.

‘That was my mom,’ she says, breathlessly. ‘They’ve let her out of the hospital. Hopefully she’s on the mend.’

‘That’s brilliant. That’s the best news,’ Beth says, and it feels like the most authentic interaction she has had for weeks. Jemima smiles at her, then she touches the corners of her eyes with her fingertips.

‘Oh gawd, I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘This is really unprofessional. It’s just… a relief, you know.’

‘Don’t be sorry,’ Beth says, squeezing her arm. ‘I’m not surprised you’re emotional. It must be a huge weight off your mind. You must have been so worried about her.’

‘No but… you’re my client and this is…’

‘Please,’ Beth says, almost desperate now.

She remembers the time she overheard Jemima talking about her and some of the other actors from the film, the way she referred to them collectively as the ‘talent’, as though they were livestock, commodities, and not people.

Jemima tosses her head, her shiny blonde bob swinging from side-to-side, and then she composes herself.

‘Right, we’re nearly there. How’s Vaughan doing? He must be so proud of you. And it’s so great that his TV show has been recommissioned as well…’

Beth spies the twinkle in Jemima’s eye and realises how she sees them: the golden couple. Him, the successful director and writer; her the beautiful star.

Ugh.

‘He’s good,’ she says, which is an honest answer. Vaughan takes everything in his stride. He’s a rare beast – someone who seems to have it all: talent, confidence, humility and drive. ‘He’s excited about it but already focusing on his next project, you know, he’s always looking forward.’

‘He’s a genius,’ Jemima says, sucking her teeth. ‘I mean, you both are…’

They reach the BFI and make their way inside. Jemima takes Beth’s handbag from her in the lobby.

‘You don’t want this in the pictures,’ she says, and Beth nods. It’s one of her favourites, but Jemima’s right, it doesn’t match her outfit.

Vaughan has come straight from a meeting at the BBC. To support her. He’s already in the lobby, on the phone, but when he sees them he hangs up and comes over to her, kissing Jemima on the cheek and Beth on the mouth.

‘You look incredible,’ he says and she slips her arms around his waist, underneath his suit jacket, and pulls him towards her as though she hasn’t seen him for weeks, even though they woke up together just a few hours ago.

‘Don’t be nervous, baby,’ he says. ‘You’re going to be fine. Just remember: everyone here loves you.’

She’s joined by some of the other members of the cast, and she’s grateful that the attention is diluted as they stand in a line in front of a huge cardboard panel with the film’s branding on, and smile as a succession of photographers take their photos.

They’re just moving off to the area where the interviews will take place when she feels her phone vibrate in the pocket of her suit trousers.

She had forgotten it was there. It’s meant to be in her handbag, with Jemima, who’s hovering around in the background like a distracted bee.

Head down, Beth cautiously takes it out of her pocket and looks at the screen.

Beth! It’s been forever. YES. What are you doing now? Come over? Or are you too busy being famous? X

Shit. She doesn’t have time to reply now.

Why did she text him anyway? What was it about this moment in time that made her want to reach out to Nick, of all people?

A psychologist would have a field day with her, she’s sure of it.

‘Baby?’

She looks up to see Vaughan, a confused smile playing on his lips, his hand stretched out towards her.

‘Sorry,’ she says, stuffing the phone back in her pocket. ‘Sorry. I’m coming.’


Nick

The text message from Beth actually woke him up. It was the longest, deepest sleep he’d had in… well, as long as he can remember.

He replied straight away, and now he’s lying here, in his pitch-dark room at – Christ – 2 p.m., trying to remember what happened last night.

The fight. With Maggie.

‘Ugh,’ he says, rolling over. He opens the app and looks at the message he sent Beth. Was it too keen? He’d just been so happy to hear from her, after last night. Perhaps it freaked her out, him asking her to meet up today.

Why hasn’t she replied?

He squeezes his eyes shut. He can’t think about that. He can’t think about anything right now. He needs coffee.

He stumbles into the bathroom, splashes water on his face. In the small kitchen, he takes the glasses that were left out from last night and puts them in the dishwasher, then scrubs furiously at the drips of red wine that have stained his quartz worktop. He scrubs and scrubs until they disappear.

Then, he turns the coffee machine on, briefly grateful for Maggie, despite everything. She’s the one who finally stocked his cupboards. She’s the reason he doesn’t now have to go out in search of caffeine.

All the while, he clutches his phone in one hand, hoping that Beth will text him back.

Coffee made, he sits on his sofa and looks out across the Wharf. When he was in the bathroom, he deliberately didn’t look in the mirror but as he takes a sip of his coffee he feels the pain whiplash across his jaw.

He touches it, gingerly.

Why hasn’t Beth replied?

Why is he so bothered about it?

He picks up his phone again, checking to see if the message has changed colour, or if there’s some way of telling whether or not Beth has read it yet. Then he reads over her words to him again.

Hey, how are you? Long time no… whatever. Shall we try to grab some dinner soon? I’ve got a bit of downtime coming up. I would love to see you. Beth x

Why would she send this message and then ignore his response? It didn’t make any sense.

He scrolls upwards, taking in their past communication. It’s almost painful to do this now. He can see the gradual thinning-out of their friendship. The way that, like a plant if not consistently watered, their friendship has withered and died.

But it wasn’t just him that stopped replying. Beth stopped too.

He remembers one of his most ferocious arguments with Maggie. It was just after Beth’s film had come out. She was everywhere. It was everywhere.

He had texted Beth a simple congratulations. He was amazed by her success, and so, so pleased for her. It hadn’t surprised him though. He had never forgotten that night, just before the fire, when he watched her perform in The Master Builder, and she literally took his breath away.

Beth had replied an hour later. His phone lit up on the coffee table in front of Maggie, who was sitting with her legs curled up underneath her. Large glass of red wine, as always, in her hand.

And she’d gone ballistic.

The questions were never-ending.

How did he know Beth Millen? What was she thanking him for? Why had he never mentioned her before? How long had they known each other? Did he think she was pretty? Had anything ever happened between them? If they were ‘just friends’, then why the hell hadn’t he mentioned her before?

He lied, of course. Because he was a coward and because Maggie’s rages were fucking terrifying, and because, well, he wanted an easy life, didn’t he? He hated confrontation.

And yet, today, sitting here, feeling hollowed out, with a bruise that his sixteen-year-old self would have been delighted by, he felt like he had anything but an easy life.

He closes his eyes – gently, because everything in his skull seems to hurt now he’s completely awake – and he thinks of last night.

The sinews in Maggie’s neck as she screamed at him.

You’re going to end up alone and fucking miserable and do you know what? You’ll fucking deserve it!

He had ducked as she chucked his phone at him. But his reflexes were slow – he was pissed, he’d been smoking weed – and he didn’t move quickly enough. There was a split second of slow-mo before the phone smashed into his jaw.

She has a good aim.

And then after that, of course, came the tears. She doubled over, sobbing so loudly and so dramatically that he wondered how she didn’t choke to death with the struggle to breathe.

It feels ironic that this happened last night, and that Beth got in touch today. Last night’s altercation was the consequence of Maggie discovering another, different message. He had rushed home from his mother’s house, determined not to be late for the dinner Maggie was cooking.

But after dinner, while he was in the bathroom, his phone had lit up on the kitchen worktop with a message. Not from Beth, but from one of the PAs at his work, who was checking whether he’d got her email about her birthday drinks?

And Maggie saw it.

He hadn’t mentioned the drinks to her, because he had no intention of going. But now, he realises… Now, he has been educated. He should have told her.

‘Hiding things makes it so hard for me to trust you,’ she said, her silk camisole streaked with tears. ‘Don’t you understand? It doesn’t matter if you think it’s insignificant! Hiding it makes it seem like it’s a bigger thing than it is! And how can I trust you after that?’

He hadn’t meant to hide it. He just hadn’t thought to tell her.

In any case, Lisa, the girl whose birthday it was, was dating Danny, a guy from his team.

And even if she wasn’t, Lisa wasn’t his type. At all.

But that didn’t make any difference to Maggie.

‘So you’ve thought about it?’ Maggie screamed, gearing up for round two. ‘You’ve actually thought about sleeping with her? I can’t believe you’re admitting this to me! Well, at least we’re getting somewhere now!’

He closes his eyes to the memory. Maggie left at around 3 a.m., saying she would come back when he was sober so that they could ‘finish discussing things’.

Sometimes he wonders if Maggie’s rages are her way of processing things she finds painful, so that afterwards, she feels better, while he feels utterly drained. As though by screaming and berating him she takes some of his energy away from him and transfers it to her. Literally as though she’s draining him of life.

Like a vampire.

Once she’s sated, she becomes patronising, superior. Sometimes she’s even weirdly sympathetic towards him, as though she appreciates it isn’t his fault he’s such a failure. She’s ‘sorry’, and ‘trying to help him understand his issues’, if only he wasn’t so bloody stubborn and determined not to.

But he prefers that. The calm after the storm.

Last night, she held ice to his swollen face and he looked into her eyes and he thought how beautiful she was, and how much he wanted to make her happy. How much he wanted to be deserving of her love. Her intense love, which when it’s directed towards him feels like the most wonderful thing in the world.

‘I have to go,’ she said. Despite her noisy sobs earlier, and the fact it was nearly 3 a.m., she somehow looked radiant in the dim light. A vampire after a good feed. ‘I have Lottie’s brunch in the morning.’

‘Right,’ he said, giving a slight smile. ‘I remember.’

‘I’m sorry, it’s just I really can’t miss it. She’s been planning it for weeks and all the old uni gang are going. But I’ll see you on Monday night, after work?’

She’s a lawyer at the firm. She’s three years older than him, terrifyingly brilliant and hugely respected by all her colleagues.

‘Of course,’ he said, and he kissed her on the mouth.

‘I love you,’ she said, shaking her head from side to side, as though it was a terrible burden for her to love someone so incompetent and hopeless. ‘I love you so much, Puppy. And I hate it when we fight like this.’

‘I love you too,’ he said, and then she placed his hand over the tea-towel full of ice, kissed him tenderly on his non-bruised cheek and slipped out of the apartment. Leaving him to clean up the mess from their fight.

He hasn’t heard from her this morning. He takes a look at her Facebook page and already there are photos from Lottie’s brunch. Six beautiful women, drinking mimosas and beaming white-toothed smiles at the camera. They are all thin. Head-turners with doll-like eyelashes.

And in the centre of the little huddle is the most beautiful of all: Maggie, her hair falling in perfect mermaid waves either side of her perfectly symmetrical face.

She can get away with it, she can get away with anything, because of that face. Her genes astound him. The fact that she stayed up until God knows what time last night, having taken coke and drunk nearly a bottle of wine to herself, had a screaming match with him and still gone out this morning looking like a million dollars. It was inconceivable really. Like a twisted miracle.

He feels a strange surge of pride that she is his girl. Despite everything. It makes him feel like a success.

Still no reply from Beth.

He goes into the bathroom and looks again at his face. The bruise beneath his jawline is developing nicely, the purple tinges showing through the initial shock of red. His eyelids are puffy. He holds a cold flannel against them. Feels some relief.

In the cabinet above the washbasin he has some arnica. He’s not sure if it really makes a difference, but he used it last time, when she’d squeezed his arm so hard her fingertips had left an imprint, and it seemed to help.

Sometimes he imagines telling people the truth. That Maggie gets so mad sometimes that she hits him or throws things at him. But they wouldn’t believe it. Or at least, they wouldn’t understand it. How could Maggie be a threat to him? Maggie weighs less than eight stone. Her wrists are so slender that sometimes he worries they will snap as she pounds him with a force that belies her size.

He should just go back to bed.

He remembers Beth telling him about Paulo’s temper. The way he got so angry he smashed their remote control.

Beth didn’t put up with it. Beth moved on, knew she was worth more. Despite the fact it left her homeless. And look what’s happened now. She’s made a name for herself in the most difficult industry of all. And she has a new boyfriend too. Vaughan. She’s happy.

He’s so proud of her. Brilliant Beth. With her brilliant mind.

But it’s different for him. Maggie works in his office. Maggie knows all the same people he knows. They socialise together. Everyone loves Maggie. No one can believe that he got someone like her.

Plus, Maggie is a woman. They say men can be the victims of domestic violence, but it’s not the same. Not really. He upset her. He deserved it.

He picks up his phone again and texts Maggie. Desperate to restore the equilibrium.

Hey baby, hope you are having a good day. I love you to the moon and back xxx

She replies almost immediately.

Did you just wake up? I love you too. Xxxxxxxxxx

He closes his eyes. She’s a little bit drunk and her question is a trap. If he says yes, then she’ll accuse him of laziness. If he says no, then she’ll be furious he’s taken this long to get in touch.

He always falls into the traps.

He hates himself as he types a lie. He is a coward.

Been playing Xbox for a while. But did have a lie-in yes. That’s what Sundays are for right? xxx

She replies instantly again.

Lazybones! I’ll call you later baby. Love you so much x

He feels the relief roll over him, grateful to have a week off coming up.

He’s taking his mother on holiday next week – four days down in the West Country. He can’t wait. He’s rented a beautiful stone cottage by the sea, and they’re going to read books and throw things away and he can’t wait to show her that there’s a life outside of her hoarding.

A beautiful, empty one, where you have time and space to think.

He looks at his message to Beth again. Still no reply.

Then he googles her. There are so many photos of her online now. She’s lost some of the weight around her face, and although he knows that the industry she works in must appreciate her new, chiselled cheekbones, he prefers the way she used to look.

The way they were, that night when they held hands and went for a walk together, full of optimism for their future together, and came back to a world that would never be the same again.


Beth

After the press conference she’s completely exhausted. Vaughan has a dinner meeting with a new, over-excitable producer, and although he invited her along, she said she would prefer to go home.

‘Do you mind? I’m shattered.’

‘Of course not,’ Vaughan said.

He puts her in a cab, cupping her face in his hands and kissing her gently on the lips. Once they are far enough away, she pulls out her phone and reads Nick’s enthusiastic, exuberant reply. She types her own response.

I’m so sorry. I had a press thing all day at the BFI. Just finished now. Are you around? I could come over? x

Her heart is pounding as she waits for him to reply. Knowing Nick, he’s probably made other plans.

But three small dots appear. He’s typing back to her.

That would be great. How long?

She’s glad he’s replied so quickly.

25 minutes?

Perfect.

See you then x

She tells the taxi driver there’s been a change of plan, briefly wondering if there’s any possibility of Vaughan finding out what she’s doing. They don’t live together – not yet, anyway – and they aren’t likely to see each other tonight. He’ll be at the dinner with the producer until late, she’s sure of it. He rarely seems to tire, and he’s such charismatic company that people find it hard to end their evenings with him.

But what she’s doing isn’t wrong anyway, is it? So it shouldn’t matter.

It’s only that she told Vaughan she wanted to go home. It was difficult to explain that seeing Nick – an old friend, really, nothing more – was somehow also like going home.

She walks into the lobby of Nick’s apartment block and gives her name to the man on the desk. Then she takes the lift to Nick’s floor, wishing she wasn’t wearing the stupid suit. Her phone has been buzzing in her handbag but she ignores it. It’ll be her agent, or her mum.

The lift doors open and she steps out into the moodily lit hallway. Nick’s apartment is number fifty-seven. She remembers it well. After all, she ended up staying there for nearly three months in the end. Three blissful months. When he wasn’t out with Celine, Beth would wait up for him when he came home from work, make him a dinner or they’d get takeaway, and they would watch TV together or just chat until the small hours and it was the most at peace she had felt her whole life.

She met Celine a few times in that period, and Beth liked her. She was sweet, caring… and she clearly adored Nick. Perhaps she was a little too uncomplicated but in a way that made sense to Beth. She could see that someone like Celine, someone laid-back and chilled, with her own full and busy life, would appeal to Nick. Celine didn’t put any demands on him, and she could see he liked that.

A wave of nostalgia washes over her. She can’t remember the last time she was here. Ever since she shot the film, her life has been a whirlwind. Her feet have barely touched the ground. Every day there’s been something in her diary, put there by her agent or her publicist or Vaughan, and she’s not had time to draw breath.

Perhaps that’s why this slight misdemeanour – coming here, at short notice, to revisit her old life – feels so wonderful.

She raps on the door of his apartment, wondering briefly if she should at least take the stupid bow tie off. But it’s too late, because the door opens and there he is.

Looking exactly the same as she remembered, only this time sporting a huge bruise.

‘What the hell happened to your face?’

‘What the hell are you wearing?’

‘You first.’

‘I walked into a door,’ he says, standing back and letting her in.

‘Nick…’

‘Don’t cheat. I answered your question, now it’s your turn. Have you come from a wake?’

She rolls her eyes at him.

‘Ha ha. The stylist thought it would be good for me to have an androgynous look for today, because in the film I’m playing a prostitute and I don’t exactly wear much…’

‘Riiiight. Do people actually think things like that? Jesus.’

She frowns, reaching up to stroke his floppy fringe away from his forehead. The skin beneath his eye is purple with tiredness.

‘That bruise looks nasty,’ she says. ‘Have you iced it? I seem to remember you did actually used to keep peas in the freezer.’

‘I’ll be alright tomorrow.’ He takes a step back, ushers her into the kitchen area. It’s immaculately tidy as always. Initially only one thing stands out to her – a huge Jo Malone candle standing in the centre of the island unit, where a fruit bowl should be.

‘Red OK?’

She accepts the glass of wine he offers. He always has good wine.

‘Walked into a door?’ she says, after a few moments.

‘I was drunk, OK?’

She nods, a wave of sympathy washing over her. He’s not telling her the whole truth, but what did she expect? This is Nick.

He looks exhausted.

‘So how are things?’ she asks, looking around at the apartment. A couple of other things have changed from when she was staying here, she notices. There’s a new sofa in a deep teal blue, and a huge canvas on the wall that looks as though a toddler has spattered paint all over it.

‘Oh you know, the same. All work and too much late-night play… But what about you? I mean, well, Beth. Congratulations. That film really blew up. Is that the right expression? Took off.’

She smiles, nods. She’s happy he noticed. She briefly wonders if it has all been for him, all this. To prove to him that she was worth something after he rejected her?

‘I’m good thanks. It’s been a bit…’ She tails off. She finds this so hard. She wishes there was a manual for it. What is she meant to say in the face of his praise and excitement? It always feels boastful if she accepts the compliments, but if she complains about the downsides then it’s even worse.

‘You can tell me the truth,’ he says, as though reading her mind. ‘It’s OK if you hate every second of it.’

‘No it’s not that, I don’t hate it… I’m so grateful to be in work, to be honest. To not have to carry on with the waitressing and wondering how I’m going to pay the bills. It’s just a bit overwhelming really. I mean, I thought we were making this tiny indie film, that no one would see…’

‘And now half of the UK has seen you topless.’

‘Something like that. Although I’m not actually topless in it!’

Her cheeks burn. Has Nick seen it? He can’t imagine him going to the cinema to watch it.

‘I know, I was taking the piss. Anyway, I thought it was really good.’

She groans.

‘It’s OK, you know,’ she says. ‘I won’t be cross with you for not watching it. I really couldn’t care less.’

He looks down.

‘I went to see it twice. Actually,’ he says. He’d told Maggie he’d been at the gym. ‘Listen, you know me. I don’t know anything about acting, or films but… I knew. Watching it. I knew.’

‘What?’

‘I knew that it was good. And I knew that you were the best thing in it.’

‘You’re just saying that to be nice,’ she says, gulping her wine.

He shakes his head. The moment hangs in the air until they are both uncomfortable.

‘Nice artwork,’ she says, gesturing at the splatter painting. He cranes his neck sideways to glance at it.

‘Oh, yeah, Maggie got it for me for my birthday. It’s a bit intense but she said it brings personality to the joint… Not entirely sure whose personality, but there you have it.’

Maggie.

She swallows. Reassures herself that this is for the best. That Nick and she are better as friends. Just friends.

‘I didn’t think it was your thing.’

‘She said the place was too masculine. She made me get the sofa, too. And you should see my new duvet cover…’

She grins, in spite of herself.

‘And who is Maggie? Is it serious?’

The words get stuck somewhere in her oesophagus and before she knows what’s happening she’s spluttering, red wine squirting up her nostrils and out and down the front of the stupid white starched shirt.

‘Oh shit!’

Nick gets her some paper towels and she does her best to mop up the mess.

‘Looks like blood spray,’ he says, raising both eyebrows.

‘This outfit isn’t even mine.’

‘Whose is it then?’

‘It’s borrowed. Some Italian designer. It’s probably worth thousands.’

‘I’m sure they’ll forgive you.’

‘I didn’t even want to wear it. I wanted to wear a maxi dress.’

‘A what?’

She starts to laugh.

‘Oh, God. Never mind.’

‘I think you look quite sexy in it,’ he says, his eyes flashing.

She bites her lip, hands him back the crumpled paper towels.

‘Thanks.’

‘It’s my pleasure. You can spray expensive Italian wine all over my flat whenever you like.’

‘You were telling me about Maggie,’ she squeaks.

‘Was I?’

‘Yes. Come on. How long, what’s she like, what does she do? What does she think of you getting so drunk you… walk into doors?’

‘What?’

‘Be honest with me Nick. You got into a fight or something didn’t you? I’ve not forgotten that night…’

She’d gone to meet Nick after work for a drink. There were some lairy guys behind them at the bar, shouting and generally behaving like total idiots. As she walked past on her way to the toilet, one of them reached over and, to a chorus of sniggers from the others, pinched her bottom so hard that it actually hurt.

She was humiliated, and the next thing she knew Nick had stood up and was shouting at the man, calling him a ‘total prick’ and demanding he apologise.

Somehow, it descended into a physical fight. She wasn’t sure it was Nick’s fault, but she was furious with him.

‘Jesus, Nick, you don’t need to defend my fucking honour!’ she said afterwards.

It was the first time they’d ever really argued.

‘I didn’t have a fight,’ he says, now.

She leaves it there. She feels mean, because he looks sad.

‘So, what’s she like?’

‘Who?’

‘Are you being deliberately obtuse?! Maggie!’

‘Oh. Yeah, she’s…’

Beth watches as his eyes drift somewhere off to the left. He is thinking of her, and she holds her breath as she examines his face, every micro-expression that passes over it, wondering what they mean and what he’s thinking.

‘She’s smart and beautiful and popular and outgoing.’

‘Wow,’ Beth says, feeling instantly sick. ‘That’s quite the write-up.’

Beth is being disingenuous, asking about Maggie. She’s seen pictures of her on Facebook. She does look beautiful. A little bit scrawny, but beautiful. Someone who won the gene lottery.

‘She’s a lawyer. She’s way cleverer than me.’

Beth nods again. Wishes she hadn’t asked.

‘What happened to Celine?’

He glances to the left, as if trying to remember.

‘Oh, she moved to Russia.’

‘As you do.’

‘That was a while ago now though.’

‘And it’s serious? With Maggie?’

‘Uh.��� Nick looks up at her, right into her eyes. ‘Yeah, I guess. It’s been nearly six months.’

‘Is she…’ the idea occurs, incredulous though it might be, ‘living here?!’

He shakes his head.

‘No, she has a flat share with some university friends in Hackney.’

Beth nods. There’s an ache in her chest.

‘Do you love her?’

Nick gives a strange noise – somewhere between a snort and a sob.

‘Yes,’ he says, eventually, and she notices how his Adam’s apple rises and falls as he answers. Like a snake swallowing an egg. ‘I think I do.’


Nick

They order takeaway from the amazing Vietnamese place by the river and sit on the floor next to the teal sofa, eating it straight from the boxes.

‘So how’s the fella… What’s his name?’

‘Vaughan.’

‘Vaughan.’

‘He’s good. He’s… in demand. Lots of meetings. You know.’

But of course he doesn’t know. He can only guess. The second people see you as a success, they flock to you like you have some kind of secret formula you might just share with them if they’re nice to you.

‘He has way more energy than me,’ Beth adds. ‘I find him very… inspiring.’

Her eyes are shining with honesty and it’s infectious. It makes him feel inspired too.

‘I’m so happy for you. He seems like a really decent guy.’

‘He is,’ she says. ‘I was thinking the other day… Do you remember I met him after the audition for that yoghurt advert? You rang me when we were having lunch – it was just after I’d left Paulo and I was in such a state. I think it helped. A bit. You ringing me. Made me seem in demand.’

She gives an amused snort.

‘Huh,’ he says, poking his fork into his mouth. He doesn’t really understand. Surely this guy would have liked Beth even if he hadn’t called her during their lunch? How could he not?

Then it comes to him. She still doesn’t appreciate what a catch she is. He wonders what it will take to make her see it. Her star is truly on the rise – she’s basically getting UK-wide adoration and yet still she keeps putting herself down.

It’s so true that you can’t fix the internal with something external. It’s just the same as his mum. Tidying the house won’t fix what’s truly broken inside her. He’s not sure that his mum can ever be fixed. He hopes it will be different with Beth.

‘It’s funny isn’t it?’ Beth says, putting the takeaway carton down on his coffee table. ‘I mean, we’re both finally settled. Me with Vaughan, you with Maggie. It’s sort of brilliant. Given what…’

He nods.

‘Yeah,’ he says, quietly. ‘I think we’ve done alright for ourselves, all things considered.’

‘We survived,’ she says, solemnly. ‘Now, we have to thrive.’

He sniffs.

‘Do you think we deserve it though?’ she says, scratching her nose. ‘Do you think we deserve to be happy?’

‘Jesus, Beth,’ he says. He doesn’t want to think about this. Why does she always bring it up?

‘It’s just sometimes… I think… I don’t know. Life is so unfair.’

He nods.

‘I want it to be fair. I really do! It makes me cross.’

‘But it isn’t. And sitting at home being miserable won’t make any difference. It’s almost as though… I see it differently…’ He shifts onto his elbows. He has thought about this a lot, most often in the middle of the night, when he can’t sleep. ‘I see it that we have a duty to be happy, to make the most of life. Because it’s precious. You never know what’s around the corner. God, it’s clichéd and cheesy as hell but it’s true. We have to live while we can. We have to grab life with both hands and wring it to death. Like you said. We have to thrive.’

She nods.

‘It’ll be seven years tomorrow, you know,’ she says. ‘Seven years. It feels like a lifetime.’

‘Is that why you texted me today?’

‘I don’t know,’ she says. ‘I suppose anniversaries always make you look back a bit.’

They fall into silence.

‘It’s getting late,’ she says. ‘I should probably go.’

He looks at the large clock Maggie bought him for his birthday, now hanging on the wall opposite. Nearly 11 p.m.

‘You can stay if you like,’ he says, remembering when they lived together. Even though it was only for a few months, he loved it.

‘I can’t,’ she says. ‘I’m… It wouldn’t feel right.’

‘Oh,’ he says. ‘Of course.’

It’s probably for the best. He can’t imagine what Maggie would say if she knew that Beth had even been round for dinner, let alone if she found out she had stayed over.

He’ll have to be careful with the takeaway cartons. Take them and throw them in a bin outside. He can’t risk her seeing them and asking questions.

‘I’d like to meet her though,’ Beth says, reading his fears. ‘Maggie.’

‘Oh sure. One day. Maybe at the wedding,’ he says, giving a laugh that was too loud and too forced.

‘Oh!’ she says, her eyes widening. ‘So it’s really serious then?’

He bristles at her tone. The insinuation that he can’t be serious about a relationship. After all they’ve been through, can she still not see it?

‘Yes,’ he says, defensively.

‘Are you… Do you have a ring?’

‘Not yet,’ he says, feeling as though he’s slipped down a track and is now hurtling towards something completely unexpected.

She blinks. He tries to read the expression on her face, but she’s an actress and even though he fancies that he can tell when she’s acting and when she’s being herself, in this moment, he finds it impossible.

‘But that’s a big deal. I’m proud of you, Nick. I mean, you’re only twenty-six. Most blokes your age would run a mile at the thought of marriage. I guess you grew up quicker than the rest of us. After you left university.’

He tries to say something but his brain won’t formulate a response. How has it gone from this, from him sitting here, enjoying the moment with Beth, to them discussing him proposing to Maggie?

And the irony is the state of his face. The fact it feels as though someone’s taken a hammer to it.

Not someone. Maggie.

But Beth is right, of course. Maggie is twenty-nine. This is what she wants. This is how he can prove to her that he loves her. He can’t save his mum. Beth no longer needs him. But perhaps he can save Maggie.

‘Can the concierge guy get me a cab?’ Beth asks, standing up, smoothing down her stained white shirt.

‘Of course,’ he says, still feeling ten steps behind the conversation. ‘I can come down with you.’

‘No don’t be daft,’ she says, smiling at him.

Her smile changes her whole face, bringing it to life. The red lipstick she was wearing earlier has worn away and she looks more like how he remembers her.

‘I’m a big girl.’

‘Beth. This has been so…’

He takes her hand as he tries to find the right word to explain what her company means to him. But before he fully processes what’s happening, he has leaned forward, and he thinks it was meant to be just a kiss goodbye but somehow they are kissing, properly, their hands all over each other: hers raking at his hair, his tight around her waist, and it reminds him of that night on the field behind the Asylum, when the pent-up energy from those few strange weeks was unleashed, and he wants to cry with the enormity of it and then…

She pulls away, a hand to her mouth, her eyes wide with shock.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says, and then she turns and she runs, and he knows no matter how much he wants to, it wouldn’t be fair to go after her.


Beth

Nine years after

Vaughan has flown back especially for the wedding. She takes his car and meets him at Heathrow, running towards him like an excited child, and he picks her up and she swings her legs around his waist and kisses him hard on the mouth.

Breathing in his smell, that same familiar safe smell, makes her want to cry.

‘Oh my, I missed you so much,’ she says, feeling her cheeks grow hot. ‘Thank you for coming back for this.’

‘I missed you too,’ he says, and from the corner of her eye she sees something. Someone has noticed her. Has noticed them. Is pointing and getting out their camera phone.

‘Come on, the car is in car park B, wherever the hell that is,’ she says.

They find it eventually and she doesn’t turn around – barely breathes – until they are sitting in the car together and pulling out of the car park towards the motorway.

‘Are you jet-lagged?’ she asks, as he yawns. Vaughan doesn’t usually get tired.

‘Not yet. I kipped a bit on the plane.’

She smiles.

‘Thank you for doing this. It means… a lot to me.’

She was so shocked when the gilt-edged invitation plopped through her letterbox that she almost passed out. It had been around a year after that night she’d been round for dinner with Nick, and they’d kissed on the doorstep. Afterwards, she spent weeks trying to work out who had initiated it – whether it was her fault, or his, but she couldn’t come to a firm conclusion.

After that, she didn’t contact him, and he didn’t contact her, and that seemed fair enough.

The right thing to do. Clearly, they both regretted it. It was just a moment of nostalgia, or… something.

But then the invitation arrived.

The lettering was embossed.

You are cordially invited to celebrate the marriage of

Nicholas Parker

and

Margaret Sullivan-James

It took her a few seconds to work out who the invite was actually for.

Nicholas and Margaret. The most unlikely sounding pair.

She remembers them discussing him proposing as they ate takeaway, and felt briefly panicked that somehow, it was her fault. Had she pushed him into it?

But no, that was ridiculous.

Either way, she knew, as she read it, that she couldn’t go without Vaughan. She would feel too guilty, too uncomfortable, like she was trespassing somewhere she really didn’t belong.

They are due in the Cotswolds by 2 p.m. today. The happy couple have been lucky with the weather. It’s a bright November day, and unseasonably warm.

When she first saw the date on the invitation, she wondered if Nick realised that he’d chosen to get married just three days before the ninth anniversary of the fire, or whether he’d managed to forget that date, finally, and the whole thing was just a bizarre coincidence.

They’re driving up and staying over at a gastropub down the road from the venue.

Before they leave, Vaughan has a quick shower and Beth gets into her dress. It’s Erdem, a delicate floral pattern with a high lace-panelled neckline and a full skirt. Her favourite designer.

As she zips up the back she thinks how ridiculous it is that she now has a ‘favourite’ designer and knows she’s been spending too much time in this crazy industry.

Vaughan joins her in the bedroom, suit trousers on, shirt neatly tucked in. He puts his arm around her waist and kisses her on the cheek.

‘God I’ve missed you,’ he says.

She turns around to kiss him properly.

‘We’d better not,’ she says, as his fingers fumble for the zip at the back of her dress. ‘We’ll be late.’

‘I know, I know.’

He kisses her once again, then walks to his side of the bed and rummages in the drawer to find his cufflinks.

‘You look tanned,’ she says, as the hazy sun filters through the window, falling on him like a stage light. He doesn’t seem to age.

‘Honestly B, you have no idea what it’s like out there. Waking up to sunshine every day. It’s the closest I’ll ever get to heaven.’

She swallows. It has been three months since he left for Los Angeles. Three months of long-distance flights and inconvenient Facetimes.

Three months since he has seen his daughter, something that seems to upset Beth more than it upsets him.

She doesn’t want to talk about this, not today.

‘I’m so happy you’re here. Let’s just try to enjoy ourselves.’

*

‘How do you know this guy again?’ Vaughan asks, as they round the corner into the village.

She clucks her tongue. He often forgets stuff like this, and it makes her sad because they’ve been together for nearly four years now, and surely, surely, he ought to remember? But then she knows his brain must be at capacity most of the time, given all the things he’s juggling, so she can understand it too.

‘It’s Nick, remember? Nick from my halls. I shared a bathroom with him.’

He nods.

‘Ah yeah that’s right. The one who dropped out.’

She bristles.

‘He finished his degree elsewhere.’

‘And he’s a banker? Right?’

‘Um, I don’t remember exactly what he does. Something to do with hedge funds.’

Vaughan makes a small huff sound.

‘What?’

‘Nothing.’

‘No, what? Tell me.’

‘It’s just funny,’ he says, as he pulls into the hotel car park. ‘You being friends with a banker.’

‘He’s not a banker! He’s not…’ She tails off, wondering what he isn’t. Why did he go into the investment world? She never really asked him. She’s not sure he thought much about it either.

‘When did you last see him?’

‘What?’

‘This guy, Nick. When did you last see him?’

‘I can’t remember. Why?’

‘I don’t know. Just curious I guess.’

‘Oh. Last year, I guess, after I got the invitation to the wedding. But we’re not… you know, it’s uni friends, right? It doesn’t matter if you don’t see them for ages, you can pick right back from where you left off.’

Vaughan nods, switches off the engine.

The collar of her dress is itchy against her neck.

‘Hmm.’

‘I guess it’s just that thing you do, when you’re getting married. You invite everyone.’

Why does it feel like she’s trying to justify something odd?

‘Well, it depends,’ he replies.

Vaughan takes her hand, lightly strokes her wrist.

‘On what?’

‘What kind of wedding you have. I always imagined…’

‘Go on,’ she says.

‘I don’t know. Something small.’

She doesn’t say anything. He’s being disingenuous because he’s already had a big wedding. A huge one, in fact. To Sophie, his ex-wife, Edie’s mother.

‘What about you?’

‘I haven’t really thought about it too much,’ she says. Her heart is hammering – actually hammering – in her ribcage.

He gives her a tight smile and reaches into the footwell of the back seat to retrieve the bottle of champagne he insisted on bringing, even though she’d already bought them a present from their gift list: some cut-glass crystal tumblers that she really couldn’t imagine Nick picking out.

They walk together, hand-in-hand, into the venue. A beautiful stately home with a vast marble-lined lobby. She scans the crowds, hoping that there won’t be any pointers here. She hates being pointed at. But surely these people will have more manners? Surely these people – these bankers and lawyers – don’t have time to go to the theatre or watch indie films? They won’t even know who she is.

Vaughan takes two glasses of champagne from the silver tray proffered by a young boy in a waistcoat, and hands her one.

‘God, it’s very British,’ he says, looking over at the sea of fascinators. ‘Or maybe I’ve just been in California for too long. Where are your uni lot then? Care to introduce me?’

‘I…’ She stares at him in dismay.

She doesn’t have any friends from university apart from her drama friends, who never knew Nick and won’t be here.

‘I don’t think there are any… Nick left uni after one term. I don’t think he has many other friends from that time.’

‘Oh yeah, of course. Sorry.’

‘It’s OK.’

‘Why did he drop out again?’

She feels sick, panicky. But then a man wearing a waistcoat comes out and bangs a gong, and she’s saved from explaining that he left because of what happened to them.

She has never talked about the fire with Vaughan. Not properly. It startles her then: the realisation that she’s never talked about it properly with anyone. Not even Nick. It had seemed best to just bury it. Try to move on as best they could.

The man stands stiffly beside a double door at the back of the marble lobby.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, please take your seats in the Yellow Room. The ceremony is about to start.’

Beth glances at Vaughan. His cheeks are slightly red but he seems relaxed enough. She squeezes his hand as they follow the huddle of people through to the Yellow Room, which looks like it could be in Buckingham Palace.

She knows because she went to a party there in 2016, to celebrate 400 years since Shakespeare’s death.

Inside the Yellow Room, gold chairs stand side-by-side, either side of a narrow aisle, tied with great swathes of tulle, interlaced with white roses. Nothing about it says ‘Nick’ to her.

But sure enough, at the end of the aisle, dressed more smartly than she has ever seen him and looking down at his feet, there he is.


Nick

He’s a wreck. The radiators seem to be turned up full in the Yellow Room and he’s swelteringly hot in his suit. He can feel the sweat accumulating against his back, a little water droplet army joining together until it’s big enough to run down his spine and pool against the waistband of his woollen suit trousers.

He tugs at the neck of his shirt. Thinks about Maggie. The future. The fact he is finally doing it. Finally getting his life in order. Finally making her happy.

It was her idea to hold the wedding this month. She’d found out about the fire. God knows how, but she seems to have a knack for digging out even his most deeply buried secrets.

She found out and then she told him that they should have their wedding in November so that he had something happier to remember each year.

‘You go all weird around this time of year. Introspective and moody,’ she said. ‘This will help.’

Also, she wanted to go to the Maldives on their honeymoon and apparently this was the best time to go, once the wet season had ended.

He can hear muttering behind him as he stands at the front of the aisle. Not for the first time he wishes he had siblings – a younger sister, perhaps, or an older brother to slap him on the back and tell him everything would be fine. As it is, he has only his mum, who’s sitting in the front row wearing a huge pink hat that even he knows doesn’t match her yellow dress and which Maggie will think is awful, and he wants to tell her to take it off because he doesn’t want her to look foolish in front of all these people, but it would really upset her to think she’d got it wrong.

‘Here.’

He turns. His mum is standing beside him. She presses something into his palm. A handkerchief.

‘You need to wipe your head,’ she whispers. ‘You’re getting all shiny.’

He thinks he might actually cry. God bless her. His lovely, lovely mum.

He takes the handkerchief and dabs at his forehead.

‘Thanks Mum,’ he says. He can’t get over that bright pink hat. Where the hell did she get it? Not for the first time, he curses the day charity shops were invented. ‘I’m a bit nervous.’

‘Of course you are,’ she says, softly, and as she takes the hanky back, he notices that her hands are trembling slightly. She’s nervous too.

He glances over at the other aisle of chairs. Maggie’s side of the room. Filled with double-barrels and barristers. Maggie’s mum, who looks frighteningly like Maggie, just more lined and with a slightly sour-looking mouth, is wearing a diaphanous dress that shows off her figure, topped off with the most ostentatious necklace he has ever seen.

‘It’ll be fine,’ his mum says, kissing him on his sweaty cheek. ‘You look more handsome than you ever did.’

She has a beaded pearl handbag on her lap, and she unclips it and pulls out a disposable camera, holding it to her eye and imploring him to say cheese.

Fucking hell. When will this torture be over?

He just wants to move on, for things to feel safe, sorted. For Maggie to finally be happy with him.

That part of the plan had worked. For the first few weeks after he proposed – carefully soliciting her friend Lottie’s advice on the ring beforehand – Maggie was ecstatic. He had never felt so loved. So adored. So special.

He’d made it.

But then they started to plan the wedding. And it was all wrong. All his opinions were wrong. He was either too interested or not interested enough. If he ventured an idea – like the prospect of them eloping, which seemed more affordable and also more romantic – it was somehow insulting. Didn’t he want a big wedding to show her off to all his friends? Was he ashamed of her?

In the end, he took on the mantra he’d seen on a card once: ‘Happy Wife = Happy Life’ and deferred to her.

But then, she accused him of not caring enough. And around they went again. It was exhausting.

But after the wedding, everything would get better. He was sure of that because she had told him so. She often apologised after her rages, telling him that she was stressed, that planning a wedding was really a full-time job – despite the fact they had employed someone to do just that – and that she was under a lot of pressure.

After all, she’s working full-time too. She’s just been promoted, and is now earning double what he earns.

He’s just got to get through today. And then things will settle down. He thinks ahead to the honeymoon he’s planned: the eye-wateringly expensive trip to the Maldives. The exact island they’re going to was meant to be a surprise, but he’s fairly sure she’s already worked it out. She has a tendency to look through his emails.

The seats are filling and he risks a glance upwards towards the people at his wedding.

His wedding. He can hardly believe it.

There are the guys from work, each with a woman on their arm, only a few of whom he recognises, and then there are a handful of his school friends, and then…

He takes a sharp breath when he sees Beth.

Beth and her boyfriend. Who can’t really be called that because, even though he’s pretty sure Beth told him that Vaughan is in his forties, he looks at least fifty.

He watches as she chats to one of Maggie’s friends while they wait to take their seats. But then, Beth looks up and their eyes meet for just a second and she gives him a shy smile, and he feels his heart almost do a somersault and he wonders, just briefly, just for one suicidal, hysterical second, whether he could leg it.

*

Later, when he is standing in the marquee they paid to have erected on the huge rolling lawn behind the manor, Beth finally comes over to him. It’s the first moment he’s had without Maggie since before the ceremony, as she’s gone to powder her nose.

Beth has lost the old codger she calls a boyfriend. She’s wearing a floral dress, with a high neckline and a funny little shawl thing gathered over her forearms. She looks pencil-thin. Glamorous and expensive. Like a successful actress.

But underneath it all, she’s still Beth.

‘Afternoon,’ he says.

She kisses him on the cheek.

‘Hello, Nick. Maggie’s… stunning,’ Beth says. ‘I mean, you both are. How are you? Are you having the best day? What a glorious venue. I never knew you had such good taste.’

He swallows.

‘Let’s get a drink,’ he says, ‘I have some very expensive cognac upstairs.’ He steers her out of the marquee and back through to the main building, pulling her by the arm up the stairs.

She laughs, nervously.

‘Where are we going? Nick?’

They reach the room he’s looking for and he opens it.

‘In here,’ he says. His hair is sticking to his forehead. Why is it so fucking hot in this building? he thinks.

‘Hey, Nick. What’s the matter?’

She’s staring at him, a puzzled expression on her face. He takes the bottle off the large dresser and pours them two large glasses of cognac.

‘Is this the honeymoon suite?’

‘God! No, it’s where I stayed last night.’

She nods.

‘Sorry about that,’ he says, handing her a glass before yanking at his tie, loosening it. ‘That’s better. I just had to get out of there.’

She smiles at him sympathetically, and they sit down beside one another.

‘I guess it’s a bit much. Being the centre of so much attention.’

‘It’s exhausting. I thought I’d be able to cope with it all, but Maggie’s been watching me like a hawk all day, and I don’t…’

He tails off. He can’t tell Beth this. He mustn’t.

‘What?’

He sniffs, looking down at his shiny shoes. They are brand new, his special wedding shoes. A mandatory purchase according to Maggie, even though he thought it was ridiculous. And now they’re rubbing his heels, the skin lightly shredded with every step he takes. He’s sure there’s a metaphor in there if only he could be bothered to look for it.

‘Nothing,’ he says, taking a big swig of his drink. ‘I just can’t wait for today to be over.’

‘That’s romantic.’

‘Marriage isn’t about the wedding,’ he replies, grumpily. ‘It’s about the marriage.’

She leans her head against his shoulder.

‘I can’t believe you’re married.’

‘Neither can I.’

‘Maggie seems nice.’

He can’t help the noise he makes. It’s involuntary, a physical, instinctive reaction to an untruth. ‘Nice.’

‘Don’t you agree?’

‘I love her,’ he says, as if this will help cover it up. ‘But she’s hard work. She’s…’

‘Intense? She looks like a perfectionist.’

‘Yeah.’

‘What?’ Beth says, lifting her head and turning his face to look at her. The touch of her hand against his cheek makes him feel dizzy. ‘What is it?’

‘I can’t seem to make her happy,’ he says. ‘I thought… today… but... Never mind.’

‘You try really hard to make people happy,’ she says. ‘But you know, it’s not really your job. Your job is to make yourself happy.’

He considers this.

‘It’s good to see you again,’ he says. ‘I’ve missed you.’

‘I’ve missed you too. It’s funny, I think part of me thought, believed…’

‘What?’

She glances up at the ceiling, avoiding his eye.

‘I don’t know. I always thought we would end up…’ She stops short.

‘Together?’ His heart skips a beat.

‘Alone.’

‘Oh.’ He laughs, feeling foolish now. ‘Thanks.’

‘Oh, God, I’m sorry. You know, you were right, all those years ago. About us. I couldn’t see it at the time but it would never have worked. Too much baggage.’

‘Oh,’ he says, again.

‘Better as friends.’

Does she really mean that? She won’t look him in the eye.

‘I just meant,’ she continues, ‘that I’m impressed with us. How we’ve both managed to find people. The right people.’

He wants more than anything to say that he’s not sure Maggie is the right person, but how can he say that, today of all days? What the hell is wrong with him?

He pulls his collar again.

It’s just a tiny voice, the voice he keeps hearing that tells him that he will never be enough for her. That something isn’t right, that she’s too volatile, that he won’t be able to fix her – to help her. To make her happy.

But if not him, then who?

He so wants her to be happy. Deep down, she’s a sweet person.

‘Vaughan seems nice,’ he says, echoing Beth.

‘He is. He’s amazing.’

‘I’m so happy for you. I mean, really. You deserve it.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Can I tell you something?’ He feels so close to her now. So safe. And it would help, he knows. If he could just get this out. Just share it with one person. He might feel lighter. Perhaps she could even help him. Perhaps she’d know how he could help Maggie. Or help him, to get things right.

‘Of course.’

‘I…’

There’s a sound from the corner of the room. He looks up. Maggie is standing in the doorway. Her eyes are blazing. He feels himself shrinking back.

‘What the fuck?’ she shouts, and immediately he feels a deep sense of shame. And embarrassment. Embarrassment that Beth has seen this side of her. His beautiful, perfect bride. Who also happens to have the fiercest temper of anyone he has ever met.

‘We were just catching up,’ he says, weakly.

‘Catching up?’ she roars. One side of her nose rises in a sneer. ‘Up here? In your room? Hiding from your guests? Hiding from me with her?’

Nick can’t bear to look at Beth. What must she be thinking, now Maggie’s mask has truly fallen?

‘It’s OK,’ Beth says, dropping his hand. He hadn’t even realised they were holding hands. Fuck fuck fuck. ‘Nick was just feeling a bit dizzy, it’s the heat…’

Beth stands up, takes a few steps towards Maggie.

‘I know this looks awkward, but honestly, I mean… it’s your wedding day. Nothing’s happened. We’re just old friends.’

He can hardly bear to breathe. He looks up at Maggie. Her face is frozen, somewhere between shock and fury.

There’s a few seconds of terrible stillness, and then her face relaxes slightly as she looks directly at Beth.

‘I’m sorry,’ Maggie says, sounding clipped. ‘It’s just that Nick hasn’t exactly had the best track record…’

Beth stares at him.

‘What?’ she says, and the confusion on Beth’s face devastates him.

‘Mags, please,’ he says. How did he end up here?

‘He cheated on me,’ Maggie says, her voice soft now, and he’s seized by a rage that takes him by surprise. He wants to stand up and push her back out the door and close it behind her. She’s spoilt the one good moment of the day. ‘It was early days in our relationship, but of course ever since then, you know. It’s always been a doubt in my mind. It’s been so difficult to rebuild that trust, but we’ve worked on it. Or at least, I have.’

‘Maggie it wasn’t… We weren’t properly together at the time…’ But her eyes bore into him and he stops talking.

‘Oh God, I’m so sorry,’ Beth says, and he can’t quite believe what’s happening. Is Maggie really doing this? Is she really turning Beth against him? ‘I shouldn’t have come up here… I never meant to upset you.’

‘I didn’t cheat on you! Christ, Maggie!’ he barks, but neither of them are listening to him anymore. Fuck, how has this happened? This insanity he seems to be living in. People telling lies about him right in front of his face, and him somehow incapable of stopping it.

‘Thank you. Beth, isn’t it?’ Maggie says, now, sniffing. She dabs at her beautiful, hard eyes. ‘I so appreciate you being straight with me, Beth. I’m sorry for shouting… For getting the wrong end of the stick.’

‘Of course,’ Beth says. ‘I’m so sorry for upsetting you. Really, it’s been the most magical day.’

‘Thank you so much,’ Maggie says. ‘I’m sorry we didn’t get the chance to speak before.’ She looks down at her slip of a wedding dress, the beads rustling against her slim frame. ‘It’s all been a complete blur really.’

‘I’m sure.’

‘I think your partner is looking for you,’ Maggie says, and although Beth doesn’t notice it, Nick recognises the sharpness in her voice. ‘Vaughan. That’s right, isn’t it?’

‘Oh,’ Beth says. ‘Yes. I’d better get back to him. And I’m sorry again. For any confusion.’

Beth slips out of the room without even glancing back at him.

Leaving him alone with Maggie.


Beth

Her heart is pounding as she descends the curved staircase back down to the marble-lined entrance hall. Not just because of Maggie’s reaction, which stunned and upset her, but because of what Nick had said.

That he thought they might end up together.

Did he really think that?

She has spent the last nine years burying that notion deep inside her, and now he’s scratched at the soil heaped on top of it, so that a tiny section of it is visible to the light.

‘Oh, God, Nick,’ she whispers under her breath. She wants to cry. She has loved Nick ever since she first met him, but after the fire everything was such a mess, and he ran away… and since then there has always been something – someone – standing in their way.

Was it actually just themselves? Were they the ones in their own way?

And now, she’s at his wedding. He’s just married someone else. And she thought she was happy for him. She thought it was the right thing.

She thinks about the night at his flat, right after she left Paulo, the way they nearly kissed, and he pulled away from her. Told her it wasn’t what she wanted.

When she knew that it was. It was exactly what she wanted.

She’s just confused. Everything is in a muddle because she and Vaughan have been living apart for months, and this is Nick’s wedding, and everyone knows that weddings mess with your head.

But the more she tries to close the memories out, the more they rush in, filling her stupid confused brain with truths she can’t deny.

The feelings of euphoria as they kissed in the cold air that night nine years ago, the way she thought even then that she already loved him.

As they ran away from the Asylum – holding hands under the baggy sleeves of their hoodies – she felt as though she had completed the game called life. That she’d peaked early.

But she was a fool. An eighteen-year-old fool. The game was only just the beginning.

‘Baby!’

She looks up. Vaughan is standing opposite her, looking confused.

‘What’s the matter?’ he says, taking her arm. ‘Why are you crying?’

‘I…’ She blinks, pats her cheeks. He’s right. She is crying. Why is she crying?

‘Are you OK?’ he says. ‘You’re white as a sheet.’

‘I’m fine. I just…’

‘Where did you go? I’ve been looking all over for you.’

She shakes her head. What can she say to him? He’s looking down at her now, confused by her strange behaviour.

‘Sorry. I just…’

He smiles.

‘I think I know what this is about,’ he says, eventually. He blinks at her. ‘I’m not an idiot you know.’

‘What?’

He shifts his weight from one foot to the other.

‘Listen. Baby, I love you.’

She frowns, suddenly even more confused. What is happening today? Is it like that thing in science where you can’t bring two forces together without the whole world imploding?

‘I… love you too,’ she says, stuttering. ‘Why are you being weird?’

‘I’ve been talking to one of your friends,’ he says, but he’s smiling now. In a sympathetic way. Almost as though he pities her. ‘Rose, I think? She told me you used to have a big crush on Nick. That he was known for being a bit of a womaniser.’

Rosa.

Rosa is here?

‘What?’ Her voice comes out louder than she intended. ‘What the…’

‘Baby, it’s OK,’ he says. ‘I’ve been around the block. I get it. When people you once liked… well, when they settle down, it’s sometimes a bit weird. Makes you look back at your life. What might have been.’

‘Vaughan,’ she begins. She wants to deny what he’s saying, but how can she?

But why would Rosa say that?

And why has Nick invited Rosa to his wedding? Nick never mentions her. She feels humiliated, stupid, as though she’s believed their relationship to be special – to have been the only one from university he’d maintained – when in fact it’s anything but.

And what about all these years she’s tried to reach out to Rosa and she’s been rejected? The whole time, she was still in touch with Nick.

‘It’s totally normal to feel a bit nostalgic. It doesn’t mean anything you know,’ he says. He begins to steer her away from the stairs, back towards the marquee.

‘I’m fine. It’s just weddings. They make everyone emotional,’ Beth mutters, sniffing.

She remembers Maggie’s words about Nick cheating on her when they first got together. It shouldn’t surprise her, but it does. She’s disappointed now. Sad.

Not the settling down type.

He’s a player.

Can’t trust him as far as you could throw him.

These were the comments that followed Nick Parker around wherever he went, for as long as she’s known him. That night all those years ago, she was almost just another in the long line of notches on his bedpost. And then when she needed him the most, he ran away.

She has to remember that.

But then why did he say, just now, that he thought they’d end up together?

She’s not nostalgic, she’s angry. He chose to tell her that on his wedding day? He’s the worst. She wishes she’d never met him. Ever since the day he offered her that lift down to visit her grandfather in hospital, all he’s done is mess with her head.

Poor Maggie.

She looks up at Vaughan, who’s smiling down at her. She feels stupid.

Look at what she has. What she has is good. It’s right. Nick is her friend, that’s all. And of course there’s some nostalgia there, because they never got to explore what their relationship might have been. Because it was interrupted before it had the chance to start.

But undoubtedly if they had had a proper relationship while they were at university, it would have ended at some point.

She thinks back to her uni days. She can’t name a single couple from that time who stayed together once university had finished. She and Nick would have broken up at some point, if they had ever even made it off the starting blocks. She’s sure of it.

And then there’s Vaughan. Lovely, grown-up Vaughan who takes care of her and supports her and loves her, and appreciates how much her career means to her. Lovely Vaughan who’s level-headed and confident. Who doesn’t play games.

Lovely Vaughan who wants to make a life with her in Los Angeles.

‘Are you OK, darling?’ he says, as he hands her another glass of champagne. ‘You look like you’re miles away.’

She stares up at him. Imagines a future – one more exciting and glamorous than she could ever have dreamed of.

‘I’m fine,’ she says. ‘I was just thinking. What you said before… about living in LA for a bit. Why not? Let’s do it.’


Nick

They have three days of paradise on their Maldivian island before he messes up. It’s been so good that he almost forgot about the anniversary of the fire, just as Maggie had hoped.

Three days of pure joy. Of Maggie smiling and laughing and being the sweet, upbeat, intelligent woman he first fell for. Three days of making plans, discussing the future, her taking an interest in his career and planning their next holiday. Three days without even a minor disagreement.

It was perfection.

Maggie hasn’t mentioned Beth – not since she burst in on them in that room at the wedding. Once Beth left, Maggie’s temper miraculously dissipated. He stayed seated on the bed, almost quivering with fear, hardly daring to speak. But she straightened up, sniffed and then threw out just one comment.

‘Her eyes are weirdly far apart aren’t they?’

And he nodded yes, feeling guilty because he’d noticed it but thought it was strangely attractive.

And that was that. No more Beth chat. He hadn’t even seen her to say goodbye – the rest of the wedding had passed in a blur.

The next morning, he and Maggie made love for the first time as husband and wife, and headed straight to the airport to catch their flight to the Maldives.

Maggie had been relaxed, smiley. Everything he always wanted her to be. He felt, for the first time in a long time, that he’d achieved something. His ultimate goal: he’d made her happy. It felt like winning the lottery.

But he knows that he’s walking a tightrope, and that something is bound to knock him off eventually.

‘I’m going to investigate the gym,’ he says, putting down the book he isn’t reading and pushing his sunglasses up his nose. He isn’t used to sitting still for this long, and he doesn’t like it. His skin feels as though it’s crawling with ants.

On the sun lounger opposite him, Maggie glances over the top of her magazine.

‘Oh.’

The tone of voice feels like a bit of a warning, but he had two beers with his lunch so he can’t be sure.

‘Is that OK?’

She cocks her head at him, considering it.

‘I guess so,’ she says, eventually. ‘I don’t know why you want to go and sweat in a gym when we’re somewhere as beautiful as this but…’

‘I don’t want to lose my shape,’ he says, feeling stupid. ‘I want to look good for you. We weren’t all blessed with good genes like yours you know.’

It’s slightly pathetic but it’s also true.

She smiles broadly at him – compliments like that mean a lot to her, and he reaches down to kiss her before going back into their water bungalow and gathering up a towel and a water bottle.

The empty gym is freezing, thanks to the air conditioning, but a few minutes running on the treadmill makes him grateful for it. It’s so good to be moving his body again. To feel some sense of his physicality. At work, he’s constantly moving, buzzing with the fast-paced nature of his job. All this lying around reading, really, it’s just not for him.

More than anything, he’s missed the banter with his colleagues. Maggie doesn’t really do banter. She’s thoughtful, intelligent. Loves to debate politics. Loves to win an argument, to prove how much smarter she is than him.

Because she is. She is so much smarter than him.

He just has to remember how lucky he is to have her. This complicated, beautiful creature. Making her happy is his sole goal. He thinks if he manages it, then his life will truly mean something.

After nearly forty minutes of cardio, he walks over to the weights bench and adjusts the heavy metal discs on the barbell, lying down on his back. As he’s about to lift, someone appears in his line of sight.

‘Hey,’ a voice says.

With difficulty, he lifts his head. An ageless man, wearing only shorts and with an incredible tan, is standing in front of him.

‘Hi,’ Nick says.

‘I’m Bryan,’ the man says, holding out a hand. Nick can hear an accent. Australian or New Zealand? He’s never been quite sure of the difference. Something to do with the vowel sounds but God knows which is which.

‘Nick.’

‘On holiday?’

‘Honeymoon.’

‘Nice.’

Nick goes back to his bench while Bryan takes a seat on the rowing machine.

Nick feels a fleeting moment of happiness. The sense that all is right with his world. That for perhaps the first time in his life, he has achieved something rare and special: contentment.

*

Three hours later, they are sitting at the bar together. Nick has enjoyed Bryan’s company more than he expected.

Bryan downs the rest of his pint and shrugs his apologies.

‘Matt will be waiting for me,’ he says. ‘We’ve got fish dinner on the beach tonight. Candlelight, private butler, the works. Have you and your wife done that yet? You should try it, man, it’s awesome.’

Nick nods.

‘I’ll tell Maggie.’

‘Maggie – that’s right. I’d love to meet her. See if you can tempt her into joining us for the sunrise yoga class. Honestly, it’s a blast.’

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ Nick says, smiling.

‘Good man. Laters.’

Bryan slaps Nick on the back and strolls off along the sugar white beach. Nick looks back at the barman. He has a ponytail and the kind of relaxed expression that can surely only come from living somewhere like this. He’s never had to worry about missing a train, or whether he’s wearing the right outfit for a dinner party.

‘Another?’

‘Uh, no, thanks. I’d better be getting back.’

‘Ah yes. The honeymooners.’

The barman winks.

Nick wanders back along the sand to their water bungalow, listening to the gentle sound of the waves lapping against the shore. He wonders if in another life he could live here, full-time. Maybe he could learn to surf. Or to cook. He’s never been much of a fan of cooking but the seafood here is incredible.

He rounds the corner of the tiny island and spies their water bungalow ahead. Maggie isn’t lying on the deck where he left her, and it takes a second before he realises that of course she isn’t – that must have been a while ago now. He glances at the sky, noticing for the first time that the sun is low, burning a strange kind of amber.

He doesn’t have a watch on. Maggie bought him a Rolex Submariner as a wedding gift, and she’s insisted he keep it in the hotel safe during the day.

‘You don’t want it to get scratched.’

He was tempted to protest – wasn’t the whole point of the Submariner that it was designed to be worn underwater? – but he knew she wouldn’t take kindly to that.

Anyway, the upshot is that he has no idea what time it is as he strolls lightly up the steps to the bungalow, the beer he drank with Bryan sloshing around inside him.

‘Mags?’ he calls, pushing aside the mosquito curtain.

She’s sitting on the bed in a strange position. Knees drawn up to her chin, arms beside her. Rigid.

‘Have you seen the sunset? It’s amazing.’

‘Where have you been?’

It’s like a stone falling to the pit of his stomach. He swallows. That voice. He knows what it means. The dread rushes in, closely followed by his brain going into overdrive. What’s the best way to minimise the damage? How can he get her back to happy, sweet Maggie, the one he made love to this morning?

‘I… I told you, baby, I went to the gym.’

Playing dumb. It’s a stupid tactic. It doesn’t work. Hasn’t he learnt that yet? It doesn’t work.

It might buy him some time but we’re talking minutes. Seconds.

Fuck fuck fuck.

‘That was three and a half hours ago.’

Her voice is still calm. Calm but deadly. It’s almost more terrifying than the full-on rage. At least when they get to that stage, he knows that things are nearly over.

The anticipation is the bit he hates the most.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says, panicking now. Apologies help. He needs to keep them coming. ‘I met this guy in the gym – he wouldn’t leave me alone. He was really annoying. Pushy. But I know what you always say, that I need to practise my small talk.’

He sends a silent prayer of apology to Bryan, poor Bryan who did none of these things and was none of these things, for besmirching his good name. Bryan was great – he worked in advertising, he’d been married to his partner Matt for four years, they were out here to celebrate their anniversary. They had a pug called Domino.

Why did he know all this? Why had he been so keen to talk to him? Why had he put himself in this situation?

Bryan was collateral damage.

‘It’s our fucking honeymoon!’ she hisses. ‘And you just left me here.’

‘I know… but baby, baby…’

But it’s too late. He hasn’t managed to contain the beast and he feels himself zone out as she screams at him – the usual obscenities, plentiful uses of the c-word.

He’s grateful for the isolated position of their bungalow.

As she shouts at him he wonders, as he always does, how someone so beautiful can transform into something so ugly with nothing more than their temper.

‘You stupid fucking arsehole! You ALWAYS do this, you ALWAYS ruin everything good that we have!’

‘Maggie,’ he says, trying to contain his own anger, because sometimes, really, sometimes it does infuriate him. That he has to live like this.

And no, of course it’s not her fault that she’s so sensitive but at the same time he just wishes – for once – she would cut him a bit of slack. No, not even that, he wishes that she would just talk to him calmly about how she’s feeling, wishes it didn’t always have to escalate into this – this insanity. ‘I’m sorry, OK? I lost track of time.’

‘Oh, you’re sorry?’ she sneers at him. ‘Well then that’s OK. Stop the press everyone! Nick Parker is SORRY. So that’s it, is it? Carte blanche, slate wiped clean, all good for Nick Parker until he fucks up again and then rustles up his magic word – sorry – to move on with his life with absolutely zero fucking consequences for his behaviour!’

‘I can’t talk to you when you’re like this,’ he says, shaking his head. ‘You’re being ridiculous. And anyway I need a piss.’

He walks past her, feeling a shiver ripple over him as he does so, involuntarily shrinking away in case she lobs something at him. But there’s nothing to hand, nothing for her to grab, and so he escapes into the bathroom and curses whoever designed these romantic fucking honeymoon bungalows and decided that the bathrooms didn’t need locks.

He sits on the closed toilet lid, head in his hands.

He thinks about what Bryan said earlier, as they sat at the bar together. ‘Yeah we’ve been together four years now. I was such a playboy when I was in my 20s, but then I met Matt and I dunno… how would you explain it? He just makes me feel calm. He makes me feel like I’m in the right place. Does that make sense?’

Outside the bathroom he can hear Maggie pacing up and down, waiting for him. It’s like being stalked by a tiger.

He just makes me feel like I’m in the right place.

Has Maggie ever made him feel like that? Not right now, that’s for fucking sure.

He flushes the toilet even though he hasn’t used it, and washes his hands. Hoping that when he opens the door, she’ll have calmed down a little. After all, what has he actually done? He’s gone for a drink with someone. It wasn’t even a woman.

He opens the door, his brain now on high-alert, speedily processing everything that’s around him. He looks over, and Maggie is sitting back down on the bed, her head in her hands now, sobbing.

The sobbing stage. It’s the worst. It feels as though he’s literally being torn apart from the inside.

‘Mags,’ he begins, tentatively. ‘I honestly didn’t think you’d mind. I thought you’d enjoy some peace and quiet.’

‘You don’t think!’ she says, her head snapping back up. Her face is streaked with tears, mascara running down both cheeks and onto her pristine white sundress. ‘That’s the problem with you. You never think! You never think what it’s like for me. You just live your life, carefree Nick, breezing through it as though nothing matters but it does! It does matter, Nick. It matters to me. And you’re killing me! You’re killing me with this!’

She’s choking again now, barely able to breathe, her face red and contorted with the effort of trying to speak through the emotion.

He feels terrible. She’s right. He doesn’t think. She’s right about everything. He is useless and thoughtless and hopeless and careless and… just ‘less’ in every sense of the word.

He’s known it his whole life and he’s tried to hide it, but it can’t be hidden because it comes out in every fucked-up mistake he makes, in every person who loves him that he hurts and lets down…

Beth, his mother, Maggie… Anna.

‘I’m so sorry, it was just a drink…’

‘How many?’ she spits. ‘How many drinks? I don’t believe it was just one. You reek of alcohol! You absolutely reek of it!’

This is new, another of his faults. Drinking too much. Even though when he met her, she was out drinking with her friends at least four nights a week.

But on the plane over here, she mentioned something about them both cutting back. Something to do with it affecting his sperm.

It hits him like a brick.

He has completely missed what she’s been planning.

She wants a baby with him. Of course she does.

Maggie is right about him. He doesn’t think.


Beth

Ten years after

She has been in LA for four months, living in Vaughan’s rented apartment in Hermosa Beach, when the first university shooting nearby takes place, just outside of Culver City.

She has tried to like living in Los Angeles, and indeed there’s much to like about it. Not least their spacious apartment on the fourth floor of a block, with panoramic views of the beach. Hermosa Beach is a slightly bohemian, laid-back community south of LA, far enough away from Hollywood and Beverly Hills for Beth to pretend that those things have nothing to do with her. Hermosa means beautiful, and there’s no denying that the area lives up to its name. They are just two blocks from the beach and every morning at 5 a.m. she pulls her trainers on and runs down The Strand, the 22-mile long coastal path. Sometimes she does 5km, sometimes she does 10km. But afterwards she always picks herself up a freshly pressed smoothie on the way back to the apartment.

It’s a life so many would dream of. She has nothing to complain about.

She’s just finished shooting Ten to One, a six-part drama for Sky, which was mostly filmed in Toronto anyway. She’s in discussions with several different production companies; there is plenty for her to be getting her teeth into.

She has more money in her bank account than she needs, and last week, Vaughan suggested she might want to think about hiring a full-time assistant, because that’s what actresses of her stature do.

She has success beyond all measure – she even shot a small, but vital, role in a major motion picture earlier this month. Whether she likes it or not, there’s no denying that she is on her way to being properly famous.

She is living the dream.

But something started happening to her, a couple of months after she arrived, that made no sense.

Nightmares about the fire. Not every night, but often enough to make her question her sanity.

In the nightmares she’s stuck inside the kitchen at Cecil Broad, and on the other side of the glass door are Rosa, Anna and Nick, staring at her, their mouths opening, gesticulating and screaming at her to get out, but she can’t move.

Eventually the wall of flames around her conceals her view of them completely. And then, she wakes up.

She can’t understand why these dreams would start now, when she’s living so far away. It frightens her.

She thinks back to her first ever West End production, Tides of Change, and the joy she felt at seeing her photograph and name in the programme.

Tides of Change is Beth Millen’s West End debut. Beth would like to thank all her family and friends for their support.

She was only in the chorus, but even so, it felt like the greatest achievement she could ever imagine. Was that the pinnacle of it all? That moment when she saw her career validated, finally? Has it been downhill from then on?

She remembers welling up in the shared dressing room, clutching the programme to her chest and thinking, what a miracle. I’ve done it, I’ve actually done it.

She slept with that programme under her pillow for the entire run of the show. She had never been happier. She wishes she could get back that passion, get back that enthusiasm. She’s become too jaded, too cynical. And that’s not the work’s fault. It’s the industry that makes you that way. When you see people with real, raw talent, go unnoticed in favour of someone with a higher media profile. When reality television stars are cast as leads in musicals, despite the fact that there are thousands of incredible triple-threats out there, scrabbling around making ends meet and desperately waiting for their moment to shine.

She stares at the sunshine from the window. The sunshine should make her happy, but she misses the rain, stupid as it is to say, she misses grey days when it makes sense to spend the whole day in pyjamas, she misses Marmite and sarcasm and proper tea, she misses anonymity and she misses her British friends.

And most of all she misses Nick.

Vaughan is always busy, and the fellow actors she’s met since she moved over have all been self-contained, seeming to only trust those people around them that are working for them.

It seems as though in this town, ‘assistant’ really means ‘close friend’.

But how can someone you pay to spend time with you truly be a friend?

And why did Vaughan say she needed an assistant?

She turns the radio off. She doesn’t want to hear any more about the university shooting. She can’t bear it.

Edie, Vaughan’s daughter, is visiting today. She’s staying for half-term, her mother Sophie finally relenting and allowing her to come over alone. And Beth is nervous. Edie is thirteen now, and Beth knows nothing about teenage girls. Even when she was one herself, she always felt on the periphery, watching her peers’ complicated interactions from the sidelines, staying quiet, always observing.

She hears the key turning in the front door. Vaughan has taken the day off so that he can collect Edie from the airport later, and he’s just been to the gym.

‘Hey,’ he says. ‘Baking out there. Love this weather.’

His face is bright red, his forehead slicked with sweat. Beth can’t help but notice the fullness of his stomach, the way his gym top is straining – ever so slightly – to contain it. Most people who move to LA lose weight, but Vaughan’s lifestyle is unhealthy. Constantly rushing from meeting to meeting, long days on shoots, even longer days spent sitting in front of his computer, grabbing food whenever he can and from wherever’s most convenient.

‘How was the gym?’ she asks, trying to convey that she’s pleased he went.

Beth has a personal trainer who works out with her four times a week. Mandatory for someone like her, of course.

‘Awful,’ he says, grinning as he fills a glass with water. ‘What’s up, you look sad?’

‘There’s been a shooting at a university,’ she says, closing her eyes briefly. ‘Not that far from here.’

Vaughan leans on the kitchen worktop. Beth notices that he’s still a little out of breath, even though his gym is a fifteen-minute drive away.

‘I heard. They had it on breaking news on the TVs at the gym. Shocking huh?’ He wipes his mouth with the back of his sleeve. ‘I’m absolutely drenched, better get a shower.’

She stares at him for a few seconds. How can he be so casual about it?

She should tell him about her nightmares.

‘At least six students have been killed,’ she says, as he turns to walk away. ‘Six young people, with their whole lives ahead of them. Just gone. Like that.’

Vaughan turns. He’s puzzled now, frowning at her. He doesn’t understand why this might upset her so much. Of course, he doesn’t understand. That’s not his fault though.

‘Are you OK, sweetheart?’

She holds his stare. Thinks, briefly, about telling him everything: about the fire, the aftermath. Wonders what it would achieve.

Nothing. It would achieve nothing. And he has so much going on himself.

He would probably suggest she went to therapy or trauma counselling or something.

She’s done well all these years to avoid having to do anything like that. Afterwards, she made her own plan – by design or accident, she’s not sure. But it’s worked well up until now. She’s thrown herself into her acting, focused all her energy and thoughts on it. Everyone knows creative work is the best therapy of all. It has saved her.

‘I’m fine,’ she lies, shaking her head. ‘Sorry. Was just a bit of a shock, that’s all.’

‘Nothing like that is ever going to happen to us,’ he says. ‘We live in one of the safest parts of LA. You know that, right?’

She does know that. She knows that there are some parts of LA that are so dangerous you wouldn’t want to visit them even in the daytime. It’s a city of multitudes and she’s part of the most privileged class, the part that gets to live by the beach and shop at Whole Foods and employ a different kind of immigrant to clean so that they never have to get their hands dirty.

She nods.

‘I’m a little bit nervous,’ she says, changing the subject, ‘about Edie coming to stay, that’s all. I want her to have a good time. I don’t want anything to upset her. It’s important, this. You know that.’

He pulls his lips into a line. This is a sore spot in their relationship.

‘And you know,’ she continues, ‘we’re not used to having other people around. It’s just… us, all the time. Edie will bring a whole different energy to the place.’

‘I know what it’s like having my own daughter around, thank you very much,’ he snaps.

She shouldn’t have said anything. He feels guilty that he lives in a different country from Edie, and he doesn’t like it when she interferes in their relationship.

‘I’m not saying you don’t!’ she protests. ‘Let’s not argue. I’m just…’

He takes a step towards her, blinking slowly.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says. ‘I didn’t mean to snap.’

‘I just want her to have a good time,’ Beth says. ‘It’ll be the most time I’ve ever spent with her. I want her to… I don’t know… like me.’

‘She does like you!’

‘She doesn’t really know me that well.’

Beth thinks of the handful of times she’s spent with Edie, despite the fact that she’s been with Vaughan for almost five years. Edie has always been polite but aloof, never really letting her in. Beth’s not married to Vaughan, so isn’t technically her stepmother. Perhaps Edie still sees her as something temporary, not worth getting to know?

‘How many of your previous girlfriends did Edie meet?’ Beth asks.

Vaughan frowns again.

‘Where’s this coming from?’ he says, confused. ‘None. There wasn’t any serious enough before you.’

She swallows, realising that her heart rate has increased. What’s the matter with her? Why is she being like this?

‘I’m sorry,’ she says, shaking her head. ‘Ignore me. I’m just…’

She was going to say nervous, but another word threatens to escape. Lonely.

Thankfully, she stops it, but not before turning it around fully in her mind.

She lives in the City of Stars; she has everything she could ever want. But she’s lonely, and everything feels wrong.


Nick

One month later

‘Listen mate, when I say you’ve fucked up here. I mean, you’ve really fucked up. You know that, right? I’ve got no choice.’

A voice pipes up in his head. Well, you can’t blame them. You’ve had a good run. Took the ball and got as far as you could with it before everyone worked out that you’re shit.

He’s not sure who it belongs to – his PE teacher at school perhaps? He always told it like it was.

But Marty is still talking.

‘And look, you know, I like you. I’ve always liked you, kid. You’re a good guy, and you’re smarter than you realise. But…’ Marty gave a great sigh, as though he felt personally responsible for Nick’s performance. ‘But don’t take this the wrong way. I’m worried about you. You look…’

Nick glances up at Marty.

‘… like shit, to be quite frank.’

Nick blinks, nods. Marty is looking at him with eyebrows raised, waiting for some kind of explanation.

‘I’ve been having trouble sleeping,’ he says, eventually.

‘Mate, that doesn’t explain the busted nose.’

‘It was an accident.’

‘You know, if you’re mixed up in something… bigger than you can deal with, I might suggest you get some help with it. And if it’s something really serious, then, let’s just say I know some people who know some people. But in the meantime, I think perhaps you should take a holiday with your wife. And take a month off with your severance pay and work out what the fuck you actually want to do with your life, because I can tell that working in this industry isn’t it, and I can tell you now that I’ve seen dozens, if not hundreds, of guys like you, and they all end up the same way. And fuck me, it’s a waste of life. It’s a waste of so much potential. There’s more to life than finance, son, there really is.’

Potential. Nick’s not sure he ever had that.

‘I’m sorry, pal,’ Marty says now, softening. ‘I’m really fond of you. I am. But you know. This stuff, it’s not a joke. We’re owned by our investors and data breaches are serious. It’s not something I can make disappear.’

‘I know,’ Nick says, trying to work out why he doesn’t feel anything.

‘I don’t think this world is for you,’ Marty says, and Nick suddenly does feel something: a deep desire for his boss to shut up with his patronising advice. ‘You’re too emotional for it. You’ve got to let things go. I see you and I worry… I’ll be frank with you. I worry you’ll go the same way as Vincent.’

Vincent. The guy who threw himself off the rooftop garden after his wife left him. They pretend not to be, but they’re all still haunted by it. Nick will never forget the mess in the lobby. Nothing like in films, when it’s all contained in one neat little area.

No. There were tiny pieces of Vincent coating every single wall of the building: north, south, east and west.

The firm’s response was to offer free counselling sessions to all those who felt they needed it, but no one had any time to attend them, so it was just a PR exercise really.

‘I’m sorry mate,’ Marty says.

Nick looks at him.

‘And I’m going to have to take your lanyard. And your phone. I can trust you to leave quietly can’t I? I won’t make security walk you out. But don’t go back to your desk. I’ll get Lisa to send your things on.’

Nick nods, taking off the frayed bit of cord from around his neck. He glances down one last time at the photo on the front – taken on his first day, when he couldn’t believe his luck, that he had blagged his way into this job. He looks young. Fresh-faced. Optimistic.

Unrecognisable.

Jesus, is this really it? Is this it for him? Washed up at twenty-nine?

He hands over the lanyard and his work mobile.

Marty sighs.

‘You know Nick, you’re a really smart guy. One of the smartest I know. You just need a rest. And you need to figure out what you really want to do with your life. Go save some orphans or something – that feels more up your street.’

Nick nods. From somewhere, he manages to utter a short thanks, and then he turns to leave Marty’s office for the last time. As he makes his way towards the elevators, he tries to work out what IT might find when they get round to wiping his computer.

Then it comes back to him: the last thing he was looking at.

A website called Abuse Has No Gender.

The humiliation is real. He imagines them sniggering. He’s never liked the IT guys. They’re jealous of the investor team. Jealous of their commission.

His nose is killing him.

How the fuck is he going to tell Maggie?

He gets into the elevator, feeling strangely naked without his lanyard. He looks at the rows of buttons in front of him. The L for lobby. But then, the twenty-four. His last chance to see the top floor.

He presses the button.

He walks through the seating area and out onto the terrace. It’s a beautiful, clear summer day. He looks out at all the buildings, impossibly huge for such a tiny footprint of land. He thinks of all the people, just like him, working inside them.

There’s hardly anyone else up here. It’s not even 10 a.m. Everyone will be in meetings.

He takes a deep breath and goes back inside, to the corner that overlooks the atrium. This is where Vincent jumped from. He takes a step forward, until his toes are in line with the barrier, and looks down. He imagines how Vincent must have felt at this moment, as he stood on this exact spot.

But he doesn’t want to die.

He thought marrying Maggie was the solution. That it would make her happy, make the constant feeling of unease go away. But it hasn’t. Somehow, inexplicably, it’s made everything worse.

He begins to cry. He can’t remember the last time he cried, but the tears gush forward, salty and uncontrollable, spilling out across his sore nose and down the front of his blue Prada shirt. How has his life gone so very wrong, without him even realising?

He knows now that he must leave Maggie. He thinks of last night, the pure venom in her eyes as she smacked him across the face with her clutch bag. There was a twang as the metal logo attached to the front of the bag connected with his nose. And then, searing pain.

She looked at him with such immense and complete hatred that he felt less-than-human. His crime? Eating supper without her. He’d got confused, didn’t realise she’d had to work late, and when she didn’t come home, he thought she’d gone out for dinner with a friend.

Her temper isn’t normal. And now he has a broken nose. He knows it’s broken, because he’s broken it once before when he was at school and he got clouted in the face during rugby. He remembers the pain, the way it felt as though his nose was three times its normal size, and the fact he couldn’t breathe.

But there’s nothing much you can do for a broken nose. Just ice and painkillers. Eventually, it will heal. But what will it leave behind? Not a visible scar, but something worse: a scar on his soul.

He has lived like this for three years now. Walking on eggshells, as they say. Terrified that the slightest thing might set off her rage.

But also feeling so sad for her. So sad for them both that he can’t seem to be what she needs, that sometimes his very existence seems to infuriate her.

He doesn’t want to die.

No, he wants to start over – to go back to that night all those years ago and do things differently. To be different. More grown up.

To have coped with that fucking fire.

The benefit of hindsight, they say. But it’s not a benefit. It’s a curse.

Because he can’t go back. He can only go forward.

He didn’t manage to save Anna that night. But he so wanted to save Maggie. He was determined to make her happy, and yet he’s failed, again.

Not through lack of trying at least.

He steps away from the barrier. The last time he tried to leave Maggie, she threatened to kill herself.

So, he won’t leave her. He’ll just disappear instead.

After all, the alternative is worse: going home and telling her that he’s lost his job, the one thing she actually liked about him.

He sighs, closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. This is something that he has picked up from working here – from his assistant, Lara, in fact, who showed him how to use the power of breath to centre himself. He thought it was a load of old shit until she sent him some scientific articles about it, about how it can affect the parasympathetic part of the nervous system and basically rid your body of stress.

He’s midway through his third deep breath when his phone rings, undoing any of the positive benefits he’s just experienced.

He pulls it out of his pocket as though it’s a grenade that might explode in his hand. Looks down at the name on the screen.

He’s expecting it to say ‘The Wife’, for her to be full of remorse and apologies, but it doesn’t.

Instead it says simply ‘B’.

‘Oh… hey!’ he says, his voice catching. He’s stopped crying, thankfully, but his face is still sore from the tears.

‘Nick?’ She sounds faraway, scared. What time is it in LA? It must be the middle of the night. Why is she calling him?

‘Yes?’

‘I’m sorry to ring you out of the blue like this… I just didn’t know… I didn’t know who else to call.’

Her voice sounds strangled.

‘What’s the matter?’

She takes a sharp inhalation of breath.

‘It’s Vaughan. Vaughan’s had a heart attack.’


Beth

It was insane to call Nick, but she hadn’t felt as though it was a choice. He was the only person she knew who didn’t really know Vaughan. Who wasn’t connected with him – with them both.

The only person she knew who was only connected to her.

It felt like the right thing to do, but even so, she was shocked when he said he would fly straight over. She thought he must have been joking, but he texted her a few hours later with the details of his flight.

She’s sitting in the hospital waiting room, alone, when Nick arrives eighteen hours later.

‘Oh my God,’ she says, burying her face in his jacket. She feels overcome with exhaustion, as though she would quite like to collapse against him and sleep for hours. ‘Thank you so much for coming. I know it’s ridiculous I just…’

‘It’s not ridiculous,’ he says, quietly. He kisses the top of her head. ‘It’s not ridiculous at all. How is he?’

Beth pulls back.

‘What happened to your nose?’

He blinks, shakes his head.

‘It doesn’t matter.’

She frowns. She knows what happened to his nose. She could tell Maggie was controlling from the first time they met. And later, in London, they all had an excruciating dinner together one night: her, Vaughan, Maggie and Nick. She had to excuse herself to go to the toilet halfway through, because she couldn’t stand the way Maggie was behaving: talking over Nick, telling him what to order, making jokes about his weight.

Beth was furious, but she couldn’t show it. She didn’t want Vaughan to think that she was upset because she was jealous.

She’s understood for a while that things were more sinister than she’d first suspected. That Maggie wasn’t just controlling, she was violent too. One night, Nick rang her, drunk and incomprehensible after Maggie had hit him, and Beth told him in no uncertain terms to leave her. But midway through their conversation, the phone cut out, and he didn’t pick up when she rang him back.

Since then, she’s been stuck over here, worrying about him, and on the few times they’ve seen each other since the wedding, he’s refused to talk about it. Of course. He doesn’t like to talk about anything that means anything.

‘It’s not important, Beth. How’s Vaughan?’

She folds into herself then, the guilt and fear overtaking her. How could this have happened?

‘I can’t…’ She starts to cry.

‘I know,’ he says, and he holds her tightly.

‘He’s alive. They’ve done a bypass surgery, whatever that means.’ The words lodge in her throat. ‘Something to increase the flow of blood around his heart. His father died of a heart attack when he was just fifty-eight. I was so scared…’

‘It’s OK,’ he says. ‘He’s built of tough stuff, isn’t he? You always say that.’

But she’s not listening.

‘But Nick… just last week I was planning…’

She pauses. Can she confess this to Nick? That she was going to leave Vaughan, that she’s been thinking about it for weeks now?

No. She’s too ashamed. She gulps air, disgusted with herself.

‘They keep saying he’s stable and they’re doing their best. I’ve only ever heard about people dying from heart attacks. I don’t know what happens if you have one and you don’t die.’

‘I don’t either,’ he says, sitting down next to her. ‘But I’m sure they’re right. I’m sure they are doing their best.’

‘We should never have moved here,’ she says, bitterly. ‘He’s always so stressed, so busy… He doesn’t look after himself… I knew it but I didn’t do anything about it. I should have told him to slow down, take some time out but he’s so driven… I thought it was a good thing but it’s not, is it? It’s really not.’

‘I don’t know, B. I really don’t.’

She pulls away from him slightly.

‘Are you OK?’

‘What? Yes. I’m fine. Fine.’

He’s not fine but he won’t tell her what’s really going on. He never does. She feels a rush of undirected anger – at what? She’s not sure. Everything.

‘Are you OK?’ he asks.

That question again.

The same answer: Not without you.

She shakes her head.

‘I really, really hate it here,’ she says, bitterly.

‘Everyone hates hospitals.’

‘No, not the hospital. I hate living in LA.’

‘Does it turn out that you’re not a surfer chick after all?’

She shakes her head, remembering the poster she had up in her university bedroom, the way he teased her about it. It’s a shock to hear him joke about that time. It makes her jealous that he can.

‘You go for meetings about projects and they’re held in these shiny skyscrapers and – no offence – it’s like walking into an investment bank, you feel like all the creativity and authenticity and… passion has been sucked dry. Everyone’s just in it to make money – they’re obsessed with money and how commercial things are, even if they’re utter crap. And I’m not thin enough, apparently, even though I’m a size 8 and I never eat because I’m so anxious and on edge all the time and basically I’m miserable and I want to come home.’

‘Come home then,’ he says.

She stares at him, starts to cry again. How did they end up like this? How did they both mess things up so spectacularly?

It strikes her that the anger she feels is directed at him. Deep down, will she always be angry with him for leaving her?

‘I can’t. I can’t leave Vaughan.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because…’ She pauses. Why can’t she leave Vaughan? Because she does love him. She really does. But is it enough? ‘Because it’s complicated.’

‘Not while he’s lying in a hospital bed,’ Nick says. ‘I’m not a complete bastard.’

They fall into silence and she turns her hands over in her lap.

‘I’m leaving Maggie,’ he says, eventually. ‘I was fired yesterday. I was actually leaving the office for the last time when you rang, and I went home and packed a bag and went straight to the airport. I haven’t even told her.’

‘Oh.’

She can’t process this information. It’s too much. The last few days have been too much.

Bad things always seem to happen at this time of year. She wishes she could fast-forward through November and go straight to Christmas.

‘Sorry, I know, you have enough of your own stuff to deal with. I’m only telling you in case… in case it makes you feel better.’

‘Do you think this is what we deserve?’ she says, softly. ‘After what we did?’

‘Christ, we didn’t do anything wrong Beth. We didn’t. We were just… lucky.’

She makes a non-committal noise.

‘I don’t mean… shit. Of course you don’t deserve what Maggie has done to you. No one deserves that. You know that right?’

‘I tried so hard to make her happy. But I just kept falling short. It’s not her fault either. We just weren’t a good fit.’

Beth looks sideways at him. Of course it’s Maggie’s fault. Nick certainly isn’t perfect – he’s avoidant and unreliable and he’d rather laugh things off or run away than have a serious conversation about them – but deep down, none of those things Maggie says about him are true.

‘I think it’s good that you’ve been fired,’ she says.

‘What?’

‘I think now you can concentrate on what you really want to do with your life. It was a shit, toxic job. You fell into it because it was an easy escape. A job that didn’t leave you any time to think. But imagine how much easier it will be to get yourself sorted out and focus on the things you really want to do.’

‘Easy for you to say. I’m going to be thirty next year. I don’t have any experience doing anything else. Plus, I have rent to pay.’

‘Sod it. Move out of London.’ She nudges him. ‘Not too far though.’

‘Not as far as LA, you mean?’

She sighs.

‘Maybe I should have moved to New York instead. I’ve always liked the idea of New York. It’s more… real.’

‘Well, it’s not too late.’

‘Yes it is. I’m stuck.’

‘No you’re not. You’ve made a name for yourself. People love you. Don’t look so surprised! I’ve googled you, you know. I’ve seen your meteoric rise. That’s priceless. No one can ever take that away from you.’

She can’t believe how naive he is, but she also likes it. It’s an appealing fantasy, to believe that she’s ‘made it’ in such a horrendously difficult job. But it’s bollocks. It’s wafer-thin, the illusion of success.

‘I’m hardly Meryl Streep. And it’s fickle, this business. They build you up and they can tear you down just as easily.’ She pauses. ‘Or worse, they forget about you.’

‘Well in that case I guess we’re both fucked.’

She smiles. She feels strange, somewhere in that place between happiness and sorrow. It’s so good to have Nick here, to feel his reassuring presence, and yet just a few minutes earlier she was angry with him for leaving her, and all the while her partner of nearly five years is lying in a hospital room, hooked up to machines that are keeping him alive, having recently had his ribcage sliced open.

‘I’ve been having nightmares,’ she says, quietly. ‘About the fire.’

He glances at her.

‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘I used to get them too. Straight after. But they went away when I…’

‘When you left.’ She finishes the sentence for him.

He shrugs slightly. The sadness washes over her again; sadness for him and for her and for Vaughan and for Anna.

‘Thank you for coming,’ she says, squeezing Nick’s hand.

His eyes meet hers. For a few seconds they just look at each other. She searches his eyes trying to read his mind, her hand tight around his. How can it be that she still wants him this much, after everything? And while Vaughan is seriously ill in hospital? She’s a monster.

‘Beth I…’

��What?’

Her heart is aching, actually aching.

‘When this is all over and things go back to… well, whatever normal is, then perhaps we could… make a promise to each other?’ he says. ‘That we’ll make time to see one another. That we won’t let life – other people – always get in the way.’

She nods. A chink of light appears, somewhere in her mind’s eye. Perhaps they will find their way back to one another eventually. But now is not the time.

‘I know it was Maggie who did that to your nose,’ she says, gently. ‘And I know she didn’t like me.’

‘Christ. It wasn’t you. She didn’t like anyone.’

She sighs softly and rests her head on Nick’s shoulder, feeling sleep approach. But just as her eyelids begin to flicker shut, there’s a noise from the corner of the room.

She pulls away from Nick instantly, looking up as Sula, Vaughan’s long-time agent and friend, marches towards them, brandishing two coffees.

‘I had to go three blocks to find a Starbucks,’ she says, handing one to Beth. ‘The hospital coffee tastes like shit. Oh, hi, who’s your friend?’

‘Oh, this is… Nick,’ Beth says, standing up. ‘He’s an old friend of mine from the UK. He… happened to be over here on business and wanted to drop by and see how I was doing.’

She shouldn’t have lied. Why did she lie?

‘Nice to meet you Nick,’ Sula says, shaking his hand. ‘The old guy has given us both quite a fright. But he’s tough as nails.’

Sula cocks her head on one side, screws up her nose.

‘Yikes, Nick. What the hell happened to your face?’


Nick

Nick flies home ten days later. Vaughan is back on his feet – not literally, but metaphorically. Nick restrains himself from thanking Vaughan for having a heart attack. After all, if he hadn’t had one, then Nick would never have come over to LA and everything would be different.

Of course, he had to tell Maggie that he had gone away for a bit. She’d been sending messages threatening to call the police and report him as missing, but he didn’t tell her where he’d gone.

He thought if he did, she might just jump on a plane herself, and more than anything, he realised, he just really, really didn’t want to see her again.

It’s strange, he thinks, as he sits in the lounge at LAX waiting to board his flight. It’s strange how a change of scenery, a drastic jerking-out of your normal life, can affect your mindset. But he feels as though the scales have fallen from his eyes, and finally he knows what he has to do.

He has to be brave. He has to end it. He can’t fix Maggie, any more than he can fix his mum. And he doesn’t owe Maggie anything.

He takes his phone out of his rucksack, checks for messages. For the first few days after he arrived he kept his phone switched off. And when he did turn it on, the messages loaded like an avalanche: voicemails and texts ranging from abusive to manipulative to desperate.

There were a handful of messages from colleagues who’d heard he’d been fired too.

He ignored them all.

On the plane, he takes out a book – the first novel he’s read in years – and he tries to make a plan. First, he’ll go to the flat, gather up some things, and then, he’ll go back to his mum’s.

And start his life over. Again.

*

He takes the train from Heathrow instead of catching a taxi. Unfortunately, his flight landed in the afternoon, which means he’s going to arrive home about the same time as Maggie.

Unless she’s out tonight.

He prays she’s out tonight.

Home. It’s a joke. It was his home once: his peaceful, empty, sanctuary, but as soon as they got engaged she moved in and started filling it with her things, none of which he would have chosen.

When he emerges at Canary Wharf tube station, he feels a bitter churning in the pit of his stomach. An almost visceral reaction to the place that once held so much wonder. Now, it feels toxic – to him, at least – representing everything that’s wrong with the world.

He thinks about his grandad’s tomatoes.

There are no tomatoes growing in Canary Wharf. The only greenery grows in carefully controlled concrete grids. There’s not even a scruffy hanging basket anywhere.

He walks the familiar route across Cabot Square, heading in the direction of Marsh Wall and his apartment.

In the lobby, the concierge, Bobby, greets him with a huge smile.

‘Mr Nick!’ he says. ‘It’s been a long time, dude. You look well, been on holiday?’

‘Something like that,’ he replies. ‘Nice to see you, Bobby.’

It’s not all bad, this place, he thinks as he takes the elevator. But then again, he knows nothing about Bobby’s personal life. Where he lives, who he lives with, how much he even earns. He puts a smile on for Nick, but that’s because it’s his job to do so.

It all feels like artifice now.

Outside the door to his apartment, he pauses, keys in hand. He puts an ear to the heavy black door, but of course, he can’t hear anything. It’s a fire door, they cut out almost all sound.

Right. Enough procrastinating. Time to move.

He turns the key in the lock, wondering briefly if she’ll have had it changed, but it opens and he pushes down the heavy handle.

Inside, the room is dark. Has he gotten away with it? He exhales.

The flat is a tip. Takeaway boxes litter the island unit, there are two empty wine bottles open beside them, a pair of glasses in the sink. The living room is strewn with bits of Maggie’s clothing.

He doesn’t have time to tidy up. He looks again at the large painting on the wall, remembering when Maggie gave it to him. Feeling grateful that he never felt any real affection for it. For anything in this place.

His fingers run across the cool worktop and he feels the sharp crevice in the corner. He can’t remember now what caused it. What was it she had thrown at him that had been so hard it had shattered the stone?

The sooner he gets out of here the better.

He opens the large storage cupboard in the hall, and pulls out his second suitcase. Then, he pushes open the door to the bedroom.

It takes him a few seconds to process the sight in front of him.

Maggie’s back, naked and arched as she kneels on the bed, a sheet covering her calves and feet. She is writhing, tossing her head from side to side. Oblivious.

And beneath her, someone else. Someone he can barely see.

Wow.

How fucking obvious. How fucking predictable.

‘Don’t mind me,’ he says, feeling a rush of something. ‘I’ve just come to get the rest of my stuff.’

Maggie screams and he feels a stab of satisfaction to have caught her doing this, with – oh, now he can see better – the new graduate in her department.

She always did like them young.

Still, a slightly desperate move on her part.

‘Oh my God, Nick!’ Maggie screams, frantically gathering the sheet up against her naked flesh, although it’s far too late for that. He’s seen it all before anyway. She was always inordinately proud of her body, and took great pleasure in walking around naked.

The boy underneath her is practically trembling with fear.

He turns away from them both, marches to the huge built-in wardrobe and yanks open the door.

‘Nick!’ she squeaks away behind him. ‘Stop! Listen, I didn’t know… I didn’t know you were coming back today… I…’

‘Clearly.’

‘Please! Stop, let’s just…’

He shoves the shirts and suit trousers into his suitcase, trying to block out the thought of her and the smell in the room, which is a revolting mix of massage oil and sweat.

‘Just give us a minute… Fuck off will you?’ She’s shouting at the boy now. Her voice lowers to a hiss.

Nick finishes shoving things into his bag. He has worked so hard, for a decade and yet he has so little to show for it. Just a bunch of expensive suits he’ll hopefully never have to wear again.

He never had any time to spend the money he was earning. But it wasn’t about the money. It felt like a game – a stupid, intoxicating game and at the end of the day all that mattered was that you won.

What a waste of life.

He turns around, reluctantly, and zips up the suitcase.

Maggie has a dressing gown on now. The boy has disappeared – perhaps into the en suite. Never mind, he can live without his old shower gel.

‘Please, Nick,’ she says. ‘You left me! I didn’t know what… You don’t know how hard it’s been for me!’

‘Can we just get the divorce done and dusted as easily as possible? That’s all I want. Truly.’

‘What? What are you talking about?!’

‘Maggie, for God’s sake, I just found you shagging some twenty-one-year-old.’

‘No, Nick, I just… you walked out!’

‘Maggie,’ he says, feeling exhausted in her presence. He’s had ten days without this exhaustion, and he hasn’t missed it. ‘I want a divorce. Don’t worry, I don’t want any of your money. I want my life back.’

‘Where have you been?’ She sniffs. ‘You look tanned.’

‘It’s none of your business.’

‘Why are you being so cruel?’

‘I’m cruel?’ he hisses, feeling his temper slip away from him. ‘I’m cruel!? You broke my fucking nose and then ten days later I come home to find you’ve been having sex with some boy in our bed, but I’m the one who’s cruel?’

‘I didn’t know if you were coming back!’

‘For fuck’s sake, Maggie.’

‘You’ve been with her, haven’t you? Beth. Oh don’t look so surprised. I know there’s something between you! Despite all your protestations. I heard about her partner having a heart attack. Bit of a coincidence that at the same time my husband disappears for almost two weeks isn’t it? Then comes back with a Californian tan. What larks. How coincidental.’

‘I don’t have to explain myself to you.’

‘No, you don’t. But let me explain myself to you, shall I? Mr Innocent. Do you have any idea what it’s been like for me, all these years? Living with you – loving you with every ounce of my being – but knowing all the time that I’m your second choice? That the person you really loved was her…’ She practically spits the word. ‘That weedy, bug-eyed actress with the screwed-up lips and shitty hair? That socially impotent retard? Do you have any idea how many nights I sat there, when you were out getting coked up with your mates, looking at pictures of her and watching boring interviews with her droning on about her craft and wondering – what is it about this freak that my husband finds so attractive? What does she have that I don’t have? Knowing that the second she clicked her fingers you would go running? Wondering what kind of weird spell she has on you?’

‘You’re embarrassing yourself, Maggie,’ he says, but there’s a lump in his throat.

‘I’m embarrassing myself? Oh no, darling, I think that’s you. I think you’re the one who’s been embarrassing yourself all these years. She doesn’t love you, you know that don’t you? You’re nothing to her, just a fanboy she uses to bolster her insatiable fucking ego when it takes a dip. It’s humiliating. It’s pathetic.’

‘Shut up,’ he says. ‘Shut the fuck up!’

But she won’t. He knows that. She has smelt the blood and now she’s a hound, determined to drag as much of it out of him as possible.

The en suite door opens and the boy appears, fully dressed now and looking as though he’s about to go to a job interview. He looks straight at Nick.

‘I’m really sorry,’ he says, shrugging. ‘She told me you had split up.’

‘We have.’

The boy nods, glancing back at Maggie.

‘I’ll call you,’ he says, a boy trying desperately to behave like a man. In response Maggie glowers at him, and he slinks out of the room, slamming the front door behind him as he leaves the flat.

‘Nick,’ Maggie says, tears filling her eyes. This is what she’s like: this exhausting oscillation between anger and apology. ‘Please! I’m sorry…’

‘Maggie,’ he says. ‘Nothing you say will make any difference to me so save your breath. I just want to get my life back.’

She pulls in her bottom lip, shaking her head as though she can’t – or won’t – believe it.

‘No,’ she says. ‘You can’t do this to me! You’re killing me.’

He closes his eyes, takes a deep breath. Thinks about his grandad’s tomatoes, the way his granny would always take him out a slice of ginger cake, and a cup of tea in his favourite mug. Thinks about the fact he never once heard them raise their voices to one another.

‘It’s over, Maggie,’ he says. ‘Deal with it.’

And just like that, the spell is broken. He has liberated himself. So many times in the past he’s come to this point but she’s managed to reel him back in, but now, as he searches for some sense of guilt or sadness at the end of his marriage, he realises that there’s nothing there. She has burnt all his feelings to the ground.

He knows what usually comes next, and he feels his body tense in anticipation of some grenade or missile being flung in his direction.

But as he walks past her, she sinks onto the bed, and he realises that for the first time in a long time – perhaps for the first time ever – she has actually listened to him.

*

He catches a cab from outside the tube station. He doesn’t care how much it will cost. He has two heavy suitcases, and his severance pay, so sod it. He can afford it.

In the taxi, the adrenaline keeps him awake.

He thinks about what Maggie said – even though he tries, really, really hard not to. About Beth keeping him around as someone to massage her ego when she needs it. About her not loving him.

Fuck Maggie. Fuck Maggie and her poison.

Anyway, he and Beth are better as just friends. He’s spent the last ten years telling himself that; he’s spent the last ten years believing that, and there’s no way Maggie is going to change his mind.


Beth

It’s been a shock to them both. And now that Nick’s gone and they are settled back home, Beth hates that Vaughan is struggling to cope with his new status as ‘recovering heart attack victim’.

She’s struggling to cope with it too.

On the one hand, of course, she’s grateful. So grateful he didn’t die. But on the other…

‘This is a fate worse than death,’ he says, as she brings him a cup of tea and pulls the heavy curtains back so that he can admire the view of the ocean.

‘Really? That’s the last time I make you a cup of tea then.’

But he doesn’t smile.

She swallows. She’s not used to this version of him. Grumpy Vaughan.

‘I can’t even get to the toilet without getting out of breath.’

‘It’ll take time,’ she says. ‘You need to have some patience.’

‘What have you got planned for today?’ he asks, gruffly, as she sits on the end of the bed.

‘Nothing much,’ she says, plucking at the fluff of her top.

‘You need to set up some meetings.’

‘I’m looking after you.’

‘I’ll be fine. Sula’s coming in later isn’t she?’

‘Yes but…’

‘For God’s sake, Beth,’ he says, putting the mug of tea on the bedside table. ‘I don’t want both of us wasting away in this flat. You have to keep riding the momentum from Ten to One. This is your time.’

She sighs.

Ten to One is the six-parter she shot for Sky. It’s been a huge hit, already recommissioned for another two series, but unfortunately her character was killed off in the final episode.

Vaughan is a workaholic. He doesn’t believe in having time off. She used to like it about him, but now it makes her angry. It’s too much.

‘I’ve got plenty of irons in the fire. My UK agent mentioned…’

She stops short. This isn’t the time to tell him this. What if it gives him another heart attack?

She’s found it so difficult to sleep lately. Constantly lying awake watching him breathing beside her, terrified that if she falls asleep it’ll happen again, and this time it’ll be a silent one and neither of them will wake up in time to save him.

Thank God she’d been with him when it happened.

It was a Monday afternoon, he’d just come back from the gym and was packing for yet another work trip, when he started complaining that he didn’t feel right. Within minutes, he’d collapsed on their bedroom floor. It was the most terrified she’d ever been. More terrifying even than the fire.

‘What?’

‘Nothing,’ she says, standing and looking down at her feet. ‘Never mind.’

But she knows that doesn’t work with Vaughan. It never has. He’s sharp as a tack, even when he’s recovering from major heart surgery.

‘Is there something interesting shooting over there?’ he asks.

She glances at him. He doesn’t look particularly alarmed by the idea.

‘Not exactly. It’s some new writing. A play at the Donmar.’

He nods. Deep down, he’s not made for Hollywood either. He grew up in Barnsley, and his parents always struggled for money. He’s chased the dollars his whole life, understandably.

But at what cost? She looks at him now, the grey under his eyes, the way his chin seems to have merged into his neck overnight, and she thinks of his time in hospital, and she wonders what happened to that man she met outside the audition room, who invited her for dim sum and whose eyes seemed to burn with energy and enthusiasm.

He’s aged at least ten years in the past two. The pressure of juggling multiple productions, flying all over the world to try to set up financing, plus his own writing commitments, which always seem to fall to the bottom of the pile. Never getting enough sleep. Barely ever seeing his daughter.

The week Edie stayed with them was a disaster. He couldn’t be present enough for her, and Beth had to stand and watch as Edie’s heart broke just a little bit more every time Vaughan listened to her without really listening, or turned up late for some activity Beth had planned, or picked up a call in the middle of their volleyball game on the beach and disappeared for an hour with no explanation.

When they took Edie to the airport for her flight home, not long before Vaughan had his heart attack, Beth held her close and said that they’d loved having her to stay, and Edie looked up at her, blinked and replied sadly: ‘Thanks for trying to make it fun.’

Beth had to fight back the tears.

‘What’s the play?’ Vaughan asks, cutting through her thoughts.

She swallows. Perhaps it would be good for them both to go back to London for a bit. If only she can persuade him.

‘It’s about a woman who goes to stay with her ageing grandmother, to take care of her. The grandmother starts to believe that the woman is actually herself, when she was younger. That she’s not real, she’s a hallucination.’ She pauses, waits to tell him the most important thing. ‘They’ve cast Patricia White as the grandmother.’

‘Well then. You should do it.’

‘I’m not sure.’

She feels like she’s being manipulative now. But is this the only way to make him see?

‘Come here,’ he says, blinking slowly.

She edges towards him, sitting down again on the bed.

He shifts, wincing as he straightens up.

‘Listen. This thing that’s happened. It’s happened to me,’ he says, eventually.

‘But…’

‘Sssh, please. I want you to understand. It’s important, Beth. It’s happened to me. Because I’m nearly fifty, I haven’t taken good enough care of myself and high blood pressure runs in my family… All of this is my shit, Beth. Do you understand? But also, it’s made me realise. It’s been an awakening of sorts, if you like. It’s made me realise how short life is. How precious. All those clichés, they’re true. And I’m not an idiot. I know that you’ve never really settled here, that you count down the days until you can jump on a plane and fly home again.’

‘That’s not…’

‘True? Yes it is. And I get it. You never wanted this life. You didn’t want it like I did. You loved the work, you didn’t want fame…’

‘No,’ she says, feeling ashamed. ‘You’re wrong. I didn’t think I wanted it but…’ She pauses, trying to articulate her thoughts. ‘It’s like a drug, this industry. It corrodes your soul. You get a taste of attention – a sprinkling of adoration and suddenly you want more of it. It’s not enough to look back and think “well that film did OK”. Instead you spend your life looking forward, wanting something bigger and better. I never wanted the attention when I started out. But now… I find it hard to not strive for more.’

He nods.

‘It makes me sad to hear you say that,’ he says. ‘But I understand.’

She smiles.

‘Jesus, listen to the pair of us complaining about our wonderful life. Proper Hollywood brats.’

‘Yeah.’

There’s a pause. She glances out of the window, watching the people playing volleyball on the beach. She has never felt more lost.

‘I think we should go back to London,’ she says, eventually. ‘I think it would be good for us. I think… I need to get a grip. I worry that I’m losing my grip on reality here. Losing perspective on the world. This bubble we live in… it’s a nice bubble, but it’s not real. Nothing’s real. It’s all fake. And more than anything, I miss having friends. Real friends. Because no one’s really your friend here. You go to these parties and events and people smile at you and chat to you and when you take a sip of your champagne you look back up to see that they’re gazing over your shoulder, trying to see who else is in the room. Trying to see if there’s anyone more important there. I feel like you can’t have a genuine conversation with anyone. Everyone’s acting all the time and it’s so frustrating it makes me want to scream.’

‘I don’t think it’s as bad as all that,’ he says, looking sad.

‘It is.’

‘Is that why you called Nick? After my heart attack?’

She looks away.

‘I don’t know. He’s just always been straight with me. You were so sick and I really felt like I was losing my mind. Sula was helpful but she’s your friend, not mine.’

‘What about… that girl from Ten to One? Shauna?’

‘She’s moved to Brazil to be with some guy.’

‘Ah,’ he gives a gruff laugh. ‘Sorry, not funny.’

‘Shauna has really shitty taste in men.’

‘Well,’ he says, smiling a little. ‘At least you don’t have that.’

She bats him on the arm.

‘No, I just pick men who work themselves into the ground and leave me endlessly worried about them.’

He takes a deep breath.

‘You should go to London. Do this play. How long is the run?’

‘I haven’t even auditioned for it yet.’

‘They want you to audition? Arseholes.’

She laughs.

‘Well,’ she says, realising her agent wasn’t actually clear. ‘I don’t know. I mean, I’d prefer to audition. I know it sounds crazy but… I don’t want them just picking me because I’m a name.’

‘Careful, you’re beginning to sound like someone with integrity.’

‘I don’t know how long the run is. Three or four months I’d guess.’

‘Well then, I’ll survive.’

She widens her eyes. After all, he can’t say that with any certainty, can he?

‘But won’t you come too? I mean, you can’t stay here on your own.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because… you had a bloody heart attack, Vaughan!’

‘Well, I’ll get a housekeeper. Someone to keep an eye on me.’

‘We already have a housekeeper.’

‘Oh, yeah. Well, I’ll ask Sula to move in for a bit.’

‘She won’t want to do that. She has a five-year-old son, remember?’

‘He can move in too. Hell, we have enough bedrooms. Or I’ll find someone else. We’ll work around it. I don’t want you putting your life on hold for me. This play… it sounds good. It sounds exciting, the kind of thing I know you want to do. And working with Patricia… that would be incredible.’

She sighs.

‘I’m not sure,’ she says, taking his hand and squeezing it. ‘I’d only be worried about you. Why don’t you come too?’

‘And spend the next four months recuperating in the miserable London weather when I could be here, with sea and sunshine on my doorstep? Anyway, you’d be busy all the time with the play. No thanks. I’d be better off here. We’ve done long-distance before. We can make it work again.’

‘I suppose,’ she says.

He smiles at her. His eyes are the same as they ever were and she feels reassured. He’s a fighter, he will get through this.

‘It’ll all be fine my love,’ he says, kissing the back of her hand. ‘I’ll be very well looked after. Now, promise me you’ll call your agent and fly over and set up a meeting with them as soon as possible.’

*

Eleven weeks later, Beth comes back to her dressing room after the first technical rehearsal. She’s tired, but exhilarated. It feels as though her work in this play might be her best yet. Nick texted her earlier to say he’d bought opening night tickets and she can’t wait for him to see it. Given his feelings about his own grandparents, she’s hopeful it will resonate with him.

As she reaches for her water bottle, she realises that her phone is buzzing angrily on the dressing table. She rushes towards it, but she’s too late, and the call goes to voicemail.

She looks at the screen.

Six missed calls from Sula. Two voicemail messages.

She stabs at the buttons, trying to get the voicemail to load.

But somehow, she knows even before she listens to the message what it will say.

Vaughan has had another heart attack. And this time, he didn’t make it.


Nick

Twelve years after

Nick’s room is the one part of the house that his mum leaves untouched.

He has to lock the door in order to ensure it, but even so, he’s grateful to her for that.

‘Mum,’ he says, squeezing down the stairs.

‘Yes, love?’ she calls, from somewhere in the dining room. A family of bluebottles have taken up residence in there, and she’s sticking up fly tape by the window.

He sighs as he sees her, precariously balanced on a box, reaching up into the corner of the French doors. They haven’t been opened since he was around fourteen.

‘Be careful Mum, for Christ’s sake.’

‘It’s alright!’ she snaps. ‘This stuff always works really well. It’s the bright yellow colour, see? They’re attracted to it. It’s irresistible to them.’

She gives a little chuckle, as though pleased that she’s managing to trick them.

‘I’ve got to go to college,’ he says. ‘I’ll be late. But be careful, won’t you? That box you’re standing on isn’t very stable.’

Nothing’s very stable in this place.

‘Yes, yes. Don’t fuss!’ she says.

‘Bye mum,’ he says, smiling. ‘Love you.’

‘Love you too, Nicky. Have a good day.’

He whistles as he presses the button on the key fob to open his car. He will have a good day. He’s been having good days ever since he left London and moved back to boring old suburbia.

But more than that, he’s been having good days ever since he started his course.

It took him a while to persuade himself that he should go for it. That he could do something totally new. That just because he was good with figures it didn’t mean he had to spend the rest of his life as an accountant.

When he told people what he was going to study they all thought it was a joke. A wind up. Green-fingered Nick?

But it wasn’t a joke. And he’s loving every second of his Horticultural Practice diploma.

He heads towards the A3 and takes the fork off the main road for RHS Wisley. He has lectures this morning and then they will be grafting apple trees – combining scion wood and rootstock to create strong healthy plants.

He also has his own allotment – as all the students do – which requires daily maintenance.

The other students are mostly younger than him, recent graduates or school-leavers, but there are a handful of middle-aged people too. He likes the mix. He feels, finally, as though he has found his tribe.

At lunchtime, he sits in the sunshine by the big fountain and eats the sandwiches he made the night before.

Today his fellow student, Kate, who’s twenty-two years old and impossibly, infectiously optimistic, joins him.

‘Hey,’ she says. ‘Room for a little one?’

‘Sure.’

The sunlight is bright across her face, almost obscuring her features, but her wispy brown hair forms a halo around her head. It makes her look even younger.

‘How’s it going?’ she asks, taking a bite of a sausage roll.

‘Good,’ he says, looking out across the fountain, watching the water-spray dance in the sunlight. ‘Do you know what?’

‘What?’

‘I worked for seven years in Canary Wharf and I passed by this great big bloody fountain every day and I never once sat down next to it and ate a sandwich. Never once really looked at it.’

‘OK. That’s… deep.’

She rolls her eyes.

He laughs.

‘Canary Wharf? Never been. What did you do up there?’

‘Nothing of value,’ he replies. ‘I worked for a hedge fund. Making rich companies richer. Don’t hate me.’

She smiles, shakes her head.

‘It’s behind me now. I survived and now I’m sitting here with you in the sunshine, knowing that I’m going to spend the rest of my afternoon cutting slices into apple tree branches and hoping that they’ll bond with my rootstock, and I literally couldn’t feel more alive.’

‘O-kay, Monty Don.’

‘You can mock. But it’s true. Being out here. Getting my hands dirty, quite literally. It feels like I’m living on a higher plane or something. Actually doing something productive. Something that’s creating new life. Sorry.’

There’s a pause. He feels embarrassed now. Poor girl, she probably just sat with him out of sympathy, and now he’s offloaded a load of cheesy crap on her.

‘Nah, I get it,’ she says, after a while. ‘It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do. It’s a vocation.’

A vocation. He thinks about the word. It’s what Beth always says about her acting. When she first told him that her passion for acting felt like a higher calling, he was dismissive. Flippant.

Why was he always so flippant about everything? Fear of being hurt? Nick the joker. Never took anything seriously. Until Maggie, and then… Suddenly, he took everything seriously. But they were the wrong things.

‘I’m just grateful,’ he says. ‘Grateful to be alive. Grateful to be here.’

Their eyes meet and she smiles at him.

‘Yeah, me too. Listen, some of us are going to The Flying Horse after college tonight. Are you around? Want to join?’

He bites his lip.

‘Oh.’

‘Come on, you don’t have to stay for long.’

‘OK,’ he says. ‘I don’t drink though.’

She screws up her nose, and she looks, momentarily, like a cute squirrel. Then he checks himself: she’s twenty-two years old. He’s thirty-one.

‘I don’t either,’ she says, taking him by surprise.

‘Really?’

‘Never saw the point in it. Call me weird but… I don’t actually like the taste, and it costs so much more than normal drinks and basically alcohol is a poison isn’t it? So the effects that you feel from it are the effects of a poison and I don’t know, that just never really made much sense to me. Plus, I’ve always been skint and I’d rather spend the money on plants.’

‘That’s not weird,’ he says. ‘It’s not weird at all. You’re very sensible.’

She stands up, screwing the wrapper from her sausage roll up into a tight ball in her fist.

‘Well,’ she says. ‘I wouldn’t say that.’

And then she winks, and walks off towards the lecture hall, her figure silhouetted against the sun.

*

He calls home after his last lecture and leaves a message for his mum on the answerphone, telling her that he’ll be a bit later today and not to worry about him. She doesn’t often answer the phone in time, so he’s not unduly worried when she doesn’t pick up.

Then he drives to the pub.

He’s passed it many times before, and he may have gone inside once or twice when he was a teenager. He can’t be sure, those days are a blur now, and feel like a lifetime ago.

As he gets out of his car, feeling rather nervous, he feels a vibration in his pocket.

It’s a text message from Beth. She has spent the last year flying back and forth between London and LA, grappling with Covid restrictions, trying to sort everything out after Vaughan’s death.

Hello, how are you? I’m back, for good now. Moved into my new house this week. Just about getting settled. Are you around? Dinner? Anything? How’s the gardening going? X

His heart lifts. A voice he doesn’t recognise seems to whisper in his ear: she’s home.

He closes his eyes briefly and thinks of Beth, overcome with a longing to see her. To hold her, to make sure she’s OK. Ever since Vaughan died, she’s been distant with him. In shock, he supposes, but still, it’s been difficult. The way she’s pushed him away when he wants nothing more than to help.

He wants to get in his car right now and drive up to see her in London.

He looks up briefly, considering it. But Kate is waving at him from inside the pub.

He swallows, taps out a reply quickly.

Name your time and place and I’ll be there. X PS It’s not gardening, it’s HORTICULTURE. Moron.


Beth

It’s taken her more than eighteen months, but she’s proud of how she’s created a little world for herself.

Or, more accurately, how she’s managed to maintain a sense of optimism and joy in the face of her whole life being shipwrecked.

She arranges the flowers in a vase, and places them in the bay window of her new cottage in Barnes. A friend of Vaughan’s sent them as a kind of ‘happy new home’ present and she found herself moved to tears when she opened the card.

The cottage is small, but – as the estate agent cheesily said – perfectly formed. The loft hasn’t been converted yet, something that was quite unusual for the road, but meant it had great potential for the future. If you ever saw yourself having a family, he said, giving a kind of respectful nod.

She never saw herself having a family. This house – two bedrooms and a bathroom upstairs, a lovely bright kitchen-diner at the back and a cosy living room at the front – was absolutely perfect. For her, and her alone. Because clearly, that’s what she would be from now on.

The shock of Vaughan’s death was nothing in comparison with the guilt that followed it. After all, she’d left him there so she could run away from her loneliness and take part in that play, which seemed so important at the time but turned out to be so utterly unimportant. As she stood in the front row at Vaughan’s funeral, she still couldn’t believe that the man she loved was gone forever.

Even now, in her new home, which is completely untouched by memories of Vaughan, it’s hard to fathom that he won’t be coming through the door any minute.

She dropped out of the play, of course. They assured her that it wasn’t a problem, but her anxiety about letting people down in such a fickle industry increased massively afterwards. It takes years to build a reputation, seconds to destroy one.

Upstairs, she changes into a short floral dress that she bought last week, admiring her reflection in the mirror. It’s the sort of thing she would have worn at the weekends back in LA, to go down to the farmers’ market and pick up some fruit for juicing, or just to have a stroll along the beach.

She blinks at her face in the mirror. Looking at LA Beth, who has gone forever. Then she glances out of the window, at the black clouds gathering.

She reaches back into her wardrobe and grabs her leather jacket, throwing it on, then pulls on her Dr. Martens.

London Beth looks back at her.

*

They arranged to meet at a pub across the river, which makes Beth happy because she can walk there. She’s only been in the house for a week but she loves Barnes already. It doesn’t feel like London – it feels more like a village – but it’s still quick to get into the heart of town.

She picked Barnes specifically because it was close to the river and also because she can’t ever remember visiting it with Vaughan so there was no chance of being caught off-guard by an upsetting memory.

But that was a bit naive because Vaughan is everywhere. She finds herself chatting to him sometimes, but especially when she’s alone in bed. Holding imaginary conversations with him, in which he implores her to continue working hard for her dreams, to do work she’s proud of. Just as he did in life.

As she approaches the pub, she scans the people to see if she can spot Nick. But there’s no sign of him.

She lingers on the pavement for a while, pulling out her phone. The old anxiety wells up. She wishes she could disappear, be invisible to everyone except Nick.

But she’s being stupid. She should just go into the restaurant and order a drink and sit there calmly like a grown-up and wait for him to arrive.

That’s it. That’s what she’ll do.

‘Hi,’ she says, marching up to the lady standing just inside the front door. ‘I’ve got a table booked, 1 p.m., under Beth?’

The waitress smiles at her, checks the computer.

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘Of course, come with me.’

Beth feels her shoulders relax as she follows the waitress to the table. But just as she’s about to take her seat, the waitress speaks again.

‘Sorry, but are you…’

Beth closes her eyes. Takes a deep breath. Looks back up and smiles.

‘Are you Beth Millen?’

‘Guilty.’

‘Oh wow,’ the waitress says.

Beth tries to guess how old she is. Usually, that’s the easiest way of working out where people might know her from. She looks to be in her mid-twenties, so it will probably be from Ten to One.

‘I’m… I’m a massive Ten to One fan! I’ve literally watched it about eight times.’

Bingo.

‘I can’t believe they killed you off. You were the best thing in it. Wait… Can I get my mate Joe? Do you mind? He works in the kitchen, he loves you. He’ll be beside himself. Would it be OK to get your autograph? Sorry, you must get this all the time. I bet it’s so annoying.’

‘It’s fine,’ Beth says. ‘Lovely to meet you…’

‘Chloe,’ the waitress says. ‘My name is Chloe.’

There’s a jostle behind her and she feels someone reach over and squeeze her shoulders and before she even turns round she knows that it’s Nick.

‘Hello hello hello,’ he says. ‘I was early for once and you still beat me.’

He looks up at Chloe, who is still staring down at Beth, menus in hand.

‘Are those for us?’ he says, taking them from her. His voice is firm, authoritative. ‘Great, thanks. Can we get some tap water straight away, for the table? I’m parched.’

‘Oh,’ Chloe says, finally acknowledging Nick’s existence. ‘Yes, of course. Sorry. I’ll just… I’ll leave you to it. Specials are listed on the board behind the bar.’

Beth notices Chloe’s cheeks have turned pink. She scuttles away.

‘Thanks for that,’ Beth says. ‘You rescued me. She was going on about autographs.’

‘Such a hardship. I feel terrible for you.’

She looks down, but he reaches over the table and takes her hand, squeezing it.

‘It doesn’t happen that often really,’ she says. ‘I’m lucky – the tabloids have never been that interested in me. It’s not like I have paps following me around. And it’s nice, when people genuinely enjoy your stuff.’

He smiles.

‘B,’ he says, softly. ‘How are you? I’m so… I’m so happy you’re back where you belong. How are you settling in to your new place?’

‘It’s… good. I think. So far.’

Something comes over her – a sensation that takes her right back to the first time she saw him. A certainty that he would always be in her life. But more than that, the feeling that they should be together. That they would be, one day, when the time was right.

Is it just the grief? She has felt so many emotions for Nick over the years. Felt the surest sense of love for him. Felt consumed by anger towards him. And yet they’ve never done anything but kiss. A brief flirtation at university, followed by one intense, devastating night and an adulterous snog years later. That was all their ‘relationship’ ever amounted to.

So why can’t she leave him behind?

After Vaughan died, friends sent her lots of books about grief, but there was one, which was more of a general self-help book, that she found more useful. It talked about trusting in the fates, that everything happened for a reason, nebulous concepts that had never really made sense to her but that she found strangely comforting. Perhaps religious people were right about the concept of faith after all.

She looks at Nick as he scans the menu. His hair has grown long again, and it flops over his eyes. His face has filled out, and the dark shadows that spoke of his previously unhealthy lifestyle have gone.

He looks, perversely, younger than ever. He’s holding himself with a new confidence.

Timing.

She shifts her chair slightly closer towards him. Vaughan has gone. Maggie and Nick are divorced. Perhaps now is their time?

After all, she loves him. And she has always found him physically attractive. So what exactly is standing in their way?

Nothing. Only the memories of the fire.

The dreams of that night are back, stronger than ever. She’s taken to using sleeping pills to quiet her mind, and has signed up to a meditation class.

‘Burger for me I think,’ he says, and Chloe the waitress returns and sets down a water jug and two glasses.

‘Would it be OK for you to sign this?’ Chloe says, laying a napkin and a pen down in front of Beth. ‘Joey can’t get away from the kitchen but honestly he’s your biggest fan.’

‘Of course,’ she says, smiling. She scribbles her autograph on the napkin. ‘I’m happy to do a selfie with him too, if he wants. After we’ve eaten.’

‘Amazing, thank you,’ Chloe says. ‘Um, I’ll give you a few more minutes to choose your food.’

‘Fame,’ Nick says, rolling his eyes as he sloshes water into their glasses.

‘Shut up,’ she says, shaking her chin at him. ‘What am I supposed to do? They’re only being nice.’

‘Oh I know,’ he replies. ‘I’m just glad the world is aware of your brilliance.’

She rolls her eyes.

‘How’s the course going?’ she asks, changing the subject.

‘I love it. Honestly, what have I been doing with my life? And why wasn’t it this sooner?’

‘Ah, it’s all about timing,’ she says, feeling his enthusiasm and positivity warm her like a fire. ‘I’m really pleased for you.’

‘Thanks. I am too,’ he says. ‘It’s hard to believe now… looking back. What an idiot I was. Working for a hedge fund? I mean, really?’

‘You were good at your job,’ she says, because she doesn’t like the way he puts himself down all the time.

‘Yeah but it was killing me.’

‘That’s true.’

‘Also I was responsible for a massive data breach, so I think they’d dispute you claiming I was good at my job.’

‘Pah,’ she says, rolling her eyes.

He grins.

‘I’ve met someone too,’ he says.

She feels the world suddenly shift. Everything she was just thinking now seems foolish.

Timing.

Her hand reaches down and grips the edge of the chair.

‘Oh!’ is all she can manage. ‘Wow.’

‘Yes, it’s early days but she’s… Well, she’s good for me. She’s as passionate about soil types as I am but more than that she’s… I don’t know. Relaxed.’

‘Right.’

Beth wants to cry. Relaxed. No one could ever accuse her of being that.

But relaxed is what Nick needs. Maggie wasn’t relaxed, and she nearly broke him.

She looks again at Nick. He deserves a good life, a peaceful life. A stable life. He deserves to be happy. She can’t offer him that – not with her career, the fact that she’s never in one place for more than five minutes.

Look what happened when she left alone Vaughan in LA.

She has loved Nick ever since she met him, but they are not right for each other.

How can they be? After all, whatever they do, wherever they go, they’ll always know that their relationship is the reason Anna died.


Nick

One lunchtime Kate tells him that, somewhat inexplicably, she’s never been to London.

‘Never?’ he says, shaking his head in amazement.

‘Never felt the need,’ she says, as they pack away their gear. She pauses, one hand on her locker. ‘I don’t know if I’m being unfair but I really feel as though I wouldn’t like it.’

‘Huh,’ he says.

‘Well, do you like it?’ she asks, smiling at him.

He thinks of Canary Wharf, the time he spent living in the soulless tower. But then his heart is pulled towards the memory of Greenwich Park, the view across the city from the top of the hill.

‘Some bits,’ he says. ‘Some bits are alright. Listen, Kate, why don’t we go? This weekend? I’ll take you to my favourite part.’

She nods, smiles.

‘OK, you’re on.’

*

They take the clipper ferry from Waterloo Pier to Greenwich Pier, Nick trying to ignore the memory that keeps re-emerging, of the time he saw on Facebook that Beth had done the exact same journey with that arsehole of an ex-boyfriend. What was his name?

Paulo. That was it. Paulo the twat.

When they get off at Greenwich, he walks her past the Cutty Sark and the Old Royal Naval College and he’s amazed at the crowds. So many more than he remembers. How can London have got so much busier in the time he’s been away?

‘What’s the date today?’ he says, swallowing.

‘I don’t know,’ she replies, glancing at him. ‘6th? 7th? Not sure.’

It doesn’t matter. He doesn’t need to know. It’s better if he doesn’t.

They turn into Greenwich Park but he stops short.

‘What is it?’ she asks, squeezing his hand.

‘Let’s go somewhere different,’ he says. ‘The Point. It’s a steeper climb but the view will be better.’

It’s true but it’s also disingenuous. He doesn’t want to climb the hill in the park with Kate because one of his favourite memories is of the day he did it with Beth. He’s not sure how many years ago now – five or six? More? Either way, that day stands out as something precious, a rare jewel in a time in his life that was otherwise filled with blackness and confusion and insomnia.

When he looks back on that time, he pictures himself as a hamster running on a wheel, compelled by an illogical urgency. Knowing that if he dared to stop at any point, he would be thrown off by the force he had already set in motion.

‘Bit too early for the sunset,’ Kate says, as they reach the summit and take a seat on the bench. ‘But I bet it’s something.’

Nick’s eyes try to take it all in: the expansive skyline, an ever-changing city.

‘It’s pretty impressive no matter what time of day,’ he says, and she rests a head on his shoulder and they sit there for a few moments in silence.

As always when they are allowed some space, his thoughts wander to Beth. Hoping that she’s OK. He’ll text her later, make a plan to meet up. It’s so comforting to know that she’s close by again.

It feels a little disloyal, sitting here with Kate and thinking of Beth, but he pushes the feeling away. They’re just friends.

Eventually, Kate shifts on the seat beside him and stands up, stretching her arms across her head.

‘This would be a good place to do yoga,’ she says.

‘You’re not the only one who thinks that,’ he says, and he gestures to a small cluster of women grouped beneath a tree, mats rolled out in front of them.

‘Oh,’ she says, and she smiles.

*

As they make their way to the queue for the return ferry, Nick feels a sharp tap on his shoulder.

He turns, confused, and it takes a few seconds before he recognises the woman standing behind him.

She’s clutching the hands of two children: one tall, one small.

‘Oh my God, I thought it was you!’ the woman cries, and that’s when he realises who it is.

Rosa.

‘Parker!’ she says, dropping the children’s hands and taking a step forward, as though to embrace him. ‘I can’t believe it! I saw your back and I thought that hair looked familiar…’

Kate moves away slightly.

‘Hi,’ he says, stunned. ‘Rosa. It’s been…’

‘Forever,’ she says. ‘What are you doing here? I thought you moved out of London after the…’ She lowers her voice, glances briefly to the side. ‘The divorce.’

‘I did,’ he says. ‘Just up for a day trip.’ He gestures towards Kate. ‘Showing Kate the sights.’

Rosa gives a tight nod.

‘Oh right, hi,’ she says, looking at Kate for the first time. Rosa holds out a hand, which strikes Nick as awkward and formal and almost a bit aggressive. ‘Kate. Wow, you look young. I’m Rosa. I was at university with Nick. Well, briefly…’

She tails off and Nick’s legs begin to feel unstable.

‘Briefly?’ Kate says, shaking Rosa’s hand politely. ‘That sounds intriguing.’

‘It’s a long story,’ Nick says, shooting Rosa a warning look.

‘Mummy, I want an ice cream,’ the little boy whinges, tugging on her arm.

‘I told you, in a minute,’ Rosa hisses. ‘This is mummy’s old friend. Let me talk to him for a second, for God’s sake. It’s been all about you kids all bloody day.’

She turns back to Nick.

‘It’s good to see you looking so well,’ she says. ‘I was worried about you… You stopped replying to my messages.’

‘Did I? I lost my phone a couple of years back,’ Nick fibs, wishing he’d never had this stupid idea to come to this stupid park today. ‘Also, well, you know… life. Haven’t these two grown?’

He nods at the two children. The youngest is staring mutely up at him with huge round eyes. They both have their mother’s dark hair but they have something else that she doesn’t have, that he’s not sure Rosa ever had: innocence.

‘We should try to go for dinner sometime, have a proper catch- up,’ Rosa says. ‘But in the meantime, let’s get a photo? Here, Fabian, take a picture of mummy and her friend for me will you?’

She hands the older boy her mobile phone. He’s clearly well trained and he holds it up as she nestles an arm around Nick’s shoulder with inappropriate intimacy and shoves her cheek towards his.

‘Say cheese,’ the boy says, and surprisingly Nick finds he does as he’s told, all the while wondering why on earth Rosa would want a picture of them together.

‘Lovely,’ she says, examining the shot. ‘That’ll give Daddy a nice surprise won’t it? Perhaps he’ll think twice next time he says he’s too busy to come out with us.’

Nick frowns. The boy glances somewhere to the left, his expression unreadable. Christ, these poor kids. Rosa is as awful as he remembers.

Why on earth was Anna ever friends with her?

The answer brings a pang of pain to his heart. He knows why. Because Anna was nice. Anna was kind, caring, loyal. They’d grown up together and Anna must have known something about Rosa that made her see past her bad behaviour.

Or perhaps Anna’s death made Rosa like this.

Anna never lived long enough to do anything wrong, to fuck anything up. She’s immortalised at eighteen, too young to be culpable of anything, like a saint.

‘The ferry’s here,’ Kate says, softly, tugging on Nick’s arm.

‘Oh, are you going back by ferry?’ Rosa says. ‘That’s cute. Proper tourists.’

‘It was nice to meet you,’ Kate says, smiling at her.

‘Oh, you too,’ Rosa says, and then she pauses. ‘Keep an eye on this one won’t you? He was always… a bit. Well, a bit of a mystery. We never could quite figure him out.’

*

‘She was weird,’ Kate says as they sit together on the ferry.

‘Yeah,’ is all he can offer in response. ‘She always was. Sorry about that.’

‘That’s OK,’ Kate says. ‘Is she an ex or something? Why would she want to take a photo with you?’

‘I have no idea,’ he replies, but his answer isn’t strictly the truth. He does have an idea. ‘I think perhaps she wanted to make her husband jealous. But no, she’s not an ex.’

Kate shakes her head.

‘Some people are so odd,’ she says, simply. ‘I’m glad we’re not like that.’

He squeezes her hand, wishes he could see the world through her eyes: as a place of promise, hope, and opportunity.


Beth

The first play she’s been offered since she officially moved back to the UK is a comedy. Not her usual thing but it felt like fate – for her to be doing something more upbeat for once.

She won’t be playing a lead role, but she has admired both the writer and the director for a while, and she likes the idea of doing something less pressured.

Even if her agent Zoe doesn’t agree.

‘I think it’s a step backwards,’ she says. ‘But it’s your career, Beth.’

She couldn’t quite face doing another TV show – early mornings and late nights and not seeing anyone outside of the production for months on end. Life’s tough working down the tinsel mines, as they say. It’s true – it’s not exactly hard labour but it is exhausting on so many levels. Isolating too.

‘I really liked the script,’ she argues, and Zoe shrugs her shoulders and tells her she’ll see what she can do.

A fortnight later, it’s her first day of rehearsals. They haven’t announced the cast yet, which is quite unusual, and she wonders if it’s because they don’t want all the attention to be on her, rather than the young male lead, who’s only a few years out of drama school.

She’s playing his counsellor. She counted last night – something she hasn’t done for years – and she only has thirty lines. She hardly appears at all in the first half.

They’re rehearsing in London for four weeks, before taking the play on a nine-month tour. She absolutely loves this time, right before a production starts. The sense of possibility and excitement in the air.

She’s early for rehearsals and so she heads to the little coffee shop on the South Bank she remembers from when she used to go to the Globe all the time.

She has half an hour to kill. So she does something that’s becoming a rather shameful habit: she looks up Nick’s new girlfriend on Instagram.

Nick is now on Instagram too. His account is full of pictures of soil and plant tubers and other random bits of horticulture, but every time he uploads a photograph – which is almost every day at the moment – she gets a notification and she loves it. Every time he posts, it’s a gentle reminder that he’s doing OK, that he’s out there, living his best life, as the parlance goes.

Kate’s Instagram isn’t quite as curated. Her page is a messy blur of nights out with friends, interspersed with pictures of nature.

As Beth flicks through her photographs, she can’t help thinking that if they met, she would like her.

She also can’t help thinking that Kate seems good for Nick. The kind of girl he should be with. Light-hearted, optimistic, free.

She smiles, her finger tapping back on Nick’s own profile. Absentmindedly, she clicks on the right-hand tab, the one that shows all the pictures Nick’s been tagged in.

There are plenty of him and Kate and a bunch of other people she presumes are fellow students on his gardening course. But one picture stands out, catching her attention.

Uploaded just yesterday.

Nick, with his arm around a woman with black curly hair.

A woman it takes her a few seconds to recognise.

A woman who was once a girl. A girl who turned away from Beth, who pushed her away at the loneliest time in her life.

Her eyes read the caption, once, twice, three times, her heart racing, stopping her brain from being able to fully assimilate what it says.

Lovely to catch up with this dude in Greenwich today. Parker, you know will always have a special place in my heart. Love you man x

It’s only when she reads it for a fourth time that she finally understands what it says. She drops the phone on the table.

She should ask him, she knows. Why are they so close? How are they so close? Why would Rosa say that Nick will always have a special place in her heart?

One question hurts her most of all. Why does Rosa feel so warmly towards Nick, when her feelings towards Beth are so cold?

And why were they together yesterday, on the anniversary of the fire? Why that day of all days?

But she can’t ask him.

She can’t ask him, because she knows that, deep down, she’s still not strong enough to cope with the answer.


Nick

Thirteen years after

It’s a Sunday afternoon and they’re sitting in the pub that overlooks the golf course. It’s a warm autumnal day and he’s feeling content – a feeling he appreciates whenever it arises. His mum is well, has even put on a little weight lately. He’s just started a new job, looking after the exhibitions and special events for one of the most significant botanical gardens in London, and he truly loves every minute of it.

Kate has been talking since they arrived in that earnest, fast way of hers, and if he’s honest, he hasn’t really been listening. But then, she says something completely unexpected.

‘I’m so sorry, Nick,’ she says, biting her lip. ‘It’s not you, it’s me. I think we should stop… this.’

She gestures with her hands.

He frowns. He’s only just sat down, only just taken a sip of his pint of orange and lemonade. What does she mean?

‘Say something,’ Kate says.

He looks up at her. Her eyes are moist, her bottom lip curled in. She’s worried about him. His reaction.

‘Oh. OK. Right,’ he says. A stupid response.

Now it’s Kate’s turn to frown.

‘You know I really like you,’ she says, gently.

And then he gets it: she’s breaking up with him.

‘Let’s not,’ he interrupts, panicking. ‘You don’t have to… I’m nine years older than you Kate. I’m a dinosaur and you’re well rid.’

‘It’s just… there’s someone else,’ she blurts, and he stares back at her. ‘I’m sorry. I feel so terrible.’

And then she starts to cry, properly. He rummages around in his bag for a paper napkin – his mum is constantly putting them in there in case he might – what? Have a random sobbing attack? He’s never been entirely sure. But now, he’s grateful. He fishes one out and hands it to Kate.

‘Please don’t cry. Want to tell your Wise Old Uncle Nick about it?’

She splurts a half-laugh, half-sob.

‘Don’t be nice to me,’ she says. ‘If you’re nice to me it makes me think you don’t give a shit. That you never did.’

He considers this. Takes a minute to really look at her. Kate, with her frizzy brown hair and freckles. Her unencumbered energy for life. Her optimism. The fact that their relationship was simple and uncomplicated and didn’t make him worry. It meant more to him than he realised.

‘I did,’ he says. ‘I do.’

She blinks.

‘I never wanted to hurt you. I’m so sorry, Nick.’

He smiles sadly.

‘Of course not. I know that. But… you said there was someone else?’

It hurts. For a second, he wonders who it might be. Not someone on their course. He’s sure of that.

She nods.

‘It’s… my ex,’ she says. ‘I know. I know. People are exes for reasons but… he was my childhood sweetheart. We first got together when we were just fourteen. Literally kids. It was on and off for a few years, then he joined the RAF and he was gone and I knew we couldn’t make it work long-distance. He was so passionate about being in the Royal Air Force. I remember when he told me he’d been accepted. I saw the joy in his eyes and I thought: he’s never looked that joyous about anything to do with us. And I knew that I’d lost him to it.’

‘I think it’s surprisingly common,’ he says. ‘How people’s careers can get in the way of their relationships.’ He pauses. ‘Maybe it’s not surprising. Maybe it’s not surprising at all. Your career and your relationship – you’d hope they’d be your two great passions in life after all. But it makes sense that they’re not always compatible.’

Kate takes a sip of her drink.

‘I’m sorry, Nick,’ she says. ‘Is it upsetting? Me telling you this.’

His heart warms a little, then sinks at the realisation of what he’s losing. She’s so thoughtful, so kind.

‘What’s upsetting is the thought that you’ve had your heart broken. It’s upsetting to think of you ever being sad. But…’ He takes a deep breath. ‘I suppose it’s also unrealistic.’

She gives him a quizzical look.

‘Ignore me,’ he sighs, wishing for the first time in years that he had a pint of lager in front of him. ‘Carry on.’

She takes a deep breath.

‘He’s back from Cyprus. Been posted to Odiham. A base in Hampshire. He messaged me, asked if I wanted to go for a drink. And when I saw it, well, my reaction to the message made me realise that I wasn’t being fair to you. It showed me that it wouldn’t be right for us to continue.’

Nick feels as though he’s been struck by something cold. Electrifying. Here’s Kate. Just twenty-three years old and so much wiser, so much more sensitive than he is.

‘You’re a really special person, Kate,’ he says. ‘I appreciate your honesty. I hope you know that. I hope this guy – what’s his name?’

‘Liam.’

‘I hope Liam deserves you.’

She looks down, embarrassed.

‘I don’t know… I don’t know if anything will come of it. But I just have this feeling, down in my gut. That we’re meant to be together. Does that make sense?’

Of course it does.

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘It makes total sense.’

‘Most people think I’m crazy. I’ve spent years trying to convince myself that Liam’s not “the one”. That it doesn’t really exist outside of Hollywood romcoms. But…’ She pauses, flapping her hands. Kate’s not a hand-flapper. ‘I can’t stop feeling this way. I feel like, I have to try. I have to try to make another go of it, if we can, if he’s interested, otherwise I’ll spend the rest of my life wondering. Worrying. The thing is with relationships, it’s not over until it’s over. Until it’s really dead. Do you get what I mean?’

‘Completely,’ he says.

‘I’m sorry,’ she replies. ‘I really liked you, Nick. But… can I be honest?’

He nods. Does he want her to be honest? Not really.

‘It always felt a little bit like your heart wasn’t in it. I know we’ve always been quite casual but I feel like our relationship wasn’t really going anywhere. Maybe, if you’re honest, you’re the kind of guy who prefers being single? It’s not a bad thing. You’re the most relaxed person I know. You know what I’m saying, right? You’re not the type to get tied down. Mortgage, kids. All that. I just don’t… know if it’s what you want. And I’m not saying I want all those things either, because I’m not sure that I do but obviously you are a bit older than me and…’ She tails off, glancing up at him. ‘Well, you still live with your mum.’

He blinks.

‘Sorry. I’m not trying to be horrible. I know that she needs you. That you’re taking care of her. And that’s a wonderful thing. Really, it is.’

‘It’s fine,’ he says, but he feels something tighten in his chest. He won’t explain how devastating her words have been, how they’ve punctured his soul with their accuracy. ‘But. Just so you know, Kate. I really liked you. I really like you. I wasn’t… I wasn’t messing you around.’

She looks down then straight back up and into his eyes.

‘I hope we can be friends,’ he continues. ‘I might be old enough to be your dad but…’

She raises her eyebrows.

‘Hardly!’

‘OK, well not quite but even so, I think I’d… I think I could do with a friend as wise as you.’

She smiles, flicking a tear from the corner of her eye.

‘Of course,’ she says. ‘Friends. Always.’

*

Later that evening, he sits alone in his childhood bedroom and takes out his phone. He wants to call Beth. Of course he does. It’s not even a surprise. They are each other’s default, whenever a crisis emerges. Is that a bad thing? Is it toxic? He can’t be sure.

It would be wrong of him to call Beth now, and tell her that Kate had broken up with him. It would feel manipulative, as though he was trying to guilt trip her into giving him attention.

He sighs, puts the phone back down on his bedside table. He should really go to sleep.

Work is busy. He’s preparing for a new show which opens next Sunday. A photography exhibition: ‘Rewilding Unveiled’. It’s the first photography exhibition the garden has ever held, in fact. It was his idea and his boss had taken some convincing, but he’s so excited about it. It’s a message that he’s passionate about: fighting against the paving slabs and artificial lawns that have taken over so many people’s gardens, and encouraging them to allow nature to have its rightful place.

His mother’s garden, of course, remains the ultimate example of rewilding. And although he wouldn’t advise people go quite that far, he’s seen the benefits it brings to the local wildlife. Back in the spring, he counted nineteen different species of birds out there in just one day.

Beth is coming to the opening night. When he texted her to tell her about it and floated the possibility of her coming, if she was free, of course he would understand if not, her reply was sweetly effusive.

ARE YOU KIDDING ME! I WOULD LOVE TO COME! x

It’ll be the first time he’s seen her since last year.

Actually, that’s not strictly true. She went touring the UK in a new comedy for nine months this year – and when the show came to Woking, he went to watch.

He didn’t tell her he was in the audience, and he didn’t wait for her backstage either. But he watched and he saw what he saw that first time he went to watch her perform: that she was made for this. That she had an innate talent he could never have, or even understand.

It’s enough, he thinks, as he closes his eyes and tries to ready himself for sleep. It’s enough to have her in his life this way: as a friend.

After what he did to her, he should be thankful he even has that.


Beth

‘I’ve had this idea,’ she says to her agent, Zoe.

They are having lunch at Joe Allen’s. A catch-up, ostensibly, but in reality a chance for them to make a plan. Because despite all the parts Beth has been offered lately, none of them has appealed.

‘Oh?’

‘Don’t laugh. But I want to write something.’

Zoe spreads a sliver of butter onto the piece of bread by her side.

‘Why would I laugh?’

‘Because it’s hackneyed? Because all actors say they’re going to write something and most never do, or if they do, it’s terrible?’

‘I don’t think that’s entirely true,’ Zoe says. ‘But go on.’

Beth takes a deep breath.

‘I don’t really know where to start.’

She wonders how writers do this. Talk about their work when it doesn’t actually exist yet. It’s excruciating. Like telling someone your most embarrassing secret.

‘Well, why don’t you tell me a bit about what kind of thing you want to write? I take it it’s not going to be a comedy.’

Zoe arches an eyebrow. Beth feels her shoulders relax slightly.

‘You know me so well.’ She pauses. ‘No, it’s… I was thinking more of a one-woman show. A monologue. About my life. Does that sound horribly narcissistic? I guess so. It’s just… the things that have happened to me. Losing Vaughan, but also my relentless pursuit of this career… there’s a lot to process. God, that sounds so hideous when I say it aloud, but it’s true. And I thought, if no one wants to cast me anymore, then perhaps I can create my own work for once.’

Zoe frowns.

‘You might have to pitch it better than that.’

Beth laughs, but inside her stomach the knot grows larger. She knows though. She knows she has to listen to that knot.

She knows she has to do what she’s most afraid of. And what she’s most afraid of is being honest with the world.

‘There’s someone in my life,’ she says, and her cheeks heat up with the thought of it. ‘Someone I’ve known for years. I met him on my first day at university. We were… I don’t know, it sounds so daft now, but I thought he was the one. We were just at the start of things and then, there was this awful fire at our halls of residence. One of our flatmates was killed.’

Zoe looks shocked.

‘What?’

Beth stares down at her lap. She doesn’t want to use this – Anna’s tragedy – as something to further her career.

‘It was… horrific. But I don’t want to… it’s not really about that. It’s about the aftermath. This guy and me… Things between us were difficult for a while but we reconnected after I left university. He’s always been there. I used to think…’

‘You know this is beginning to sound a bit like a midlife crisis, don’t you?’ Zoe says, but her tone is kind.

‘No,’ Beth says. ‘No it’s not. I promise. I was so in love with him, for a while. But timing… is everything isn’t it? In relationships? It’s all about being in the right place and the right time. And the trauma of what we went through… The memory of it never left us. It was like a curse. It feels like it’s pushed us apart every time we’ve tried to get close.’

‘Perhaps it would be better if you told him this.’

Beth feels the heat rise to her cheeks.

‘Oh! No. He’s got a girlfriend… And he was married and divorced before that! It’s not… I’m not being clear. I want to talk about the missed opportunities, the Sliding Doors moments, the people we love and lose, the impact this has on us… about how some things are bigger than love. About how some obstacles can’t be overcome.’ She pauses, takes another gulp of air. ‘And I want to talk about courage. About how doing the thing you’re most afraid of is the thing that will make your life worth living.’

Zoe leans back in her chair.

‘OK,’ she says. ‘But perhaps it would be better if we discussed it once you’d made a start. What do you think?’

Beth nods. Her cheeks flame. Zoe isn’t taking her seriously, she’s being humoured.

‘OK, you’re on. I’ll write it and send it to you.’

‘I’m serious though, Beth,’ Zoe says. ‘If this is what you want to do, I can certainly put some feelers out. I can think of at least three directors who’d love to take something like this on. But the material needs to be good. I’m not here to blow smoke up your backside. If you try to do something that’s not up to scratch, they will tear you apart and take great delight in doing so. And more than anything else, you need to be sure that it’s what you want. Because it could so easily backfire. It might have worked for Phoebe Waller-Bridge, but there are God-knows-how-many more actresses like her who’ve tried and failed to pull off something similar. Sorry to be a downer, but it’s true.’

‘I know. A lot of actresses think their life stories are interesting when in reality…’

‘No, it’s not that. It’s just, you have to work out what you’re trying to achieve. Career-wise. What you’ve already achieved is so amazing, you do know that? You don’t want to panic and rush into sharing something you might later regret.’

For some reason, Beth’s mind drifts back to that rehearsed reading, back at university. When Nick showed up. She thinks of how terrified she’d been beforehand, the high she felt afterwards when she knew it had gone well. There have been moments like that in her career, over the past two decades, but nothing like that first terror she felt at having performed with people who took the work as seriously as she did. The terror, followed by the elation.

Vaughan was always pushing her to be brave. But has she been? Not really. Some of the parts she’s known for have stretched her, but mostly the roles she’s played have been safe. Expected. Her career has followed a tried and tested trajectory.

This would be anything but safe.

And perhaps, deep down, Zoe has a point. Perhaps there’s more to this idea than she’s admitting to herself.

Perhaps it’s a way she can communicate to Nick some of the things she’s never been able to say to him aloud.


Nick

He has an irrational fear that Beth will turn up to his opening night with another man. Since Vaughan, she hasn’t dated anyone. Or if she has, then she hasn’t shared that information with him. And he’s sure she would have done.

But what if he’s wrong?

He wonders how he would cope with seeing her there with someone else.

But he doesn’t see her at all for the first hour. He’s rushing around, meeting and greeting, firefighting (a term he finds insulting to real firefighters) and accepting compliments and being introduced to various important people.

It’s stressful but he loves it. It reminds him of the one good thing from his hedge-fund days, that feeling of electricity that comes from being busy, from being in demand, from feeling as though you’re living your life in active motion, rather than simply sitting still and letting things happen to you.

But at the back of his mind, throughout it all, he’s thinking of her. When will she turn up? What will she be wearing? What will she say?

He knows this kind of event isn’t really her thing. She doesn’t go out that much, unless it’s a work thing. She doesn’t like to draw attention to herself, despite her job.

He’s making his way to the drinks table, in the far corner of the glasshouse, when he finally spots her. She’s standing alone, head bowed over the programme for the event, a glass of water clutched in one hand.

All the nervous energy he’s felt over the past few days seems to unleash at the sight of her.

‘Hey,’ he says. ‘You made it.’

She looks up at him. She looks happy. Healthy.

She reaches up and kisses him on the cheek.

‘Congratulations. It’s brilliant, Nick. You should be so proud.’

He looks around.

‘Not a bad turn out for a gardening exhibition is it?’

‘It’s amazing. And genuinely, really interesting. I’ve been reading all the stuff. Did you write this guide? It’s brilliant. I’d never realised that being around nature actually increases the dopamine in your brain, but it makes sense, doesn’t it?’

He smiles.

‘Is Kate here? I’d love to finally meet her.’

Her eyes are shining. Is she being honest?

‘Oh,’ he says. ‘No, er. We actually… We’re not seeing each other anymore.’

‘Oh!’ Her eyes widen, but not with anger. She swallows. ‘Right. Sorry to hear that.’

‘Are you alone? I was looking for you earlier but I kept getting pulled from pillar to post.’

‘No,’ she says, and his heart briefly stops. ‘Actually… I brought my mum with me.’

‘Oh!’

He doesn’t know what to say.

‘She loves this kind of thing. She’s just gone to the toilet. Can you stay till she’s back so that I can introduce you?’

‘Of course.’

He can’t believe she’s brought her mother. He didn’t even invite his own. It’s been… how many years since they first met? He’s not sure. And he has never met Beth’s mother. Or her father for that matter.

Beth never spoke much about her family.

He’s always found it strange that they could be so distant from one another. It was as though these people, Beth’s actual flesh and blood, were acquaintances she had met once and not particularly hit it off with. But surely there must have been love there, at the very least?

Unreachable.

That was the adjective Beth had used to describe her father once.

‘He’s just… in his own world most of the time. Doesn’t seem to register that we even exist. I don’t understand why my mum stays with him. He’s so… unreachable. He’s always been a bit distant, preoccupied, busy with work… but he wasn’t quite as bad when we were younger. He got so much worse after the affair came out. It was as though I lost him as a father then. And in his place I got a cold robot.’

Nick had thought of his own mother; his own exhausting mother, who was never cold but who was sometimes too warm. Too much.

Then he thought of his father, who he had never met, and wondered if on some level that was preferable to the experience Beth had had. What you don’t know can’t hurt you.

He wishes he could have something to take the edge off his nerves. But there’s no time, as he sees an older woman approach Beth, touching her lightly on the elbow.

‘Mum!’

Beth’s mother is slight, with mousy hair and a mouth that turns-down at the edges. She doesn’t look anything like Beth. But she smiles at him warmly.

‘Hello,’ she says. ‘I’ve heard so much about you, Nick.’

He kisses her on the cheek, glancing over at Beth, who’s beaming from ear to ear.

‘Isn’t Nick clever, Mum? The exhibition is so beautiful too.’

‘He is. Thank you for inviting us. It’s been a real treat. And these canapés! I’ve never had anything so fancy.’

He’s struggling to think of something witty and charming to say in return when he feels someone tap him on the back. Jude, his assistant, is standing behind him.

‘Nearly time for the thank yous,’ he says, and Nick swallows.

‘Sorry,’ he says, turning back to Beth and her mother. ‘I’d better go… It was lovely to meet you though. Please don’t rush off will you?’

Beth shakes her head, smiling again at him.

‘Go on,’ she says. ‘I’ll film your speech.’

*

As the evening draws to a close, he searches for Beth and her mother. He hadn’t even asked her name, and he’s kicking himself for it, because now it’s too late.

He turns out of the main section of the glasshouse into the atrium and there she is. Beth’s mother, looking slightly anxious, her face pale and drawn. And behind her, Beth. With her back turned away, chatting to someone on her phone.

Beth’s mother looks up and their eyes meet. He smiles, makes his way over to her.

‘Some very important work call,’ she says, gesturing towards Beth. ‘At this time! I don’t know how she keeps up with it all. Her life exhausts me.’

‘You must be so proud of her though,’ he says. ‘Of what she’s achieved.’

‘Oh yes…’ She pauses, gazing down at the floor. ‘Although she never tells us much. She’s always been so distant with us. So desperate to leave home. Hardly ever comes back, barely ever visits. Not even for Christmas. She’s always working… it’s been lovely to see her tonight.’

Her fingers are wrapped tightly around the wine glass. It occurs to Nick that she might be a little drunk.

‘She’s always been very… self-contained. Determined,’ he says, trying to defend Beth. ‘That’s one of the things I’ve always admired about her.’

‘Well, she’s always spoken so highly of you. Nick this, Nick that. It’s nice to be finally able to meet.’

Nick flushes, imagining what on earth Beth might have said about him. Her mother cocks her head to one side.

‘We’ve always been rather curious, I have to say. She says you’re not a couple, that you’ve never been… together… but…’ She gives a deep sigh, as though she knows there’s no easy answer to her question, that perhaps the question is better off never being asked. ‘If I’m quite honest, I don’t understand why not. She talks about you all the time.’

He takes a sharp inhalation of breath.

‘Are you married? Is that it? I didn’t see a ring on your finger but…’

‘What? Christ, no!’

He hears her sigh again.

‘You’re not gay?’

‘No, no… nothing like that I promise,’ he says. ‘It’s just… well you know.’ She doesn’t know, that’s the point. Idiot. ‘We’ve always been good friends. Sometimes that’s… Sometimes that’s enough. Sometimes that’s so special, you don’t want to risk losing it.’

Pathetic.

He can tell by the expression on her face that she doesn’t understand this answer at all.

It’s an inadequate response, he knows. He feels he’s let Beth down, but how can he tell her mother the truth?

That the reason they’re not together is because he has always been too afraid of how things would turn out.


Beth

‘Found you!’ Beth says, tapping him on the back. As she does so, she wobbles slightly on her feet. Clearly, the five glasses of free wine have gone to her head. She was so nervous earlier. Nervous for Nick to meet her mum, but also nervous for him. She wanted the exhibition to go well. She knew how much it meant to him, even without him ever specifically telling her.

Nick turns. He looks surprised to see her. The event is over: the music switched off, the echoes from the catering staff who are clearing up replacing the earlier chatter from the guests.

‘Oh,’ he says, smiling. ‘I thought you’d gone without saying goodbye! I was about to send you a passive-aggressive text.’

‘No, I hid in the toilets so they wouldn’t throw me out,’ she replies, winking. ‘I nipped out earlier and put Mum in an Uber. She was getting tired but she had the best night. Thanks so much for asking me.’

He puts down the glasses he’s carrying.

‘Can you leave yet?’ Beth asks. ‘I have supplies…’

She opens her tote bag to show him the two half-bottles of champagne she bought on the way back from dropping her Mum off.

‘I thought we could go for a walk, sit on a bench somewhere and toast your success?’

‘I…’ he begins.

She feels her heart rate quicken. Has she misjudged things? Surely not. She can feel it. That now is the time.

He’s single. She’s single.

The baggage of their past finally feels unpacked, ready to be sorted out and tidied away for good.

The universe has opened a small window for them, and they just have to be brave enough to crawl through. Together.

‘Only if you’re ready to leave. I don’t want to get you into trouble.’

‘No, it’s fine. Let me just check the guys are OK finishing up without me,’ he says. ‘Stay here.’

Five minutes later, he’s back and she loops her arm through his as they leave the garden and go out into the cool November evening.

‘It’s late,’ she says. ‘Like that other night…’

She tails off, glances at him. Has he remembered? She can’t be sure. But for some reason this year, the fire is burning more brightly than ever in her memory.

‘Thirteen years ago,’ she continues. ‘Tomorrow. Did you realise?’

‘I didn’t have any control over the date for the launch,’ he says, and she worries she’s offended him, that he thinks she’s accusing him somehow. ‘But yes, I did.’ He pauses, takes a deep breath. ‘Funny how life works out sometimes. So many significant things seem to happen in November. Or maybe I’m just more aware of everything at this time of year. I don’t know.’

She doesn’t fill the silence. She wants to talk about this, for them to clear the air properly.

‘Where shall we go?’ he says, and she feels disappointed that he’s changed the subject.

They stare ahead at the grid of residential streets that surrounds the botanic gardens. Row upon row of typical London housing stock.

‘We need to find a bench,’ she says, focusing on her original plan. She mustn’t get distracted. She takes him firmly by the hand, a thrill running through her at the thought of the possibilities ahead: the fact that they are alone, together, and that no one is here to get in their way. She has wanted this kind of freedom with Nick for so long. She has craved it, yearned for it, and now finally, finally, it’s here.

‘Come on,’ she says. ‘Let’s try this way.’

She pulls him down various streets until they find a small rough-cut patch of grass, which might just about pass for a park. In the centre, some well-used children’s play equipment glows ominously in the moonlight.

‘There must be a bench in here,’ she says, trying to ignore the sense that Nick isn’t as enthusiastic about her plan as she is.

Eventually, they find one, and Beth clears the rubbish from it and takes a seat. Her courage is dissipating with every minute. Alcohol. She needs more alcohol.

‘I thought Rosa might be here tonight,’ she says, keeping her voice deliberately light. Being an actress means she’s able to control the way she sounds more than most, although she’s never been sure if Nick can see right through her all the same.

‘Rosa?’ he says, uncorking the champagne bottle and shooting her a confused look.

‘Yes,’ she says, and she takes a swig from the bottle as soon as he offers it. ‘You’re not still in touch then?’

He shakes his head, dismissively. She feels her jaw tense with frustration. Same old Nick. How can she get him to open up?

‘Open the other bottle!’ she says, tugging on his arm. ‘One each. Come on, I had to go to two shops to find the good stuff.’

He looks down at the bottle as he holds it by the neck, rubbing away the condensation on the label with his thumb.

‘I don’t drink anymore, Beth,’ he says, softly. ‘Remember?’

She feels stupid. Embarrassed. Ashamed.

‘Oh,’ she says. ‘Of course. Shit. I’m sorry. I just… I was just so proud of you… God. That was really unimaginative of me. I’m sorry.’

He turns then and smiles at her, his eyes crinkling. Her stomach flips. The desire to lean forward and kiss his face is so strong it almost makes her cry, but instead she just moves slightly closer towards him.

The air feels thick between them.

‘It was really thoughtful of you though,’ he says. ‘Honestly. I’ll take this bottle home and keep it somewhere safe as a memento. And don’t let me stop you drinking yours.’

She swigs from the bottle again, a long, dry gulp that scratches its way down her throat and into her stomach.

‘So, Nick Parker, Champion of Exhibitions, what’s next for you?’ she says, in her best interview voice. She nudges him with her elbow. ‘Where do you see yourself in five years’ time?’

‘Doing more of the same, hopefully,’ he replies. He stares straight ahead, his shoulders relaxed. ‘I would say right now, life is pretty much as good as it’s going to get.’

Not the right answer. Something is wrong. Things aren’t going to plan. She drinks some more. Her heart truly has a mind of its own now, somersaulting away beneath her ribs.

‘So you’re not heartbroken then?’ she blurts.

‘What?’

‘Not heartbroken? About Kate?’

‘What makes you ask that?’

‘You’re very quiet tonight, that’s all. I wondered… If you want to talk about it, I’m all ears.’

‘I don’t…’ he says. ‘I’m just tired, Beth, honest.’

‘Come on, you don’t have to be shy with me. Tell me the truth, I can handle it! I’m a big girl.’

He frowns now, shifting away from her on the bench. Fuck. Everything is going wrong.

She thinks back to what her agent said when she told her about her idea for the play: perhaps you should tell him all this.

Fuck it. She stands up, throwing her arms out wide. Is she angry, frustrated, or sad? She can’t tell, but she’s fizzing with an energy that demands to be spent.

‘Shall I tell you where I see myself in five years’ time? Not interested? Tough, I’m going to tell you anyway. Never let it be said I don’t know how to foist myself on an unwilling audience. So, let me tell you my plans, reluctant Nick! I’ve decided I’m going to write a play. A play about two people. They may sound familiar to you… Two people who met one night when they were young and fell in love but who never got the chance to explore what might have been. Two people – star-crossed lovers, if you like! – who should have been together but were torn apart by circumstances beyond their control…’

She burps, somewhat inelegantly, in the middle of this speech.

He stands up, reaches for her.

‘OK, Little Miss Thespian, I think it’s time you got home.’

‘No!’ she shouts, and somehow, from somewhere, her eyes are filled with tears. ‘I don’t want to go. I want to tell you about my play! Two people. Two decent people. Who should have been together. They should at least have been able to give their relationship a try. But they never had the chance because they were too fucking fucked up by something that wasn’t even their fault!’

He exhales. He actually looks cross.

‘That’s not what happened though is it?’ he says, shaking his head. ‘That’s not the whole truth. We were partly to blame.’

She stumbles backwards, as though he’s hit her.

‘What? What are you talking about?’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ he says, reaching to pick up her handbag from the bench. ‘Come on, let’s go. Enough reminiscing in the middle of the night. I think you need to sober up.’

‘No, I’m not going,’ she says. ‘Tell me what you mean! How were we to blame?’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ he says. He looks exasperated now. Worse than that. He looks irritated. It’s been so long since anyone has looked this way at her, and she can’t bear it.

And that’s when she realises it: people have treated her differently ever since she became successful. People aren’t honest with her anymore. They treat her like a Special Little Princess.

Has she started to believe that she’s a Special Little Princess? Has she lost all touch with reality?

‘It does matter!’ she shouts. ‘Years we’ve been spinning around this same circle, never getting to the centre of it. Well, perhaps it’s time. Thirteenth anniversary and all that. Let’s get everything out in the open once and for all. So tell me, Nick. Why do you think we’re partly to blame?’

‘For fuck’s sake, Beth! You know what I’m talking about. Don’t make me spell it out.’

‘Don’t swear at me,’ she says. ‘Tell me. Say it out loud. Go, on, I dare you. Tell me what you’re thinking!’

‘You’re drunk,’ he says, shaking his head from side to side, as though he’s disappointed in her.

‘Is that right? Well, I might be drunk but at least I’m not emotionally stunted!’

‘Fine,’ he says, his voice a low growl. ‘You want to know why I think we’re partly to blame? We’re partly to blame because I should have gone back into the building to find Anna… but you wouldn’t let me… and because of that – that stupid fucking moment – our relationship was doomed from the start. So you tell me, Beth. How could we ever work with that hanging over us? Tell me?’

From nowhere, there are tears streaming down his face.

She almost keels over in shock.

So. He blames her for Anna’s death.

The words are so painful, she can’t be sure that he’s really said them. No, surely not. He wouldn’t do that to her. Would he?

‘I’m sorry,’ he says, gazing up at the night sky. He sniffs, wipes the tears from his face. ‘I didn’t mean it to come out like that. It’s no one’s fault. It’s just… I’m sorry… I’m tired, it’s late… I just wish things could be different. You know I love you, Beth. It’s just… I don’t see how we could ever make it work, with… that in our past. With it hanging over us. I’m scared it will poison everything.’

He tries to pull her towards him.

‘No! Don’t touch me,’ she says, pushing him away angrily. ‘I’m glad you said it. You did mean it. And you’re right. You know what? You might not see how we could ever work but at least I was willing to give us a try. You’re a coward, Nick Parker. You’re lying to yourself. The fire wasn’t our fault. The real reason you’re scared is because you think I might hurt you, but when have I ever hurt you? You’re a coward. You always have been and you always will be.’

She drops the champagne bottle on the ground and snatches her handbag from him, and then she runs, far out of the park and through the maze of residential streets until she’s put enough distance between them to be sure she’s really alone. To be sure that even if he’s tried to follow her, she’s lost him.

And then, when she’s sure there’s no one else near, she leans over into the road and vomits up the champagne, along with thirteen years of regret and pain.


Nick

He stands in the park for a long time after she leaves, staring at the sorry-looking playground equipment, the champagne bottle at his feet gently shifting side-to-side in the sharp November wind.

He feels hollow, as though he’s had the stuffing pulled out of him. He can’t believe he said it out loud.

She will probably never speak to him again. And that’s fine. He deserves it.

He’s never been able to tell her that before, and now he knows why. It was too cruel.

But the truth: the real truth, the one that he’s so wanted to deny himself too, is that he’s not sure he can ever completely forgive her for holding him back from the building that night.

And it doesn’t matter that she was probably right to do so. It doesn’t matter that on the surface, he’s moved on from that night, because he’s still too afraid that it will eat away at them, at any hope of happiness they might have had together. A curse hanging over them. Poisoning and festering all that’s good about their relationship, bound to explode at some point in the future, shattering them both.

And they’re already so broken, how can he take the risk that he might break them even more?

All he’s ever wanted was for her to be happy. He couldn’t take the chance.

Surely she will understand that?

Surely one day she’ll look back and see that he was trying to do his best for her? For them both.


Beth

Fourteen years after

AFTER THE FIRE

BETH

What’s for you won’t go by you.

That’s what I used to believe. It’s basic, reassuring. But also, the opportunity to shirk any responsibility for yourself. To push your life into fate’s hands.

Let me tell you a story.

It’s a story of girl meets boy. But not your usual one.

It’s a story of girl meets boy. And then everything went wrong.

Her very own play. It has taken her the best part of a year to write and produce. The most intense, exhausting, exhilarating year of her life.

She reads over the opening page for what feels like the thousandth time, trying to view it through another person’s eyes. She swallows. Tries to imagine Nick’s reaction when he hears it.

If he hears it.

It’s been a year since that night in the park, and things still aren’t right between them.

Of course, he called her after and apologised and once she’d got over the humiliation, she managed to convince him – to convince herself – that it was all fine. Water under the bridge.

After all, the alternative – cutting him out of her life forever – was unbearable.

But afterwards, she threw herself into writing the play. And she avoided him as much as possible. It still hurt so much that he loved her but wasn’t willing to give their relationship a try.

She doesn’t care if Nick never comes to see the play. Whatever happens with him, writing about their situation has helped her.

Because surely there are other people who feel they should be with a particular person but, for one reason or another, aren’t? Surely there are other people out there who can relate, in some way, to her situation?

It’s taken her so long to process it all. But writing it down has helped more than all the therapy, soul-searching and hiding away she’s done before. Unpicking her feelings and trying to find some clarity among the tangled mess of guilt, shame, bad timing, bad luck and miscommunication.

The way she feels about her own writing completely depends on how she’s feeling that day. If she’s feeling relatively happy, she sees the promise in her work, the good bits.

But if her self-esteem is suffering, then she feels the whole thing is terrible.

She is not an objective critic.

It’s taken all these years but she’s finally come to terms with it. They will never be together. Some issues are insurmountable.

She has finally accepted that there’s no such thing as one true love, one great love story that defines your life. That life is more complicated, more nuanced than that, and sometimes you have to settle for the next best thing.

She realises now: that you can actually love someone with everything you have, and yet still not be right for each other, and she’s grown to accept it. There is no happy ever after.

A hard truth, but one worth learning: some things are bigger than love.


Nick

He’s in the middle of signing for a huge delivery of artefacts from a shipwreck museum, which are being used in his latest exhibition, when his mobile phone rings. He pulls it from his pocket.

It’s his mum.

‘Hey, Mum,’ he says, surprised. She rarely rings him in the day. She rarely rings him at all now they are living together. ‘Everything OK?’

‘Not exactly,’ she says. ‘I’m sorry to bother you love, but I’ve had a fall…’

‘What? Are you OK?’

Panic rises inside him.

‘I don’t know,’ she says. ‘I just… I can’t seem to get up. It was so stupid, I tripped over that little stool in the kitchen, you know, the one I got from the car boot at the weekend. I suppose I haven’t quite got used to it being there, you know how I like everything to be in its place and… it’s hurting.’

‘I’m coming home. Stay where you are,’ he says, urgently. ‘Does anything else hurt? You’re not bleeding or anything?’

‘No, Nicky, it’s just my leg. I can’t seem to get up on my own. I suppose I must have twisted something.’

‘Stop trying. Christ, Mum. Thank God I bought you that lanyard for your phone. Stay there, I’m coming now.’

He makes his excuses to his boss and leaves the glasshouse. On the drive back to Woking, he races through the traffic lights just as they turn red, noticing the camera above once it’s too late.

‘Fuck it, fuck it.’

But it doesn’t matter. Not really. All that matters is that his mum is OK when he gets home.

It was only last week that she brought that stupid stool home.

‘Look, Nick love,’ she said, pleased as punch with her find. ‘It’s retro, isn’t it? Reminds me of those 1950s American ice cream parlours. It’ll be perfect for me to sit on when the potatoes are boiling. Did you know all kitchens used to have a special chair just for the cook to sit in? Jolly right too.’

He’d stared down at the sorry-looking stool, its once shiny chrome legs now scratched and stained, the vinyl top slashed down the middle, revealing the foam inside.

‘Mum,’ he’d begun, knowing it was futile. ‘It’s filthy.’

‘It needs a bit of a scrub, that’s all. And I can sew up that tear,’ she said and she took it off into the garden with a bowl of soapy water and a scrubbing brush, and set to work.

An hour later, it looked no different.

He should have put his foot down then. He should have said, NO. No, Mum, we don’t need this stool, the kitchen is already cluttered enough.

It’s his fault this has happened. He didn’t protect her.

He tears up the driveway, braking to an abrupt halt.

‘Mum!’ he calls. ‘Mum?’

He can see her crumpled body squashed up against a cabinet in the kitchen. Of course, she’s not lying flat on the floor because there’s no clear space, and so half of her body is slumped against the cabinet, her legs twisted awkwardly beneath her.

‘I’m sorry to call you at work,’ she says, but her voice is faint, and he’s immediately even more worried. How long as she been lying here?

She’s so frail, like a tiny delicate bird, and he reaches down to gently try to lift her from underneath her armpits.

‘Can you put your arm around me?’ he says, and with effort she manages it.

‘It’s my leg that hurts,’ she says.

‘I know, I’m just trying to pick you up.’

She weighs next-to-nothing, but she’s also a dead weight, and he’s scared of hurting her, so he moves very slowly.

Eventually, she’s in his arms and then he sees her face. The gash across the cheek where she must have gone down against the cabinet.

‘You’ve cut your cheek,’ he says. ‘Christ, mum.’

Suddenly he sees the blood, the blood which had been momentarily camouflaged by all the other shit in the kitchen. Now it seems to be everywhere – across the cabinet, pooling on the boxes, across her arm and now his too.

Something bubbles up in him: fear, rage, an instinctive burst of adrenaline as he looks around frantically at the fucking stupid mess of a kitchen and wonders where the fuck he can actually put his poor mother now that he’s finally got her in his arms, because there’s not a single safe place to sit down in this Godforsaken house.

And the blood, the blood seems to be everywhere now, rising up the walls and coating the ceiling and he closes his eyes tight so that it can’t get to him too, and he’s suddenly drenched in sweat but he’s still holding his mum and she’s moaning in his arms and he wants to drop her and run but of course he can’t do that, and so he opens his eyes again for a second and he can see that fucking stool, with its ripped vinyl cover and a smear of blood across one of the legs. And he realises then that this is what must have cut his mother’s cheek as it toppled under her, and without meaning to, without conscious thought, he kicks it as hard as he can. But of course it has nowhere to go and so it bounces against the cabinet and comes straight back for him, hitting him in the shin.

‘Ouch,’ his mother says, and he realises that him kicking the stool has jerked her leg, making it hurt again.

He can’t do it anymore.

Looking after his mother is a responsibility he has felt his whole life, but now it feels unendurable. It has often felt as though the weight of it might choke him, but over the years he has learnt how to manage those feelings. To create distance where really there is none.

Maggie once told him that they were ‘enmeshed’. That their relationship wasn’t healthy. After they got married, she bought him a self-help book called Adult Children of Emotionally Immature Parents but he couldn’t bring himself to read it. It would have felt like a betrayal.

He thought he was coping. He thought he had moved on. But of course he hasn’t. He can never escape what happened to him.

Wherever he goes, there he is.

And things have been even worse since he pushed Beth away.

He crouches down on the tiny patch of floor beneath his feet, still holding his mother.

‘We can’t live like this,’ he says, leaning against something – God knows what – something that might topple on top of them both if he puts too much pressure against it, but who cares anymore. ‘Mum, we can’t…’

But her eyes are closed and he suddenly realises that she’s lost consciousness.

‘Fuck,’ he says. ‘Fuck fuck fuck!’

And just in time he takes her phone from her hand and calls 999.


Beth

The final day of rehearsals for her own show. Opening night is just four days away. The last few weeks have been a joyful, life-affirming blur. She can’t quite articulate what it means to her to be doing this, to be creating something raw and brutal and real. But it brings her immense satisfaction.

They’re rehearsing in one of her favourite spaces, just by Southwark tube station. The director, Isobel, is an old friend, and she completely understood the material and what Beth was trying to achieve. When she agreed to take the project on, it felt like a sign, a jigsaw puzzle slotting together by itself.

She feels a sense of peace and contentment: the feeling that, after all these years, she is actually doing something worthwhile. Something that matters.

‘OK,’ Isobel says, when they come to a natural break. ‘Shall we take fifteen?’

Beth leaves the theatre in search of coffee when her phone rings. Nick.

‘Hello,’ she says, surprised. She can’t remember the last time he rang her, especially not this early in the day. ‘How are you?’

‘Hey,’ he says. He sounds upset, downbeat, and she’s immediately worried. ‘Can you talk?’

‘Yes. What’s up?’

‘It’s my mum,’ he says. ‘She’s in hospital. She had a fall and… she’s not in a good way. They can’t quite figure out what’s wrong with her.’

‘Oh no,’ she says. She knows how much Nick’s mother means to him. ‘I’m so sorry. What kind of fall?’

‘She tripped over this fucking stool,’ he says. She doesn’t quite understand the anger directed towards the stool, but she lets him continue. ‘Anyway she thought she’d broken her leg, but she hasn’t, she’s twisted her ankle, cut her forehead and done something to her hip… but more than that, she’s just really disoriented and confused and they’re running all sorts of tests but…’

‘You know she’s in the best possible place,’ Beth says, her voice stern. ‘They will take care of her. They will figure out how best to help her.’

‘It’s not that,’ he says. ‘I know that. It’s just… I feel so guilty because I should have said no. I should have put my foot down sooner.’ He pauses, sighing deeply. ‘The house is a death trap, and I’ve been living with her and I haven’t made the difference I said I would because it’s just been so much easier to bury my head in the sand like I always do, rather than do something, take proper action, force her to get help. I’ve let her down. Again. I always let her down! It’s the same cycle, repeating itself. I move in to try to help her and then the whole thing just suffocates me and I run away again…’

‘Nick, you don’t… you’re not making any sense…’

He gives a loud sniff.

‘Shit,’ he says, after a pause. ‘I’m sorry. I’m really a fucking wreck at the moment. I’ve been in the hospital with her since yesterday… I didn’t get any sleep – just sat next to her bed all night looking at her. She looks so small, so frail. She’s had a shit life and it’s all my fault…’

Beth glances up at the people marching towards the South Bank. Nick begins to sob down the phone. The sound makes Beth’s heart start to shatter.

She realises then: the only other time she’s heard him cry was that night in the park.

‘Nick,’ she says. ‘Listen, please. This is not your fault. None of this is your fault!’

‘It is,’ he says, through his tears. ‘It’s all my fault because if she had never got pregnant with me then my dad would never have left her and everything… Everything in her life would have been different.’

*

As soon as rehearsals end, she races straight to the hospital. It’s only when she’s on the train, checking her phone for the time, that her eyes fall on the date.

Fourteen years ago today. Fate certainly has a sick sense of humour.

And yet, she’d completely forgotten, for the first year. Up until now. She can’t decide whether that’s a good thing or not.

‘We have to stop hanging out like this,’ she jokes, when he comes up to her in the main lobby. ‘In hospitals I mean. It’s starting to feel a bit weird.’

He smiles.

‘I’m sorry I couldn’t get here sooner.’

‘Don’t be silly, I’m sorry I was such a mess earlier. It’s the lack of sleep, it’s a killer.’

She’s relieved to hear him sounding more like his normal self again.

‘Would you like to see her?’ he asks. ‘They’ve moved her onto the general ward. She’s a bit drowsy though.’

Beth is surprised by how tiny Nick’s mother is. How little she looks like him. She looks like a tiny doll, lying in the bed.

‘Hey Mum. This is Beth, do you remember? You’ve met her before, I think. At the wedding.’

‘Hi Jayne,’ Beth says, taking the woman’s hand and squeezing it gently. ‘It’s good to see you again. Sorry to hear about your fall.’

‘It’s my fault,’ Jayne says. ‘Nicky told me not to keep the stool. I didn’t need it. He was right. It got its revenge on me good and proper.’

‘Mum,’ Nick says, sounding exasperated. ‘It was an accident. You’re not to blame.’

Jayne peers up at Beth.

‘It’s lovely to see you, dear,’ she says, shifting on the bed. ‘It’s been a while hasn’t it? Since the wedding? You two made such a lovely couple.’

Beth feels the ripple of horror go through Nick.

‘Oh,’ she begins, but he interrupts.

‘Mum this isn’t Maggie, this is Beth. Beth’s my friend! From university. Maggie and I got divorced, remember?’

Jayne frowns at him.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Christ, Mum, yes of course I’m sure!’

‘Oh I’m sorry. Beth. That’s right.’

Beth feels her armpits grow damp.

‘You’re such a lovely couple. He’s always talking about you. Beth this, Beth that.’ She wrinkles up her nose, as though remembering something. ‘That’s it! Sorry! You’re from the TV, aren’t you, dear? Nick watches all your things. I could never understand why you two couldn’t figure things out. Just timing, I suppose. And you’re away a lot, I expect. With your job. He told me you’ve just written your own play? How wonderful.’

‘I…’ Beth doesn’t know what to say. She stares at Nick. His cheeks are red.

‘Mum, we’re just friends,’ he says, but with less conviction than previously. He stares at Beth.

Beth swallows. Nick has never acknowledged the invite to the opening night of the play she sent him, just a few weeks ago. But he’d clearly told his mother all about it.

‘You must be getting tired,’ she says to Jayne. ‘We’ll let you get some rest.’

Jayne nods, and Beth leans down to kiss her on the cheek.

‘You make sure you take care of yourself,’ Beth says, quietly. ‘He might be a grown man, but your son needs you. He loves you very much.’

Jayne nods, then waves Beth away.

‘I’m sorry about that,’ Nick says, eventually, as they stand outside the hospital. ‘She’s very confused. She keeps forgetting what day of the week it is. I think she’s finding it really difficult to be in hospital. She’s very used to being at home, among her own things.’

Beth bites her lip. Why is he apologising? What exactly is he sorry about?

‘It’s fine,’ she says. ‘Maybe she…’

‘Do you want to come back to mine for a bit?’ Nick interrupts. ‘Perhaps I can show you what we’re up against.’

Beth frowns. She doesn’t understand, but in that moment, she wants to. She wants to more than anything.


Nick

He watches as she climbs into the passenger seat beside him. The air feels thick with something. The hope of change.

He’s been a fool this past year. Pretending he could just carry on living in his safe little bubble. Pretending he wasn’t in love with Beth, that he didn’t want to be with her with every fibre of his being.

‘Do you remember that drive all those years ago?’ Beth asks, taking him by surprise. ‘When you took me down to visit my grandad? And you played me ‘Romeo and Juliet’?’

‘Of course I remember.’

‘It feels like a lifetime ago.’

He considers this.

‘But also, like yesterday.’

He shifts in his seat, one hand resting lightly on the bottom of the steering wheel.

‘I still love Dire Straits,’ she says, and he smiles. ‘Vaughan didn’t get it. He was too old to think they were cool.’

He’s surprised to hear her bring Vaughan up. She rarely talks about him.

‘I know it’s been nearly four years but sometimes it still doesn’t feel real,’ she replies, after a pause. ‘We spent so much time apart that sometimes it’s hard to believe he’s not just over in LA working. It still feels surreal that he’s really gone for good.’

‘I’m so sorry Beth,’ Nick says. ‘He was a great guy.’

‘Yeah. He was.’

They fall into silence.

‘Has there been anyone since Kate?’

‘No,’ he says, shortly.

‘I’m sorry you broke up.’

‘It’s OK, it wasn’t meant to be. She got engaged to her ex a few months ago. I’m happy for her.’

He glances sideways at Beth.

‘What about you?’

‘What about me?’

‘Have you… met anyone?’

He feels sick. She shakes her head.

‘No.’ She swallows. ‘I feel like… after Vaughan… I’ll never find anyone like him. I’ll never find anyone so suited to me.’

He considers this comment in silence. Is it a dig? At him? If it is, he deserves it.

‘But at the same time, I don’t have anything concrete left from our relationship. We didn’t even own a home together – I lived in his place in LA for a bit, I had my old flat in London, but that was always mine. We didn’t have any children. We weren’t married. We spent more than eight months of every year apart. We never had time to go on a proper holiday together. Sometimes it’s as though our relationship only existed in my head.’

‘That must be hard.’

‘His daughter got everything in his will, which of course is fine, but because she’s only seventeen his ex-wife gets to control it all. It’s funny. Throughout our whole relationship, I always felt completely integrated with his life. He never excluded me from anything. But after his death, I felt on the outside of everything. I didn’t even get to do a reading at his funeral.’

She pauses. This is the most they’ve ever talked about Vaughan’s death, and she seems almost winded by it.

‘You know, I sometimes wonder if… it was deliberate, on some level. On my part. The fact that we never truly welded our lives together. Not in any meaningful, legal, sense.’

He pulls into the driveway of his mum’s house. What is she trying to say?

‘Is that because…’

‘God,’ she says, cutting him off. ‘I’m sorry.’

He switches off the engine and turns to look at her.

‘What are you sorry for?’

‘Moaning, when you must be so worried about your mum.’

He swallows. He’s worried. But right now, it’s not about his mum. He gazes up at the house. Since he’s been living there, the front garden and driveway are no longer the tangle of weeds and rubbish they once were. He mows the front lawn regularly, has even planted a line of shrubs against the path. The house blends in with all the others on the street: neat, well-kept suburbia. But inside is a very different story.

He’s surprised with the ease at which he’s driven her back here. He’s never let anyone come inside his mum’s home before. But he knows he can trust Beth. Knows she won’t judge them.

Knows, somehow, that she’ll understand.

‘Listen,’ he says, seizing some courage from somewhere. ‘There’s something I need to tell you about my mum’s house. Before we go in.’

*

‘Why didn’t you tell me before?’ Beth says, sitting on the bottom step on the staircase, gazing around at the piles of things stacked up in the hallway.

He blinks slowly.

‘I was ashamed. Even Maggie never came here.’

The instant he says her name he regrets it. Maggie and Beth aren’t comparable. He shouldn’t have compared them. And the way he said it makes it sound as though Maggie was somehow more important to him than Beth.

‘But… why?’ Beth presses. ‘Why were you ashamed?’

‘Because…’

‘None of this is your fault,’ she says, her voice rising. ‘God, Nick. How long? How long has she been like this?’

Why is she so angry?

‘For as long as I can remember,’ he says. ‘My whole life. When I was about nine, I went to stay with my grandparents for a bit, because I couldn’t cope with the hoarding. Well, I was there for about four years in the end. Then I came back, because she was getting worse without me. She missed me. I felt guilty for leaving her.’

Beth shakes her head. Her eyes are blazing with confusion.

‘Is this why… you were so desperate to get back home after the fire?’

He nods, looks down at his feet.

‘Partly,’ he says. ‘You can see what a death trap it is. I couldn’t sleep for worrying that there’d be a fire here too, and I wouldn’t be able to save her either.’

‘I don’t understand,’ she says, speaking slowly. ‘Why you never said anything about this before.’

‘Christ, Beth, isn’t it obvious?’ he says. ‘I was too ashamed.’

She bites her lip, looks away.

‘Why can’t you just get a big skip and clear it all? While she’s in hospital? I’ll help.’

He takes a deep breath.

‘It doesn’t work like that. It would feel like a terrible violation. These are her belongings. I know they look worthless to us but to her they all have value. It would be like stealing from her – or worse still, it would be like someone coming into your house while you’re gone and throwing away all your precious things.’

She holds his stare.

‘And it wouldn’t work anyway. Short-term solution to a long-term problem. She’d fill it back up in no time.’

He looks around at the stained wallpaper hanging from the ceiling in the hall. The ominous damp patch which seems to grow larger every day. Something is leaking upstairs, but he can’t get into the room above to see what it is.

She stares at him. He can tell she’s shocked, that she’s trying to retain her composure.

‘Is this why you never had anything much in your room at uni?’

He shrugs.

‘I never had anything much of value to bring. We’ve always been skint. This house, and all the stuff inside it, is all she has. But I guess… I don’t know. Yeah. Living like this has made me phobic of clutter, I guess.’

‘What’s your room like?’

‘She’s not allowed in.’

‘Am I?’

‘Yes of course, come on up.’

She squeezes through the sliver of bare carpet up the stairs. The upstairs landing is in a worse state than normal.

‘Sorry,’ he says, pushing a dolls pram away, which simply bounces off the rocking horse that’s been balanced sideways against the landing wall for as long as he can remember, and returns to its original position. He picks it up. ‘Go on through. That’s my room.’

He’s not sure why he’s doing this. Letting her in. Because he can’t take it anymore? Because keeping this secret for thirty-three years has nearly killed him?

Because he knows Beth won’t judge him?

Because his mum nearly dying has been the wake-up call he really needed?

Or because he wants Beth to understand? If she understands, perhaps then she can forgive him. For last year. For everything.

‘Oh,’ Beth says, as she sits on his bed. ‘It’s like a different world in here.’

‘I know,’ he says, looking around. The walls are painted pale green. In his teenage years he went through a phase of redecorating every few months. As a way of feeling he had control.

During his brief emo phase, the walls were black. It took four coats of cobalt blue to cover it.

Apart from his bed, wardrobe and a chest of drawers, there’s nothing in the room. Just a single poster, taped up on the wall facing the bed.

He had forgotten that was there.

It’s a No Fear poster, of a man surfing a wave. The same one Beth had in her room at university.

‘What…’ she says. ‘Is that… Oh my God.’

He smiles. He’s embarrassed, but he’s also glad she’s seen it.

‘My mum found it at one of her jumble sales about a month ago. I couldn’t believe it when she brought it home. The coincidence. It’s a reminder to myself. To stop being afraid.’

They both look at the words imprinted across the giant blue wave.

What if your fears and dreams existed in the same place?

The moment hangs heavy in the air. This should be the time. This is when he should go for it.

He thinks back to last year, their fight in the park. She was right, of course. He was a coward. It was his fear talking that night. But today, something feels different.

Being cowardly hasn’t got him anywhere, has it? The last year has been more miserable than ever.

He needs to be brave. He can make it work. They can make it work, together. If they are open and honest with one another about things, then surely they can make it work?

Beth was right. She’d worked it all out way before him, of course, because she was always ahead of him. Smarter. Braver. Finally he knows that he has to try, at the very least. Otherwise he’s going to spend the rest of his life wondering ‘what if’.

He doesn’t deserve her. But she’s here, now, isn’t she? Despite everything, she still loves him.

He shuffles closer towards her, a hand creeping across his white duvet cover towards hers. He stares at it for a few seconds.

‘Beth…’

He places his hand on top of hers, leans in towards her.

But her face twists into a frown and she stands up.

‘What are you doing?’

The anger in her voice cuts him to the bone.

‘I…’

‘No!’ she says, and he sees with alarm that, from absolutely nowhere, her eyes are full of tears and he wonders if he’s missed something, like when you leave the room during a film and miss the crucial five seconds during which the plot moves up a gear, because he can’t understand why she’s – God, she’s actually crying – or why she’s looking at him now with absolute fury in her eyes.

‘What do you think you’re doing, Nick?’

‘What?’ he says, and he feels crushed. Absolutely crushed by his utter misjudgement.

‘You threw me away remember?’ She’s almost choking on her sobs now, and he feels the pain in her eyes as though someone is stabbing him. ‘Twice! Once after the fire, then again last year… I loved you so much, Nick. You had me right there, and you threw me away.’

‘No, Beth, wait… I didn’t…’

‘Do you have any idea what it was like?’ she shouts. ‘That year after you left uni? I was so alone. I had no one, literally no one. All these years, Nick! All these years I’ve loved you, and last year you made me feel like that was a bad thing. That we were somehow toxic. That Anna’s death was our fault!’

‘No, it wasn’t like that!’ Nick says, desperate now. ‘I just didn’t trust myself…’

‘What the hell is wrong with you? Is this some twisted game? Do you even remember what you said to me?’

His cheeks burn.

‘I’m sorry… Beth, I’m so sorry. But you were right… what you said. I was a coward. I just feel so guilty about what happened. What I didn’t do. You see, I’ve never been able to move past the thought that I might have saved her… I let her down, and I didn’t want to ever let you down. I didn’t want either of us to get hurt any more than we already have. I’m sorry.’

‘So what’s changed now?’ she says. ‘I was always there for you. Always. But you never opened up to me. You never wanted to talk to me properly… You never told me about your mother. And now… what? Are you bored? Why bring me here now, Nick? Why finally show me this, now?’

‘I don’t…’ He’s struggling to catch up but he’s still behind, so far behind her. As always. She was the thinker. He was the doer. And he’s done everything wrong. He never thinks! ‘I just…’

‘It’s taken all year for me to put myself back together after what you said that night in the park,’ she says. ‘I’ve moved on. I’ve accepted that we’re better as friends. I’ve even written a fucking play about it! And now what? Now you can see that I’m finally getting my shit together, you want to fuck with my head all over again?’

‘No,’ he says, raking his hands through his hair. ‘Please, Beth. No. Of course not! That’s not what I’m trying to do at all. I’m sorry…’

She shakes her head.

‘No. I won’t let you do this to me again! You’ve never been straight with me. You’ve always kept me at arm’s length, running away from me when I need you most, hiding things from me…’

‘What? That’s not true, I’ve never hidden things from you…’

She takes a great gasp of air.

‘Yes you have!’ she shouts. ‘What about Rosa?’

‘What?’

‘Rosa? I saw a picture of you two together a few years ago. On Instagram. Cuddled up together like you were best friends. Did something happen between you? After uni?’

‘What? Rosa? No!’ he says, standing up. ‘What the hell are you talking about?’

‘Why was she at your wedding, Nick? After the fire, she didn’t want to know me. She used to run away if she saw me on campus. I tried so hard to be friends with her but she didn’t want anything to do with me. Have you any idea how isolated, how miserable, I felt, when you both turned your backs on me? But the whole time… she stayed in touch with you. Do you know how much that hurts? Why, why did she do that?’

‘I don’t…’ Why is she talking about Rosa? ‘I haven’t heard from her in ages! I only invited her to the wedding to make up the numbers, Maggie said she wanted the same number of people on each side of the aisle and I’m embarrassed to say I didn’t have too many friends back then… I mean, what the fuck Beth? I never did anything with Rosa. Seriously. Seriously, how could you think that?’

She won’t look at him. Instead, she stares out of the window, tears streaming down her face.

That fucking poster taunts him from the corner of his eye. He wants to rip it off the wall, tear it into pieces.

‘Beth,’ he says, softly. ‘Please… I’m sorry, I didn’t…’

She folds her arms in front of her chest.

‘Fuck,’ she says, eventually, frantically wiping the tears away with her hands. ‘I really can’t… I really can’t do this. Not now. Not again. No, Nick. No. I won’t let you do this to me again.’

He understands. Of course she can’t. He’s let her down too many times.

‘My show opens in four days. I can’t… I just can’t deal with this now. I have to go. Please can you take me back to the station?’


Beth

As the train rushes away from Woking, the tears come again. For some reason, she can’t stop thinking of that day with Vaughan. The day after Nick’s wedding. Probably the only real fight they had ever had.

He had seen right through her. All along. And he’d loved her just the same.

They’d woken up in the Cotswolds hotel, but in truth she had barely slept. Vaughan had ordered room service: strong, fresh coffee and croissants that were the perfect combination of fluffy and crispy, and all the while she had been quiet. Unable to get herself out of the mood she was in.

Thinking of what Maggie had said. About Nick cheating on her.

Thinking of what Rosa had said to Vaughan. About Nick being a player.

‘Why don’t you want to marry me?’

That’s what she asked Vaughan when he came out of the ensuite shower room, rubbing his hair with a towel.

That was the product of her thoughts. A sudden, burning desire to understand why he had never wanted to walk down the aisle with her. To make her his Mrs.

‘What?’

He laughed, wondering if it was a joke.

‘It’s a simple question. How come you’ve never proposed? We’ve been together for years.’

Vaughan frowned, putting the towel down over the back of a chair.

‘It’s not really a simple answer.’

‘Well, give me the complicated answer then.’

He glanced at the ceiling, took a deep breath.

‘I don’t know baby,’ he said, eventually. ‘I guess because I’ve been married before. I didn’t see much point.’

But she could tell that wasn’t the truth. She thought of his ex, Sophie. Their relationship was cordial, for the sake of their daughter Edie.

It was an excuse.

‘No,’ she said, insistent. ‘It’s more than that. Tell me the real reason.’

He stared at her, a puzzled look on his face.

‘I don’t know what to say. It’s not more than that. I promise you.’

She sat up straighter in the bed, pushed aside the breakfast tray. There were croissant crumbs all over the bedspread.

‘Tell me the truth!’

‘What’s got into you?’ He laughed, but out of confusion. He was uncomfortable, because he knew that she knew the answer.

‘I know you’re not telling me the whole story. I just want you to be straight with me.’

‘I don’t know,’ he said, eventually. ‘I guess I didn’t think you wanted to get married.’

‘Why? Why didn’t you think I wanted to get married?’

He looked away. She felt a fleeting sense of guilt for cornering him like this, but there was a rage inside her, a determination to get to the bottom of it, even though ‘it’ had never really occurred to her before.

‘Because…’ He paused, looked her straight in the eye.

‘Because what?’ she said, angrily.

He looked at her sadly.

‘Because I… I guess I have a feeling I will always be your second choice.’

It felt as though she had been punched in the guts. Her anger dissipated in an instant.

‘What?!’

‘We really don’t have to talk about this,’ he said, standing up again and pulling a t-shirt out of his suitcase.

‘Yes we do! How can you say something like that? I love you!’

‘I know you do,’ he said, turning away from her, pulling the t-shirt over his head. ‘And I love you too.’

‘Am I your second choice?’ she shouted, even though in her heart she knew it was nonsense. ‘Is that what you’re trying to say?’

He closed his eyes, pausing with his hand on the suitcase. His damp hair was plastered to the back of his neck.

‘No,’ he said, and she could tell by his tone that he was cross now. ‘No, of course not.’

‘Well what are you talking about then?’ she said, even though, of course, she knew what he was talking about. Of course she did. This was Vaughan and he was so much wiser and more mature than she was, and he was so Buddhist about everything and always understood the need to live in the present, to be grateful for today and that you can’t change people and all kinds of calm and considered things he always told her when she was feeling upset.

‘I didn’t want to tie you down,’ he said. There was an edge to his voice now. A warning for her to drop it, but she couldn’t – this was a scab that needed picking, so that everyone could understand what was underneath it. So that they could both learn to live with it.

‘Why not?’

‘For God’s sake, Beth,’ he said, raising his voice for the first time in as long as she had known him. ‘Because of Nick. OK? Don’t you think it’s a coincidence that we’ve just come from his wedding and now you’re sitting here asking me why I’ve never asked you to marry me? Don’t you think I’ve noticed that you still have feelings for him? You might deny it, but they’re there. Do you think I’m so blinded with my own arrogance that I don’t see you, for who you really are, and what you really feel?’

She sat back as though he’d slapped her, a hand rising instinctively to cover her mouth.

And then, he stormed out of the hotel room, his hair still dripping down the back of his t-shirt.

When he came back an hour later, his hair was dry and she was still sitting in the bed, surrounded by damp tissues.

‘Where did you go?’ she said, sniffing.

‘I just walked around the grounds. Tried to avoid the other guests. Some of them are truly awful.’

She smiled.

‘I’m sorry for shouting at you,’ he said, taking her hand.

‘It’s OK. I just… I don’t understand how you can say that. About me and Nick. We’re just friends.’

He looked her in the eye then nodded, opening his mouth. But he didn’t say anything. He held back the words for both their sakes. Because no good would come of insisting that she was wrong.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, again. ‘Weddings bring out the worst in me. Memories… the sense of failing Edie. I will marry you, if that’s what you want. Of course I will.’

But what kind of proposal was that? She let the subject drop.

Neither of them ever mentioned marriage again.

*

And now she’s here, all these years later, on a fast train back to Waterloo, and nothing has changed. Her head and her heart have always disagreed. But her head keeps her safe. Her heart leaves her broken in pieces, like the way she felt when Nick left after the fire. The way she felt last year when he admitted he still blamed her for not letting him go back into the building.

She can never go back to that.

And yet…

What if your fears and dreams existed in the same place?

That stupid poster.

Is that what made him finally make a move?

It can’t be that simple though, can it? He was simply too afraid? It can’t be that awful. All that waste, those years of stupidity, Nick running away and leaving her, Nick marrying the wrong woman, ending up in a career that nearly destroyed him.

It can’t all be just because he was frightened.

She wonders what advice Vaughan would give if he was here now. Why he even stayed with her if he knew that her heart really belonged to Nick. She wishes she could ask him.

Why hadn’t she asked him?

Because Vaughan always told the truth. And because she was scared he’d say ‘because he’ll never want to be with you’.

But today, in his bedroom, something changed. For the first time since the night of the fire, Nick let his guard down.

He showed her his mother’s house. Finally, he tried to let her in.

And what did she do? She screamed at him. She let out all the bitterness inside her.

If only he’d told her about his mother’s hoarding before. It would have helped colour in the picture she had of him; the picture that had always been slightly incomplete.

It made so much more sense now, him leaving after university. He must have been so worried about his mother. A fire at that house would be a certain death trap.

She thinks about what he said about not being able to fix his mother’s problem by simply throwing all her stuff away. He must feel so guilty that he can’t help her. And it’s always been just the two of them. He must feel such a burden of responsibility for looking after her, and keeping her safe. She can’t imagine it.

And he still carries an horrific combination of guilt and shame about what happened to Anna. Because of them, let’s face it. The guilt that he had left her in the building and gone out with Beth.

The guilt that he hadn’t gone back in to try to save her.

And perhaps, also, the guilt that he had left Beth to cope alone afterwards, and run away.

And that’s reason enough to know that their relationship could never work.

She sits back slightly in the train seat. Feeling reassured. Her brain has done that thing – looped around the same familiar circuits – and come back to the place that feels familiar. And safe.

It isn’t meant to be. Romeo & Juliet ended up dead. There’s a lesson there.

She closes her eyes, overcome with tiredness, and leans her head against the window of the train.

And as she drifts off, she tries not to think of the devastated look on Nick’s face, as he waved her off in the car park outside the station.


Nick

The day after their argument, Nick wakes up feeling more hopeless than ever.

Everything is broken and it’s all his fault. His mother is in hospital, injured, because of his own feebleness. And Beth is no longer speaking to him.

There’s only one thing he can think to do now. It doesn’t matter that it will upset her. He doesn’t have a choice. He has to do something, because doing nothing hasn’t worked. And sometimes the kindest things to do are the hardest. This is what he should have done before.

So, while his mother is still in hospital, he calls in sick at work and phones a local skip company and does what Beth suggested: he clears most of the junk from downstairs.

The task is methodical, rhythmic, cleansing. It’s exactly what he needs.

He’s stunned by how much his mother has managed to cram into such a small house. Even when the skip is full, the house is still cluttered by any normal standards. But for the first time in years – actual years – when he’s finished the floors are clear and the worktops are empty and there’s a small patch of space in both the dining room and the living rooms, so she’ll be able to use them again, if needed.

He doesn’t go into his mother’s bedroom, or the small box room, out of respect. But if she complains about where he has been, then he’ll tell her he wasn’t sure if she’d be able to make the stairs with her twisted ankle, so he had to do it, to provide space downstairs to set up a bed for her if necessary.

He didn’t have a choice.

Afterwards, he takes a photo of the tidy living room. He wants to send it to Beth, to thank her, but instead he sits at the bottom of the stairs and from nowhere, he begins to cry.

For some reason, he finds himself thinking of his uncle’s funeral last year. He’d driven his mother up to Norfolk and they’d stayed in the village pub afterwards – the sort of place that has remained exactly the same for years.

There were only a handful of people at the funeral: neighbours, a couple of Ian’s old work colleagues. He had never married, and he had no children. Nick had never been close to him. In fact, he’d only met him a few times.

His mum always said she couldn’t believe they were related.

‘We had absolutely nothing in common,’ she said, as they left the crematorium, shaking her head in a sadness that Nick thought was probably more about that than Ian’s death. ‘Life makes less sense the more you try to make sense of it, I swear.’

She was right about that.

Ian was their last surviving blood relative. The last tenuous link back to his grandparents, who Nick adored, and who raised his uncle exactly the same way they raised his mum, with curiously different outcomes.

He has never felt so alone.

He doesn’t even have Beth any more. How could he have misjudged things so spectacularly?

Aside from anything else, his timing was so inconsiderate. She must be so nervous about her show opening. He’s learnt a bit about the entertainment industry over the years, even though it’s so out of his own experience. He understands the pressure performers feel before a show opens.

He doesn’t know whether he should go and see it tomorrow, as he had planned. He hadn’t told her he was coming. Beth once said having friends and family watching made her even more nervous than when the critics were in.

‘There’s nothing worse than disappointing people who actually know you.’

But she has never disappointed him. Not once, in all these years.

Just a few weeks ago, she told him that her nerves had only got worse with age.

‘It’s pathetic,’ she said. ‘But the better I supposedly get, the less confident I feel.’

‘Further to fall,’ he’d murmured.

‘Or bruised by experience,’ she replied, and she’d stared at him, with her inky blue eyes, and he’d blinked back, hoping to convey his faith.

She will be brilliant though. Because she always is. There’s a reason she’s one of the UK’s best-loved actresses. And that’s because she’s the real deal. Attractive, yes, but talented and hardworking too.

Despite it all, despite what they went through, she has done the impossible: risen to the top of a highly competitive profession.

No wonder she doesn’t want him.

Like she said, he had her once, twice, and both times, he threw her away.


Beth

The evening before opening night, Beth makes her way out of the theatre. It’s been a while since she took the tube but tonight she feels like it. She feels stupid wearing sunglasses underground and yet without them she’s more recognisable, prone to the odd stare and worst of all, whispers. Her least favourite form of attention.

As she passes by the billboards outside, emblazoned with her own face, her ego kicks in and she finds herself feeling just a little bit excited about the opening night tomorrow.

That’s the nature of the job. It’s a bad boyfriend, an addiction, and the highs and lows are constantly in flux.

She pulls her baseball cap down over her forehead and climbs into the tube carriage at Bond Street. The Jubilee Line will take her to Waterloo, where she’ll catch the overground train to her cottage in Barnes.

She takes out her book – a biography of Carrie Fisher – and settles down. It’s nearly 8 p.m., rush hour is ending, and the carriage is relatively empty.

But she can’t focus on her book. Instead, she’s haunted by the thought of Rosa, and her flowers. Why would she have sent them? Why would she have wanted to get in touch again, after all these years?

Is it something to do with her argument with Nick?

Nick. She can’t think about him right now. It’s too painful. She needs to focus on the play, on opening night, doing her best. People are relying on her. This isn’t the time to get sentimental or regretful. She made a commitment and she needs to be professional, to honour it.

Her work, as always, will be her saviour.

At Westminster, the tube idles in the platform. People run at full speed to get on, then stand inside panting while the train remains stationary.

A few moments pass. She looks at her watch. The tube doors are still open. She’s waiting for the familiar warning beeps that sound right before they close. But they don’t come.

More time passes. Someone leans out of the carriage doors, looking up and down the platform. People start shifting in their seats. The middle-aged man opposite her, briefcase by his feet, tuts.

And then she hears the sound. An alarm that’s designed not to be alarming.

It’s followed by a message, repeating. Slightly crackly; the voice of a newsreader from the 1960s.

Would Inspector Sands please go to the operations room immediately?

Her eyes widen. She wracks her brains, trying to work out why this strange message feels familiar.

Would Inspector Sands please go to the operations room immediately?

Inspector Sands? It sounds like a prank.

She glances around at her fellow passengers, but they are all frowning too, puzzled and irritated by the delay.

And still, the voice persists.

Would Inspector Sands please go to the operations room immediately?

What is it about Inspector Sands that’s making her hackles rise?

She remembers. The same message, but different.

Mr Sands.

That’s what they call it in a theatre.

Sand, because that’s what they used, back in the old days, to put it out.

Mr Sands.

The codename for fire.

*

Her reaction is instant. She grabs her bag and stands, yanking off her sunglasses. It doesn’t matter anymore if people recognise her.

‘We have to get out,’ she says, to the carriage. ‘We have to leave. It means there’s a fire. That message. It means there’s a fire somewhere in the station.’

But the passengers all look at her as though she’s crazy.

‘I’m serious!’

She wants to stay, to try to convince them, but how can she risk it? She can’t. She has to get out. Now.

And so she races down the platform, looking for the Way Out sign. But she takes a wrong turn and ends up following signs for the District & Circle lines instead.

Would Inspector Sands please go to the operations room immediately?

The other passengers in the station are oblivious, plugged into their iPhones, heads down, blocking out the outside world. She wants to grab every one of them and tell them to get out, but she can’t because she’s lost, spinning on her heel, trying to make sense of the signs pointing in different directions.

Why is it so fucking confusing?

Then, there’s a pause in the alarm. She stops spinning, gulps to catch her breath. Strains her ears to listen for it again.

Another crackle over the tannoy system.

Another message.

Due to a reported emergency, all passengers must leave the station immediately. Please obey instructions of the station staff.

Finally, the zombies around her wake up. She watches as their faces turn from confusion to fear, just like hers did a few moments ago. And then, they are all running, as fast as they can, a herd of stampeding elephants and she’s swept up in it, following the crowd, hoping it knows where it’s going.

Everyone remembers the London bombings.

Everyone knows that to live in London means every day, in some minuscule way, you take your life in your hands. Because things do happen here. Ordinary people do die. Bombs go off, terrorists run people off the streets in lorries, young boys are stabbed by other young boys and women are murdered walking home from nights out.

She feels as though she can’t breathe as she’s pushed through the station and up towards the escalators. They are rammed with people – still sticking to the rules – standing on the right, walking on the left. She’s on the left but she’s out of breath and sweating as she finally emerges into the ticket hall at Westminster.

And still, the message repeats. Is it her imagination, or is it getting louder?

Due to a reported emergency, all passengers must leave the station immediately. Please obey instructions of the station staff.

The staff usher everyone out, telling them to keep calm, but the street outside is flooded with people. She looks up, completely disorientated, and sees that she’s right opposite the Houses of Parliament.

Probably the most secure place in the whole of London. And yet, and yet…

There are ambulances and fire engines outside, and she’s corralled, round the corner and away from the tube station. She tries to look back, to see if there’s any sign of what might have happened, but she’s pushed forward by the crowd.

She can’t smell smoke in the air, at least.

She stares up at the deep black sky, and she tries to regulate her breathing. This is not like that night. This is nothing like that night. People are getting out. The fire service are already here.

She will be OK. The further away from the tube, the safer she will be.

The crowd thins out, and soon she finds she’s walking down an unremarkable street, with no idea what direction she’s going in. There are still sirens wailing but they sound far away now, as though they exist in a different life.

Someone stops her, pulling on her arm.

A young woman, gold hoop earrings swinging from both ears.

‘Hey,’ the woman says, and Beth squints at her.

‘Are you OK?’ Beth asks, because surely this woman has stopped her to tell her what’s happened, or to ask her for help?

‘It is you!’ the woman shrieks, and Beth frowns, confused. ‘I knew it! Beth Millen! Can I get a selfie? Oh my God, I can’t believe it’s really you… I like literally love you, I’m such a massive fan.’

Beth stares at her.

‘No,’ she says. ‘No. You must have me confused with someone else.’

She stumbles on, away from the woman, but she’s disorientated by a flash of blinding light.

No, she thinks. No, please! I thought I was safe.

Then she’s overcome with an excruciating pain in her chest. A pain more intense than any pain she has ever felt before. So intense it feels almost impossible. As though someone has their fingers around her heart and is squeezing it tightly.

She reaches up towards it, reflexively, but she can no longer feel her fingers, no longer has any sense of where her hands are. She’s drenched in sweat. Seconds later, she has the realisation that she’s bending down, her head against her knees, and then she feels the urge to vomit, the pain in her heart getting ever more intense, even though how can that be possible when she must be dead?

She must be dead because someone has just stabbed her. Someone has just plunged a knife into her chest.

She thinks of that woman. The last woman she will ever speak to. She’s heard before about crazed fans, stalkers, the danger they pose to those in the public eye.

She’s been lucky until now. Her fans – the few she has got to know – have all been lovely. No one has ever threatened her. But clearly, her time has come. After all, she climbed success’s greasy pole, enjoyed its spoils. Now she must pay the price.

Two thoughts rush in, each distinct. Arrows piercing her soul.

I should have given that woman a selfie.

If I had given that woman a selfie, then I wouldn’t now be dead.

A pause. Her brain speaks to her again.

I should have let Nick go back into the building.

If I had, he might have saved her.

If I had, he wouldn’t have left. He wouldn’t have blamed me and everything would be different.

She thinks of the ash and smoke in the air that night.

This is only what she deserves.

And then, she thinks something else. Her profound truth. The one she has always known, the one she has always carried with her.

I should have told Nick that I wasn’t OK without him.

I should have told him I still love him. And now, it’s too late.


Nick

He’s sitting in his mother’s living room for literally the first time in years, a plate of unappealing pasta on his lap, when his phone starts to ring. A London number, one he doesn’t recognise.

‘Hello?’ he says, as he answers.

The lady on the other end of the line sounds oddly distracted as she tells him that she’s calling from the A&E department at Chelsea & Westminster Hospital.

He immediately assumes it’s about his mother. But she’s not in a London hospital. She’s in St Peter’s, down the road in Chertsey. His throat begins to close up as the woman says something else.

‘You’re listed as the emergency contact for Beth Millen. We just wanted to let you know that she was brought in earlier today by ambulance. She’s having tests…’

He can’t process what the woman has said.

‘Can you repeat that, please?’

He concentrates as she says the same thing again.

‘Beth?’

‘Yes.’

‘Which hospital did you say again?’

‘Chelsea & Westminster.’

‘I’ll come straight away.’

He plucks his car keys from the small bowl in the kitchen and rushes out of the door.


Beth

Where is she?

There’s a sound ringing in her ears. She tries to focus on her hands, where they are in relation to the rest of her body, which is lying down, inert. But the sound is annoying her. Electronic, repetitive.

An idea flashes into her mind. A hospital. She’s in a hospital.

She’s thinking of the fire. The smell is still distinct in her mind. In her nostrils. Or is it? She can’t be sure. She can’t be sure of anything.

The dizziness has worn off. She opens her eyes. There are sticky patches attached to her chest. A man is talking to her but she can’t focus on what he is saying.

What has happened to her? Is she injured?

That would make sense of course, after the fire.

Smoke inhalation. Shock. What could it be? What’s the reason she’s lying here right now, unable to speak?

Not smoke inhalation. Something else.

The pain in her chest has eased, but her head is still pounding, her fingers and toes tingling now.

Her play. She’s meant to be doing her play tomorrow.

She was meant to be telling him the truth. That she loved him. That she’d always loved him.

It was just that the time was wrong.


Nick

The doctors confirm that there’s nothing wrong with Beth’s heart.

‘But…’ he begins.

‘Just a severe panic attack. I’ve recommended she speaks to her GP about getting some help for her anxiety,’ the consultant says, before moving swiftly on.

Nick can’t be sure if he imagined it or not, but it sounded as though the consultant clucked his tongue. Did he think Beth was just another spoiled celebrity?

It didn’t make sense. He’d had panic attacks himself in the past. But he’d always known they were just that. He’d never thought to call an ambulance.

But then again, Vaughan had died of a heart attack. She must have been terrified, believed the same thing was happening to her.

He thinks of his frantic drive to the hospital earlier. The thought of losing her was like a meteor striking his world, smashing it to pieces. He’d never entertained this. He’d lost so much at university that the devastation had nearly killed him, but he hadn’t lost her. She was his North Star – cheesy as it was – and she was a constant and she was never not going to be there.

But suddenly, he thought she might not be. He thought she might be gone from his life forever.

People say it takes a momentous event to put your life into perspective. But he suffered a momentous event before and all it did was throw him off-course. This time, thank God, he is older and wiser.

What if your fears and dreams existed in the same place?

What if your fears were actually your dreams?

Perhaps it’s time for him to finally face them both.

*

They bring her out to the reception area. He’s shocked at the sight of her: pale and disorientated, her hands shaking as she reaches out for him, slumping against his chest.

She can’t stop crying.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she says. ‘I was so confused. I’m so sorry. I thought I was dying.’

Hearing her like this makes him want to cry.

‘You’re going to be OK, Beth,’ he says, wrapping his arms around her. ‘Listen to me. You’re going to be OK. I’ll make sure of that.’

She doesn’t want to drive home straight away and so they sit side-by-side on a bench outside the hospital. It’s nearly 2 a.m. but ambulances continue to draw up outside. Nick holds her as he watches the heroes unloading their patients with grim determination.

‘You really had me going there,’ he says, but he can tell that even this gentle teasing is a step too far. He’s never seen her like this. Almost broken.

‘I’m so ashamed,’ she says, as he shakes his head from side to side at her. ‘Look how many sick people there are. Really sick people. And I wasted their time. I feel terrible.’

‘It wasn’t your fault. You did nothing wrong, Beth.’

‘There was a fire on the underground, we were evacuated, then someone asked me for a selfie and I don’t know what happened… I had this pain in my chest like nothing I’d ever felt before, and then I couldn’t breathe. I honestly thought I was dying.’

He takes her hand, squeezes it. Tears are falling silently down her cheeks and he blots one away with his thumb.

‘There wasn’t a fire on the tube. I saw it on the news while I was waiting in reception for you to come out. It was just some overheated computer equipment or something. No one was hurt. The station reopened shortly afterwards.’

Her face crumples.

‘I thought… it was happening again. I was terrified…’

He takes a deep breath.

‘You’ve always been so strong,’ he says. ‘Maybe you didn’t… process it? I don’t know. It was a lot. I know I ran away. But I couldn’t understand how you could just stay, and carry on.’

She takes a deep breath, leans her head against his shoulder in a way that feels so familiar it makes him ache.

‘That was the point of the show,’ she says, her voice quiet. ‘My way of finally dealing with it all. But perhaps I’m not strong enough… perhaps I was being naive.’

He doesn’t reply.

‘Rosa sent me some flowers,’ she says. ‘She had them sent to the theatre. Why would she have done that?’

‘I’m sure she just wanted to be nice,’ he says, but he’s not convinced and neither is Beth.

‘Tell me the truth,’ she says. ‘About you and Rosa.’

He looks at her, wishing he could make her believe him.

‘Oh Beth. I promise you, there’s nothing to tell.’

‘She was never nice to me. She never liked me. It was weird. Why would she get in touch again after all these years?’

He sighs.

‘Who knows? We all cope with things differently.’

‘The show isn’t really about the fire,’ she says, and she lifts her head up, turning to face him square-on. ‘It’s about the aftermath. About what it did to me, why I made all the decisions I made afterwards.’

He swallows.

‘Your way of processing it, finally,’ he says, softly.

She nods.

‘My work has been my escape. But then I tried to bring the trauma to my work. It was stupid.’

‘No,’ he says, squeezing her hands. ‘No, not stupid. Necessary and painful, but not stupid.’

He closes his eyes. There’s so much he wants to say to her that his brain is a buzz of noise and confusion and he can’t clear it enough to say the right thing.

‘You know… this is a good thing, don’t you?’

She lets out a short inhalation of breath.

‘What?’

‘This… your panic attack. Really, it’s a good thing. It’s your mind and body’s way of letting you know that they need some help.’

‘The only way out is through,’ she says.

‘Yeah. I guess so.’

‘I read that in one of the grief books after Vaughan died.’

He squeezes her hand again.

‘I honestly thought I was dying,’ she says, again. But this time there’s a hint of humour in her voice, at how surreal it is.

He remembers Maggie once telling him that the worst thing about loving someone was knowing that one day, one of you will have to go to the other’s funeral.

And in that moment, quite unexpectedly and completely inappropriately, he had thought of Beth, a cold shiver going down his spine at the idea of having to bury her one day.

‘No, you weren’t dying. You can’t. You can’t go without me,’ he says. ‘I want you to know that. I won’t let you.’

They will just have to die together. But not yet. Not for a long time.


Beth

‘Before we go, I have something to tell you,’ she says, as they climb into his car to leave the hospital.

She looks at him. His face falls, worry filling his eyes.

‘Are you OK?’ he asks.

Not without you.

She smiles, softly, at the answer. Not yet, she thinks. I have to explain it properly first.

‘That’s the thing. You’ve asked me that question so many times over the years. You probably don’t even realise. But every time you’ve asked me, every single time, the answer has popped into my head. The real answer. Not the answer I will have given you, because I wasn’t brave enough to be honest. But the true answer. The answer from my heart.’

He frowns at her. She takes his hands.

‘Ask me again,’ she whispers.

‘Ask you what?’ He still doesn’t understand.

‘Ask me if I’m OK, and this time I’ll tell you the truth.’

He blinks slowly, humouring her.

‘OK. Beth, are you OK?’

‘Three days since our fight. And no, Nick, I’ve not been OK. Not without you,’ she says. ‘I’m not OK. Not on a hundred different levels. And I don’t think I ever will be… not without you.’

‘Beth…’ he begins.

She blinks back the tears.

‘Listen, Nick, I love you and I always will. I know that it’s always felt as though fate has tried to keep us apart…’

She pauses, feeling her pulse beating at her temple. The metronome reminder that she’s alive.

‘But I know deep down it was just because you – no, that’s not fair – because we were frightened.’

She takes a gulp of air, feeling light-headed.

‘And because we didn’t want to upset people and because our feelings felt bigger than we could cope with and because we felt ashamed and guilty and all kinds of fucked up things that we shouldn’t really have felt, but I know now that I can’t pretend any longer. I can’t pretend that I don’t love you. That I don’t want to be with you. Properly. Not just as best friends, but as everything.’

She looks up.

‘Beth…’

‘Don’t,’ she says, frowning. ‘Don’t tell me I’m wrong or emotional or confused. That it’s my trauma talking…’

It’s his turn to frown now.

‘I would never say that to you.’

‘I know you’re scared that you can’t forgive me for pulling you back. But don’t you think we should try, Nick?’ she says. ‘Don’t you think we should at least try and see? You mean everything to me.’

He takes a deep breath, closes his eyes. His hand reaches for hers and he grasps it tightly. She looks at him, waiting for him to speak.

His eyes are bloodshot now, and she hates the thought of seeing him upset. This is Nick. Nick is happy when his emotions are locked away. That’s when he feels safe. And she’s wrenched them out into the open, with no warning. Given him no time to prepare.

‘There’s a reason the hospital phoned you today,’ she says. ‘There’s a reason you’re my emergency contact. And that’s because you have always been there for me. Maybe not that first year, but I understand that now… Why you had to leave back then, to be with your mother. But since then, you have always been there for me, Nick. The one person in my life I have always been able to depend on. The one person who makes me feel safe.’

She watches his face, the emotions passing over his eyes.

‘Please,’ she says, squeezing his hand even tighter. This is the most terrifying thing she has ever done in her entire life, but finally, she’s inviting her dreams in. ‘I love you, Nick. And I know I will never be fully OK without you.’

She leans forward and takes his face in her hands. His eyes are wide with something. Longing? Fear? Love? She can’t be sure, but the air feels charged with a force that’s stronger than both their fears.

‘Please, Nick. Please can we be brave?’ she says. ‘Please can we be brave together?’

He blinks once, a smile playing gently on his lips, and then he leans forward, and he kisses her.


Nick

Six months later

It’s strange how when one thing in your life changes, other things do too.

Shortly after they made things official, Beth asked Nick to move in with her, into her cottage in Barnes. He was staying over a lot anyway, but he had to explain that he couldn’t.

He couldn’t leave his mum.

She had forgiven him for clearing out her things while she was in hospital. She was still quite woozy from the painkillers when she was discharged, and she was so glad to be home that she wasn’t that upset some of her precious things had gone.

And then something unexpected happened.

She met someone, at her new Pilates class. Something the hospital recommended she try, to help her strengthen her core.

Roger is half Dutch and ten years older than his mum, and has worked as a council caretaker for nearly forty years. Fixing kids’ playgrounds, that kind of thing.

And his mother is besotted. Initially, Nick found it suspicious that this man would be interested in her, then he felt guilty for thinking that, then he worried that Roger was just after his mother’s house, but then he felt guilty for thinking that too.

In the end, Roger asked Nick to go to the pub for a drink with him, and as they sat opposite one another at a wonky table, Roger told Nick how much his mum made him laugh, how much he appreciated her good sense of humour and her resourcefulness, and then, Nick felt ashamed. Because he had never truly appreciated these qualities in his mother. That she was funny, and kind and yes, resourceful in ways he could never dream of being.

All he ever saw was her illness, her vulnerability.

‘But what about…’ Nick began to ask, and Roger had made a ‘pfft’ sound, and waved his hand in the air.

‘Her home is her home,’ he said, eventually. ‘She likes those things, they make her happy. It is no big deal.’

Yes it is, Nick wanted to shout. It’s a health hazard. It’s dangerous. But then he thought about it some more and he realised, finally, that it was his mother’s life to live the way she wanted. That he didn’t have to live with her any longer – he was a fully grown man – and what right did he have to dictate how she spent her time?

So, the house remained stuffed with things, but Roger somehow persuaded his mother to be more picky when it came to adding to the pile. Nick watched in amazement as one weekend Roger said that the yellowing newspapers that had gathered again in the hallway were beginning to smell, and his mother had paused, sucked in her lip, thought about it and replied that yes, he was right. Perhaps they should go?

Nick couldn’t believe it.

Perhaps that was the power of true love.

He knew, of course, that those newspapers would be replaced by new newspapers within no time, but for the handful of days that the hallway was relatively clear, Roger managed to fix the wiring behind the door which had been chewed away by some rodent, and deal with a woodworm infestation that had taken up in the skirting board.

Nick changed his mind about Roger.

*

He turns right into his mother’s cul de sac. He can see Roger’s small blue car parked outside – an electric Toyota. For a Boomer, Roger is surprisingly passionate about climate change.

They’re going for a walk around the park, to feed the ducks, and then they will stop off at his mum’s favourite bakery in the town for a cake and a cup of tea.

‘Hello, Nicholas,’ Roger says, opening the door. He’s holding a bag of specialist duck food, his generous stomach straining at the waistband of his shorts. ‘We’re all ready. Shall we go?’

The walk around the park is more distracting than Nick expected, and he finds himself relaxing, even as his mum outlines their plans to get a dog.

‘Not a puppy,’ she says. ‘Puppies are hard work. But an elderly dog. A retired greyhound perhaps.’

He frowned, chucking a handful of seeds towards the eager ducks.

‘Mum, they’re huge. They need a lot of space.’

‘Well we’ve talked about that, haven’t we, Rog?’ she says, glancing at him. ‘We’re going to clear some space in the dining room.’

‘Oh,’ he says, surprised. ‘Right.’

‘The dog will need room to spread its legs,’ Roger says. ‘Jayne has agreed that some of that old stuff can go. The shelter does a home visit first, you see. To make sure it’s safe for the dog. So we want the place to be up to scratch. We don’t want to fail the test.’

His mum beams.

‘We’re going to make the place beautiful,’ she says.

Nick looks at Roger, wondering if he might be a genius.

‘I want to call it Snoopy,’ she says. ‘But obviously whoever we get might already have a name, so we’ll have to wait and see.’

‘Mum, Snoopy was a beagle.’

‘So what?’ she says, and he laughs.


Beth

She understands now.

The woman who wanted a selfie didn’t hit her. Rather, her own head hit her. It got fed up with her and decided to teach her the ultimate lesson.

The wake-up call to end all wake-up calls. And she has well and truly woken up.

Her show was postponed, which made her feel utterly ashamed but which she knows is something she had no choice about. After all, it wouldn’t be fair to the audience to go ahead if she wasn’t going to give them the performance they deserved.

She has had a lot of time to think since the panic attack. She has a new counsellor, Justine, who has been helping her. She appreciates how very lucky she is to be able to afford to pay someone to help her deal with her trauma.

Despite this, as she so often does at the moment, she wakes up in the middle of the night, her hair stuck to her head with sweat.

She rubs her eyes. She’s been dreaming again. Of Rosa, this time, and the ugly cabbages she sent six months ago.

She glances over at Nick, breathing steadily beside her. She reaches over and strokes his hair gently as he sleeps.

She feels a rush of gratitude to be here, to be living this life. This near-perfect life. To feel this safe. Safer then she’s ever felt.

And yet…

Something is unresolved, niggling at her subconscious… but her brain is cloudy and she can’t part the mist to unveil exactly what it is that’s bothering it.

She sits up in bed. Yesterday she met her agent Zoe for the first time since they pulled the show. They discussed it, tentatively throwing around dates when she might be ready to perform again.

‘They’re all still keen for you to do it,’ Zoe said. ‘Depressingly, money can’t buy the kind of publicity it’ll get, after what happened last time.’

Zoe curled her lip at the thought of it. She knew, as well as Beth did, how distasteful it all was. But Beth pulling out of the show the day before it opened meant people – and the media especially – were more interested than ever.

Zoe stared at her, noticing her reluctance to respond.

‘But of course, it will have to be once you’re sure you’re up to it. I absolutely don’t want to put any pressure on you.’

Beth swallowed. The old Beth was still there, telling her to say that of course she’s up to it and to implore Zoe to go ahead and get the run rescheduled as soon as possible.

But she couldn’t bring herself to say it. And so Zoe changed the subject, probably feeling guilty for bringing it up. And Beth left it at that.

Is it a coincidence, then, that she’s woken now thinking of Rosa?

Is Rosa the real reason she doesn’t feel ready to commit to performing the play?

She will never forget the words in that card.

Congratulations! I’m happy you got everything you wanted out of life. Hope the show goes really well.

Rosa x

She wonders what became of the cabbages. Maybe Penny, the theatre manager, took them home. She seemed to like them.

She takes a deep breath. It’s no use, clearly. She won’t be able to focus, to truly recover, until she’s spoken to Rosa.

Until she’s put the matter to rest, once and for all.

*

It didn’t take much to arrange. A quick Facebook message – her friend request now accepted – a suspiciously warm response, and a few days’ patience.

Beth arrives early, taking a seat on the pavement outside the coffee shop. It’s been more than a year since she was last on television, and she cut her hair short a few weeks ago. She likes the new sense of anonymity she has, the feeling that she can truly be herself in public as well as in private now.

Rosa is ten minutes late, but despite looking remarkably different from how Beth remembered her, she is somehow also exactly the same.

Her once impressive black hair is now thinner, but Beth can tell that she’s made an effort. Thick mascara sticks in clumps to her eyelashes and she’s wearing lipstick.

They sit at They sit at the table together, two cappuccinos in front of them.

‘Beth,’ Rosa says. ‘It’s been…’

Rosa’s nervous. It’s a surprise, a completely different dynamic between them. Not what Beth was expecting.

But she’s well-practised in dealing with people who are nervous around her. She falls to tried-and-tested methods to make Rosa feel more at ease.

‘Hope you haven’t had a difficult journey. How have you been?’

‘I’m fine. It was fine,’ Rosa says. ‘I mean. I’ve lived in London for years now, this place isn’t far.’

‘That’s right, you moved down here after you graduated?’

Rosa nods.

‘Long way from Manchester. You must miss your family.’

‘Oh, well. I get back often enough.’

Rosa stirs her coffee. She seems not to know what to say. This Rosa is new to Beth: quiet, restrained, watchful.

‘You sent me some flowers, the night before my show was due to open,’ Beth begins, as though to remind her that Rosa is the one who first made contact.

‘Yes.’

‘They were very nice. A real surprise. I suppose, I just wondered… Well, why?’

Rosa shifts in her seat.

‘I need some sugar for my coffee,’ she says, eventually. ‘Hang on a minute.’

Beth waits as Rosa walks to the counter, returning a few seconds later clutching three brown sachets, and pouring them in. She is suddenly terrified that Rosa is about to tell her something about Nick. Something she doesn’t want to hear.

‘I’ve got three kids. The little one is a terrible sleeper,’ Rosa says. ‘It’s been a difficult year. My husband works away a lot. We got married young. Too young and… Well, things haven’t been great between us to be quite honest with you.’

‘Oh,’ Beth says. ‘What does he do again?’

‘He’s an engineer. Works in the oil industry.’

Beth nods.

They make small talk in this vein for several minutes while Beth tries to see any trace of the eighteen-year-old she remembered from all those years ago. But all she sees is a sad, tired woman, trying to keep herself together.

‘I wanted to talk to you,’ Beth says, after their small talk dries up. ‘About the fire… I’d like…’

But then she tails off. What did she come here for? To justify why she wanted to talk about the fire in her show?

Suddenly she realises what she’s probably known all along. That she doesn’t need any answers from Rosa. She doesn’t need to apologise for anything. She hasn’t done anything wrong. It’s her story to tell if she wants to tell it.

It wasn’t their fault they escaped the fire. And she’s allowed to talk about it. She’s allowed to put her pain into her work if she wants to.

‘Actually, it doesn’t matter,’ Beth says, quietly. It doesn’t.

What is she doing here? Looking for closure, or permission from a person who she never liked and who doesn’t matter, who has nothing to do with her life now? What does it matter if Rosa doesn’t approve?

Rosa isn’t listening anyway. Her handbag is vibrating, and she digs around inside it, scrabbling for her mobile.

‘Shit, it’s the school,’ Rosa says.

Beth listens as Rosa explains that yes, Ned needs to be kept off swimming today because he’s having an eczema flare-up, and didn’t they get the email she sent to the school office?

‘For God’s sake,’ she says, hanging up the phone. ‘My life is just non-stop kids admin. What about you? You haven’t had any yet, have you?’

Beth shakes her head. The forthright, tactless nature of the question reminds her of the Rosa she used to know.

‘I read somewhere that your partner died,’ Rosa says. She looks upset as she says it. ‘I remember him from Parker’s wedding. He was a nice guy. Sorry for your loss.’

‘Thank you,’ Beth says. ‘He was the best of the best.’

Rosa nods.

Parker.

She forgot that Rosa always called Nick by his surname.

‘Listen, I sent you the flowers,’ Rosa begins, looking down at her lap and taking a deep breath. ‘As my way of, I don’t know… apologising. Or something. I saw a piece about your show in the Guardian and I was pleased for you. I always felt so guilty for the way I treated you. I thought you were trying to break up Anna and Parker… and I was so fucked up after my parents divorced. Anna was everything to me.’ She sighs. ‘But after the fire, I was a mess. That’s why I always stayed in touch with Parker, even though I don’t think he ever really liked me all that much. And then when I saw you were doing that play, I don’t know… It all came back to me. I suppose for the first time I realised how hard it must have been for you, too. I thought, God, we’ve all suffered haven’t we? Afterwards.’

Rosa pauses.

‘She was my best friend,’ she says. ‘She was my best friend and she died.’

Anna.

‘I know,’ Beth replies. She reaches out across the rickety table and takes Rosa’s hand.

‘You were the only one who knew what happened… What I did,’ Rosa says, her voice cracking. ‘And you never said anything. That was why I avoided you… I was so scared one day you would…’

Beth frowns.

‘It’s been so hard to live with. Knowing it was my fault,’ Rosa says. ‘If it hadn’t been for me… for that stupid shower cap.’

Beth stares at her.

And then, the lightning bolt strikes and she remembers. That conversation after she got back from her grandad’s funeral. The shower cap covering the smoke alarm in their kitchen. Rosa smirking as she sucked on her cigarette.

Stupid thing is so oversensitive anyway.

So this is what it’s all been about, all these years. Rosa’s own guilt.

‘If the fire brigade found out in their investigation, they never mentioned it.’ Rosa pauses. ‘I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not really. Maybe it didn’t make any difference. Either way, it’s eaten me up, all these years. Knowing that things might have been different if only I hadn’t done that…’

She takes a deep breath, but Beth can see the hint of self-pity in the way she holds herself. Despite everything, Rosa sees herself primarily as a victim.

‘Perhaps it would have been better if I’d gone to prison.’

‘I…’ Beth doesn’t know what to say. ‘I’d completely forgotten.’

Rosa’s face falls.

Beth remembers the inquiry afterwards. Nick had left by the time the report was released, and she read it alone in her new bedroom in the tiny house she shared with Georgia. The cause of the fire was faulty wiring in the kitchen. But no one could explain why it had taken such a strong hold before the alarm went off.

Beth remembers the sobs that started after she read it. How they wracked her entire body and she thought they might never stop.

‘I was a mess back then,’ Rosa continues. ‘But I was just a kid. I was just a stupid cocky kid, who thought she was invincible. I never thought… I mean we never thought there would be an actual fire. Did we?’

Beth swallows. She doesn’t know what to say, how to assuage Rosa’s guilt.

‘Rosa, I think,’ she says, eventually. ‘You’re right… about one thing. We’ve all suffered enough. I think… we should try our best to let it go.’

Rosa nods, blinking slowly, as though someone has told her this before. Beth wonders how many conversations she’s had about it over the years.

Perhaps she should have been properly punished for what she did, but Beth can sense that she’s been punishing herself ever since, in myriad ways.

‘I wish I could go back…’

Beth shakes her head. Rosa sighs, understanding that Beth doesn’t want to hear her self-pity.

‘I know. Not possible. I’m sorry it didn’t work out with your show,’ she says. ‘I heard you were sick?’

She glances at Beth’s short hair and Beth knows she’s assuming cancer. There has been endless speculation about what happened to her. Her publicist has worked miracles keeping the true story out of the press.

‘I was, but I’m on the road to recovery now, thanks.’

‘That’s good. It’s been impressive, watching your career. What a success you’ve made of yourself. I can imagine it’s pretty terrifying, doing a one-woman show.’

‘Some of the best things in life are terrifying,’ Beth says, forcefully. ‘Some of the most important things you’ll ever do.’

Rosa doesn’t look convinced.

They fall into another silence. Both their coffee cups are now drained.

‘Well, I’d better be getting back,’ Rosa says, taking the hint. ‘But it was nice to see you again, Beth. I’m glad you’re looking well. Really, I am. I’m glad everything worked out for you. Take care of yourself.’

And with that, she slings her bag over her shoulder and stands up, before walking off down the street.


Nick

Fifteen years after

For the first time on the anniversary of the Cecil Broad Fire, Beth suggests they travel up north together to lay flowers in memory of Anna.

‘I want to do it every year from now on. The university don’t want to remember,’ she explains. ‘They want to pretend it never happened, to try to brush it under the carpet, just like we did. But it doesn’t work. I don’t want her to be forgotten. I don’t want what we went through to be forgotten. And I don’t want us to forget her, either.’

‘It’s such a long way to go,’ he says, as she fills them both a water bottle for the journey.

‘It’ll be nice,’ she replies. ‘A road trip again, just you and me.’

He smiles.

‘Take a look inside the carrier bag on the table,’ she says, as he screws the lids on top of the water bottles.

Before he opens it, he knows what he will find. A CD. Dire Straits.

‘I never did get my hands on another vinyl copy,’ he says as he pulls it out. ‘That’s your Christmas present sorted.’

She grins.

‘You’ll have to get me an incredibly expensive turntable too.’

‘It’s a deal.’

*

They don’t talk much on the way up. They’re fortunate that the traffic is kind – it’s a foggy Thursday morning but the roads are clear.

The play is finally re-opening in three months’ time.

‘How are you feeling about it?’ he asks her, as they pull off the M25 and onto the M1.

She knows what he’s talking about without him even clarifying.

‘Nervous,’ she says.

‘More or less nervous than before?’

‘Less,’ she says, immediately. ‘Much less. Before… I didn’t have you.’

He smiles at that. A small smile, just for himself.

‘It will be brilliant.’ He doesn’t know much about it, but he knows that much. ‘My beautiful, brave, brilliant Beth.’

‘Well, let’s see,’ she says, and then she settles back against her chair, and closes her eyes.


Beth

When they arrive in the city, she notices Nick grip the steering wheel a little bit tighter.

‘It’s changed a bit since I was last here,’ he says.

She glances at him.

‘Have you honestly never been back? Not ever? Not even once?’

He shakes his head.

‘It’s transformed. You’ll hardly recognise it.’

That’s not a bad thing, she thinks.

Ever since he agreed to come with her, she’s worried about how he will cope with being back. Surrounded by his worst memories.

And then, one of her own surfaces, catching her unawares.

She was back in the kitchen with Anna as they prepared dinner. One of the few times they were ever alone together.

‘How’s your course going?’ Anna asked as she peeled a carrot. ‘You know, I really admire you, Beth. For following your heart. Not doing something boring and practical.’

Beth remembers she was putting some fish fingers into the rickety old oven at the time.

‘Well, my parents weren’t exactly thrilled,’ she replied. ‘But I wanted to get an overview of the whole industry before going to drama school after I graduate.’

Anna widened her eyes.

‘You sound like a proper grown-up. Your whole life planned out.’

‘Hardly!’

‘I’m serious. I wish I knew what the hell I want to do with my life. I’m jealous.’

‘I’m sure you’ll figure it out,’ Beth replied.

‘I hope so.’ Anna’s voice dropped slightly. ‘It sounds daft but when people talk about picturing their futures, I just… can’t. Weird isn’t it?’

Beth remembers the way she smiled, lifting her shoulders slightly in a half-shrug.

Afterwards, that memory was one of the most devastating.

…when people talk about picturing their futures, I just… can’t. Weird, isn’t it?

Beth replayed that conversation over and over in her mind after the fire, when she was alone in her hotel room. Wondering if somehow, Anna knew what was going to happen to her.

‘You’re quiet,’ Nick says now, as they pull off the M1. ‘Lost in your thoughts.’

She stares at him, suddenly shocked to see the older, wiser Nick sitting beside her in the car. That young boy who ran away from her is long gone.

‘I was thinking about Anna,’ she says. ‘And that time, after you left.’

He takes a deep breath.

‘I can hardly remember it,’ he says. ‘I wasn’t in any fit state.’

‘Losing Anna… and then you. I cried for at least a month after you went. I lost nearly a stone. I’d never felt pain like that before. Not even after my father’s affair.’

He swallows.

‘I’m sorry.’

‘I’m not telling you this to make you feel bad,’ she says. ‘We should have had more support. They should have done more to help us. Emotionally I mean.’

He shakes his head.

‘The only way out is through. Like you said.’

‘So much pain though,’ she says, closing her eyes. ‘So much suffering. You’d have thought someone could have made it easier for us all.’

He reached over and squeezed her hand. They were on the main road through the city now, just a few hundred metres from the site of the Cecil Broad Building.

The sparkly new accommodation block that replaced it comes into view. The area where the car park used to be has been turned into a small garden, with a sundial at its centre.

‘Looks like there’s space to park a bit further up,’ she says, gesturing past the new building. She looks at him, suddenly frightened. She has no idea what coming here today might do to him. How he might react.

‘Right,’ he says.

‘Are you OK?’ she says, placing a hand on the back of his head, stroking his scruffy hair. ‘If not, we don’t have to do this.’

‘I’m OK,’ he says. ‘If I have you, I’m OK.’


Nick

It’s cold, of course. Just like he remembers it always was. The sky is a cloudless blue but it’s a trick. Nature is always one step ahead, leaving you guessing.

He pulls his jacket collar up around his neck. Beth takes the bouquet of flowers from the back seat of the car, adjusting them slightly.

‘Ready?’ she says, and she takes his hand.

He nods, feeling breathless. They cross the street together and he’s relieved that he feels nothing untoward. This city is different from the city he left behind. He’s not being assaulted by memories at every turn. Instead, he has the sensation of having been here before, but in a different life. Which he supposes is exactly what it was.

‘It doesn’t look anything like it did back then, does it?’ Beth says, squeezing his fingers. He’s grateful to have her there, to be so sure of her presence beside him.

‘No. It really doesn’t,’ he says.

‘That’s what makes me angry in a way,’ she says. ‘It’s like they’ve erased it completely. Apart from the sundial, if you didn’t already know what had happened here, you’d never know. But that’s not right, is it? If we rub out the mistakes of the past entirely, then we’ll never learn from them.’

The car park, now garden, is surrounded by low hedging. It stands out only because it’s so immaculately kept, in comparison with the busy road that runs alongside it, all overflowing rubbish bins and clogged gutters, and the traditional back-to-back terraces that fill the streets beyond.

Beth opens the small metal gate in the centre of the hedging and they make their way into the garden. It’s a beautifully landscaped space. Even in November, the grass is clean-cut and green, the borders bursting with late-flowering chrysanthemums.

Beth glances back at the new student accommodation building behind them.

‘I read somewhere that Anna’s parents got the university to promise that the garden would always be maintained. Don’t you think it’s beautiful? Imagine if this had been our view when we were living here.’

There’s a young couple sitting on the bench at the far end of the garden. The boy has his arm slung around the girl, and their faces are close together as they chat intensely. As though they are the only two people in the world.

‘I’m so pleased the students who live here get to enjoy this,’ Beth says, following his gaze towards the couple. ‘They deserve it.’

In the centre of the garden is a small gravelled patch, within which sits the sundial. It’s made from brass, an inscription engraved around its ring.

He reads it twice.

IN MEMORY OF ANNA HOLMES

WHO BROUGHT THE SUNSHINE TO OUR LIVES

7 NOVEMBER 2009

GONE BUT NEVER FORGOTTEN

He swallows, a lost memory resurrecting.

Anna, on their first date. The way she got a fit of giggles during one of the serious moments in the film, when the cinema went deathly quiet. He barely knew her, really, but he knew she would have done so much good with her life, had she been given the chance.

Beth gently places the flowers at the foot of the cool stone pillar. There are at least four bunches there already, newly laid. Perhaps her family visit too. Perhaps they have already been, earlier today.

Perhaps the university acknowledge the anniversary. It’s the least they can do.

Beth steps backwards and takes his hand tightly between hers. She bows her head slightly, and they stand together in silence. In the distance, he can hear the hum of traffic, but also the faint sound of birdsong, up in the trees.

He puts a hand in his pocket, his fingers tightening around the small leather pouch he always keeps there. His grandad’s poker dice. A reminder that life is a game of chance. The dice land where they fall and it’s your choice which to pick up, which to leave.

He looks up at the sky, crisp and bright above him. A constant manifestation of the awe-inspiring breadth of life. Of the scope available to us if we’re only courageous enough to make the most of it.

He puts his arm around Beth’s shoulder. The autumn sun is low, but it’s there, and it warms the side of his face.

He turns to Beth. His Beth, finally his. She has made him brave.

For the first time, he’s confident that he will make her happy for the rest of his life. After all, he owes it to Anna, to Beth, to Vaughan. And to himself.

He owes it to them all.
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