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part | one






the photographer

He’s looking at her, but she’s not looking at him.

She sits on a flat stone bench in the corner of Golden Square, a sketchbook balanced in her lap. You wouldn’t guess that they are only a stone’s throw from the thrumming billboards of Piccadilly Circus, the scene kids shrieking in chorus outside the Oxford Street Topshop. Here, quiet. A pocket universe in the centre of Soho. Though everyone else is enjoying the late-spring sun, which filters through the trees and glints off high windows, she sits in a patch of shade as if she alone exists in a different season. He imagines that she lives like this: in opposition. She’d look like an Old Hollywood actress, if it weren’t for the hoodie and the leather jacket and the thoroughly modern scowl. The cable of a single headphone hangs from one of her ears. Behind the other, she tucks a few strands of white-blond hair. The hair, frazzled by bleach and just short enough to resist confinement, falls back over her face. She tucks it away again. It falls again. In her other hand is a pen. Or pencil. Her fingers are black with ink, or charcoal. He’s too far away to tell.

He plays with the zoom, the focus. His days are spent in an office, but everyone in this square wants to be someone else, and he wants to be a photographer. Through this viewfinder, he can see his whole life laid out before him like developing photographs hanging from pegs on a line. He allows himself to imagine her in one, her eyebrows darker than her hair, freckles dusting the bridge of her nose. Then someone shouts, and the light in his imaginary darkroom flickers. Two men in sleeveless fleeces slap each other on the back. The girl stares silently towards the centre of the square. A statue of some king or another. Covered in moss, its face eroded by the rain. It could be anyone. But she isn’t looking at the statue. She’s looking at the man beneath it.

There’s something statuesque about him, too, something that invites looking. He sits almost at floor level, on a low stone wall in front of the flowerbeds. From the angle of his knees, it’s clear that he’s tall. Broad-shouldered, too, with a tanned forehead over which falls a tangle of thick, dark hair. His eyebrows are just as dark, just as heavy, and his eyes are almost black. He wears a pair of black jeans and a band T-shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He has tattoos on his arms, hints of more where the neckline of his T-shirt meets his chest. Beneath a pair of heavy black headphones, his face is serious. His jaw is flexing. He’s eating a sandwich, thick and Italian, cured meat and sliced cheese squeezed between two towering slices of focaccia. For every bite he takes, he tears off another and feeds it to his dog. The small, scruffy creature is a mirror of its owner. Bushy black eyebrows over intense eyes. It sits by his side and licks its wiry chops, staring from sandwich to owner with an anticipation that vibrates from its whiskers right down to its softly treading paws.

The photographer sweeps his viewfinder back to his subject, finds a hint of humour in that furrowed brow, a smirk in one corner of those pursed lips. She’s enjoying the scene. So, she begins to draw, committing it to paper. Once her sketch is done, she’ll approach the man with the dog, cause him to lower his headphones. All that is to come. For now, the photographer watches her watching, one hand gliding across the page, the other tucking hair behind ear, hair behind ear.

He takes a breath. Then he takes a picture.







her boss

‘Some creep just took a picture of me.’

Clara says this, matter-of-factly, sitting down in front of her computer. She removes a can of Diet Coke from the pocket of her leather jacket and pops the ring-pull.

‘What?’ says Ren, who is sitting at the computer opposite, hammering the backspace button. ‘Like, from the bushes?’

Their too-small table has been divided down the middle into two de facto desks, the backs of their monitors pressed up against one another. Across the top, they paddle conversation back and forth, questions lingering like shuttlecocks in the air.

‘Yeah,’ Clara says, her lower lip pushed out. ‘Well, no. From the street.’

‘So, a street photographer?’ Ren says. She stops typing, black nails hovering over the keyboard. ‘Like a street-style thing?’

Elizabeth watches them through the open glass door of her office. ‘Crazy’ by Gnarls Barkley is playing on the radio, turned down to a level she mandates as non-distracting. Clara is supposed to be her PA, and these flights won’t book themselves. Elizabeth had even left a Post-it note on Clara’s desk, with words to that effect. She can see the can of Diet Coke resting on top of it.

‘No,’ says Clara. ‘Just some guy. He wanted to post it on his blog.’

Elizabeth watches Clara pick up her can and take a swig. The Post-it note, now wet, clings to the bottom. Clara pulls it off without reading it and discards it in the bin beneath her desk.

‘What did you say?’ Ren asks.

‘Absolutely fucking not,’ Clara says, proudly.

Elizabeth considers heading over there, reminding Clara and Ren that she doesn’t pay them to chat. But she doesn’t want them to think she’s fusty. She remembers what it was like to be a thwarted creative. Before they entered the world of ad production, Ren wanted to work in fashion, Clara in films. Or was it the other way around? Elizabeth can only half-remember their CVs, preferring to hire on general vibe. She tries her best to bring in renegades and right-brained thinkers, but they never seem the right fit. Ren had recommended Clara – and it would be the last recommendation of Ren’s that Elizabeth would take. She turns to her computer, now, and types out an email.

To: Clara.

Subject: Flights.

She adds a word: URGENT.

Ren sighs. ‘What were you doing when he took it?’

A pause. ‘Drawing.’

‘What were you drawing?’

‘It doesn’t matter.’

God forbid Elizabeth gets out of this godforsaken country. God forbid she gets an assistant who actually assists her, rather than one who makes it her mission every lunch break to get as far away from their Belgravia office as physically possible. Clara says that she walks to ‘clear her head’, that she only draws ‘on her own time’. But it’s called a lunch hour, not a lunch hour-and-twenty-minutes. Clara’s ‘art’ is an aimless habit for restless hands.

I’ve been there, Elizabeth wants to say. I grew up.

‘I’m just saying,’ Ren is saying. ‘If you’re drawing strangers, you can’t get annoyed at people taking pictures of strangers.’

Clara is holding the now-crumpled can in her hand, arranging it like a sculpture. ‘It’s not the same.’

‘It’s exactly the same! He’s a photographer,’ Ren says. ‘They take photos.’

‘Of women?’ Clara says. ‘Without permission?’

‘Did you get this guy’s permission?’ Ren says. ‘To draw him?’

‘A drawing is different.’ A pause. ‘And I didn’t say it was a guy.’

Neither of them says anything else for a while. They have a habit of talking without speaking. The pair of them live together, arrive at work together, leave together. Elizabeth sometimes wonders if they’re conspiring against her.

‘I’m interested in people,’ Clara says.

And something flickers over her face, as if looking like she cares is a cardinal sin. Elizabeth’s co-founder had once described Clara’s look as one of ‘studied disarray’, a high-minded way of saying he wanted to sleep with her despite her being twenty years his junior. Everyone wants Clara, because she’s beautiful, and because she makes it known that she doesn’t care about anything, including the fact that she’s beautiful. How unprofessional, to turn up to the office every day in scuffed Vans and faded jeans, a slacker hoodie and a jacket which, vintage or not, looks like it’s falling apart at the seams. Elizabeth supposes that Clara is trying to be edgy when she dresses like a boy. When Elizabeth had invited her to a glitzy industry do, Clara had turned up in a baggy white shirt and men’s trousers. Elizabeth, in sequined dress and stilettos, had felt like Clara was mocking her.

‘So, what did he say?’ Ren says, without looking up from her screen.

‘Who?’

‘The guy you drew.’

The song has changed. Elizabeth has already stood up, smoothed out her blouse and taken her first steps towards the telling-off she’s about to give Clara. But just then, Clara glances over at her, those bright eyes holding her in place. At the same moment, Elizabeth notices the plane tickets in her in-tray, accompanied by a handwritten note. Clara’s handwriting. Elizabeth falters, sits back in her chair.

‘He asked me what I was going to do with it,’ Clara says.

‘And what did you say?’ Ren asks.

‘Nothing.’

‘And him?’

‘He asked if he could have it.’

‘And?’

‘I said, sure.’







the barista

Growing up, the barista had always assumed that living in London would be like a romantic comedy. She’d sat cross-legged as a child in her mother’s apartment in Prague and watched Four Weddings and a Funeral; she’d seen Notting Hill as an impressionable teenager at Cinema City. By then, she’d known that love looked like London, and that London was the place to find it. Five years here, and she’s still looking.

‘Two cappuccinos for…’ She frowns at the writing on the cup. ‘Lawrence?’

‘Right here,’ he says.

Lawrence has a long neck with a pronounced Adam’s apple, hair thinning on top. She imagines him in a You’ve Got Mail scenario with the woman sitting at the end of the counter, adjusting her thick-rimmed glasses as she types on a sturdy laptop. The barista likes to do this, to make up stories about her patrons. She spends her days working in a franchise café on Tottenham Court Road, and she’s thankful for anything that helps pass the time. When she looks at her customers – this portly businessman tapping away on his BlackBerry, that paint-spattered woman with the artist’s satchel, rolling her eyes – she makes matches, sees love stories waiting to happen. Lawrence leaves the café. The woman with the glasses goes her own way. Sometimes, it just isn’t meant to be.

As the barista cleans the spout of the milk frother and gets to work on her next order, her eyes alight on a man standing on the other side of the window, taking the last drag of a rolled-up cigarette before grinding it into the pavement with the heel of his Converse. Could he be a romantic lead? The only thing he has in common with Hugh Grant is that his hair is floppy, though it is almost jet black, tamed only by a pair of heavy black headphones. She can’t imagine him having much to say. He looks too taciturn for impassioned monologues about affection and yearning and being bewitched, body and soul, in the beating-down rain. The man ducks through the doorway, leading his dog to the counter and knitting his dark eyebrows together as he reads the menu above her head. He’s the kind of tall that makes you stop what you’re doing and look up.

‘Cappuccino for…’ She drags her eyes downwards, to the cup on the counter in front of her. ‘Clara?’

A young woman steps forward. Could she be the one? She’s neither a Minnie Driver nor a Julia Roberts. Her hair is so blond it’s almost white. She reaches out to take the coffee, rings on every finger of her hand. Each of her ears is pierced all over. Her nose is pierced, too, and it twitches like a squirrel’s when she smiles. There’s something skittish about her, like she’s already caffeinated enough. But the smile is disarmingly genuine. It seems at odds with the rings, the studs, the armour.

‘Thank you,’ says Clara.

But the barista is once again looking at the tall man, because the tall man is looking at Clara. His eyebrows have relaxed, and suddenly, his face does indeed look like one that could yearn, one that could find itself bewitched. As if automatically, he pulls off his headphones, leaves them dangling around his neck. Could it be?

‘It’s you,’ says the man.

Clara looks surprised, at first, to be approached. She stiffens. She tilts her head, narrows her eyes.

‘Thank you for the picture,’ he says.

Suddenly, she seems to remember. Her freckled cheeks flush red. ‘Oh,’ she says. ‘My pleasure.’

There’s a silence between them. Not an uncomfortable one, but a silence, nonetheless, filled with the sounds of churning coffee machines and chattering customers. If the man is doing his best to look cool and carefree, his dog is giving the game away. It stares up at Clara, its intense little eyes bulging out of its matted black fur as if it’s really, truly, fallen in love. Clara crouches, makes a fuss of saying hello, scratches the dog under its scraggly chin and strokes it on the top of its rough head. The man mouths something to himself, something that seems to say, what am I doing? He takes up space, and everyone who walks past jostles him, finds him in their way. By the time Clara straightens up, he looks like he’s come up with a question. But when she pierces him with those eyes, it seems to escape him.

The barista has been so caught up in the ‘will they, won’t they’ of it all that she forgets she’s holding a coffee, until she sees her colleague at the till looking at her with a face that says will you, won’t you get on with your job? So, when the man finally goes to speak, the barista ends up interrupting him.

‘One double espresso for…’ she says, hurriedly, trying her best to read the illegible scrawl on the cup. ‘Jed?’

Both of them turn to her, the moment punctured.

‘Seb,’ he says, politely, taking the coffee. He turns back to Clara, extends a hand. ‘Seb.’

She raises one of her dark eyebrows a little, shakes his hand lightly. ‘Nice to meet you again.’

There’s another silence. The barista looks down, pretends to neaten a stack of paper napkins as she waits for one of them to speak.

‘What are you listening to?’ Clara asks, eventually.

Seb touches the headphones around his neck. ‘Oh,’ he says. ‘Nothing much.’

‘Is that the name of a band?’

‘Ha,’ says Seb, a single bark of a laugh. ‘No.’

Clara, meanwhile, speaks with a little more ease. ‘You’re taller than you seemed,’ she says. ‘On the floor.’ She hesitates. She flushes. ‘That sounded weird.’

Seb is the one to save her, this time. ‘Not at all,’ he says, quickly. ‘You’re shorter than you looked, up there.’ A pause. ‘Not that that’s a bad thing.’

They laugh awkwardly.

‘Do you work around here?’ he asks.

‘Kind of,’ she says. ‘You?’

‘Something like that,’ he replies. ‘Auditions.’

‘Are you an actor?’

‘Trying to be.’ He winces a little at the admission.

She nods. She looks him up and down, as if studying him in light of this new information. ‘I’ve wondered about you,’ she says. ‘These last few weeks.’ Her fingers travel to her mouth, as if trying, too late, to stop the words.

‘You have?’ says Seb.

The barista hears in his voice what he wants to say. I’ve wondered about you, too. But he doesn’t say it. Clara just smiles, then turns to leave.

On her way out of the door, she casts one last glance over her shoulder. ‘See you around,’ she says. Then, as if committing the name to memory: ‘Seb.’

And she’s gone, already on the other side of the glass. Seb stands for a while, looking at his own hand in disbelief, flexing the fingers like he’s trying to work out why a man in his right mind would ever have decided to shake her hand. He clenches his fist, sets his jaw, shares a look with the barista. He moves quickly, putting his coffee down, taking one of the paper napkins and pulling a pen from his jacket pocket, scribbling a number and departing the café with such velocity that his dog is practically dragged along the floor after him. His double espresso is left, steaming, on the counter.

The long, wide windows look something like a panoramic movie screen. Through the glass, with the ambient noise of a silent film viewed in a packed cinema, the barista watches Seb catch up to Clara, touch her lightly on the elbow. She turns. She looks up. Lips move, though the words are lost to the cacophony of the city. Against a backdrop of red buses and hurrying commuters, he hands her the napkin, shrugs almost apologetically. He walks away before he can see her reaction.

If he’d stayed, he’d have seen this: a smile, a disbelieving shake of the head. And a napkin, folded, put away safely in the back pocket of a pair of ripped jeans.







her boyfriend’s friend

Boom. Boom. Boom. Three pumps on the heavy door knocker and they’re in, Tristan rolling off the street and on to an antique Anatolian rug, then straight up the narrow stairs of Pippa’s parents’ townhouse. Her folks live in Primrose Hill, but they’re spending the summer in Cap d’Antibes, so this is where the party is, where the parties have been all summer long. Tonight, Tristan enters to a bevy of jeers, Basshunter rattling the floorboards. Ludo is bouncing around the cluttered living room, swigging from a bottle of Malibu, wearing an oversized pink shirt with a popped-collar yellow polo underneath it. Freddie is sporting a large and itchy-looking jumper, fiddling with the aux cable. Pippa is taking pictures with a digital camera, while Liv is passed out in a minidress, draped across a pouffe beneath a mantelpiece of precariously teetering busts. Tristan heads for the fridge with his plastic bag of tinnies. He squeezes past Ren in the hallway, fringe over her eyes, not talking to anyone.

‘It’s style over substance,’ Jacob is saying, in the kitchen. ‘Not to mention self-indulgent.’

‘Just because you don’t like something—’ Clara begins.

Jacob cuts her off. ‘No one actually wants to watch anything in black and white.’

‘The greatest films of all time are black and white.’

‘Because they had to be,’ Jacob says. ‘You know they’ve invented colour since then?’

‘You’re such a wanker,’ Clara says.

‘Is it going to be silent, too?’

‘If it shuts you up,’ she says.

Clara slouches, standoffish in denim shorts and a black waistcoat, eyes smudged out with angry eyeliner. Jacob sits on the kitchen counter in a white shirt and a thin scarf, smoking out of the window even though Pippa keeps popping her head in and telling him to stop. Tristan gets to work stashing his cans before the argument starts. He’s spent enough time around Clara and Jacob to know it’s a when, not an if.

‘You think I’m going to be in it?’ Jacob says, smirking around a drag of his cigarette.

‘That’s not what I meant.’

‘Because I’m not going to be in it if it’s black and white.’

‘I’ll find someone else, then.’

‘Be my guest,’ Jacob says, dropping the cigarette into a half-full beer can. ‘I’m busy, anyway.’

‘You’ve got, like, two roles,’ Clara says. ‘You’re no busier than anyone else.’

‘I’m busier than you,’ he says, matter-of-factly. ‘You got fired.’

‘I didn’t get fired,’ Clara says. ‘I was made redundant.’

Tristan unloads the last of his beers. If they’ve noticed that he’s here, they haven’t acknowledged the fact. He opens a can, risks a look. Jacob, as ever, is spotlit. The under-cupboard bulb illuminates his hollow cheeks and marble skin like a statue’s in the British Museum after-hours. Clara’s back is against the polished granite counter, her arms crossed. Jacob reaches out, twists a lock of her silvery hair between his long fingers.

‘Don’t be like that,’ he says. ‘You hated that job.’

‘I need the money,’ Clara says.

‘Do you?’

‘Yes, I do,’ she says. ‘We can’t all have our parents pay our rent.’

‘Yours could, though,’ Jacob replies. ‘If they wanted to.’

Jacob likes to push Clara’s buttons. He likes to say that Clara’s true passion is feeling sorry for herself, that the only thing Clara loves more than a fight is losing one. Were they always like this? Those university nights blur together, but Tristan can remember one of them very clearly. He and the boys ditching the RADA bar for an old pub on Goodge Street, being rewarded for their efforts with a crushing crowd and two Central Saint Martins’ girls who didn’t seem overly fond of aspiring actors. Ren, the would-be fashion designer with the fringe and the all-black outfit, warning Ludo that he decisively wasn’t her type. And Clara, the fine art student who couldn’t keep her eyes off Jacob as he did his thing, the thing that everyone else had already seen him do a million times before. Like a light switch, Jacob flicked on his charm.

‘A Fellini fan?’ he said, green eyes glinting and hair like spun gold. ‘Let me guess. You’ve only seen La Dolce Vita.’

She couldn’t help but bite. The conversation is still ongoing. Clara and Jacob, always the last two awake, still talking and drinking and making grand plans for a future that leaves everyone else behind. Jacob and Clara, who don’t just argue about films, who have spent all the time that Tristan has known them either off or on, broken up or breaking up, getting back together or trying to get their own back on one another. By the time Clara dropped out after her first year at Saint Martins in favour of film studies at King’s, she and Ren were a permanent fixture in the RADA crowd. That was four years ago, and Tristan still doesn’t know if Clara and Jacob have ever actually liked each other, or if they’re both just attractive and ambitious and addicted to their own uniquely dramatic form of mutually assured destruction.

‘Tristan,’ Jacob says.

Jacob is looking at him now, and Tristan feels a warmth spreading through him, like he’s been caught in a hiding place and accidentally wet his pants.

‘Hm?’ Tristan says. ‘What?’

‘What do you think?’ Jacob says. ‘Is Clara going to reinvent the film world by shooting in black and white?’

Tristan looks from Jacob to Clara. Her eyes are cold, defiant. She’s daring Tristan to come to her aid.

‘It’s a bit played-out,’ Tristan says, meekly.

‘Played-out!’ Jacob says. ‘Exactly. The worst thing you can do is try too hard.’

Clara is glaring, so Tristan averts his eyes. He can see Ren through the doorway, still in the corridor, fiddling with her Motorola Razr. He understands her desire to be anywhere but here. Ren never makes eye contact with anyone. When Clara stares at you, she waits for you to look away.

‘The script is good,’ Jacob says, hopping spryly off the counter. ‘I have some notes,’ he adds. ‘Let’s run through it this weekend.’ He kisses Clara on top of her head. ‘No black and white.’

Then he heads for the door, not looking back, knowing that she’ll follow. Knowing that they’ll dance, then fight again, then end up in the same taxi after all of it. Like clockwork: Clara’s running mascara, Jacob’s rolling eyes. Here in the kitchen, Clara turns away for a moment, and Tristan catches a glimpse of the freckles across her bare shoulder, the porcelain skin beneath her armpit, the hint of a black lace bra peeking out under her waistcoat. Ren has arrived in the doorway, soundless as ever. She’s looking at Tristan, amusement and judgement mingling on her face. He flushes at both, buries his own face in his beer. Clara hasn’t noticed. She was reaching for her bag, from which she has pulled a BlackBerry and begun to type furiously.

‘What are you doing?’ Ren says, crossing over to her.

From the other room, the opening salvo of Cascada’s ‘Everytime We Touch’, and a raucous cheer to accompany it, Jacob’s voice right at the centre. Clara doesn’t answer. Ren lifts herself on to the counter next to her, stares over her shoulder at the phone screen. She pushes her dark fringe out of her eyes, furrows her brow.

‘Who’s Seb?’







his friend’s girlfriend

Seb is one of the boys in the band. But the band aren’t playing tonight. No one is. So Seb is just Seb, and the boys in the band are just the boys. There’s her boyfriend, Ryan, who looks like Carl Barât and dresses like Johnny Borrell, holding court about the relative merits of Babyshambles versus Dirty Pretty Things. There’s Smudge, in a flammable-looking bomber jacket, dishing out noxious-smelling shots of sambuca from a teetering tray. There’s Nimesh, a vegetarian with his hair backcombed into a bird’s nest, refusing a shot on account of having to be up for work in the morning. And there’s Seb. She has a soft spot for Seb because, unlike her boyfriend, Seb doesn’t talk much. Nobody ever knows what he’s listening to in those big black headphones, and nobody will tell you what any of his tattoos mean, not the melting vinyl disc, nor the alien in the cowboy hat, nor the letter ‘E’ with the sun rising out of it. Seb doesn’t have a girlfriend. He does have a very cute dog.

Ryan trails off, follows her eyeline. He nods. ‘Don’t you think he looks like Animal from The Muppets?’

‘Jasper?’ she says. ‘Or Seb?’

‘Both,’ Nimesh says.

Seb scratches his thick beard in contemplation. Jasper, who is sitting diligently on his owner’s lap, glances up as if asking him to explain the joke. Technically, this isn’t the kind of pub that allows dogs. It’s the kind of pub where the walls sweat and the musicians crumble, where the windows are blacked out and the old carpet squelches like a beer-soaked sponge with every step you take. But Jasper is always on the guestlist, because Seb works behind the bar. He’s a fixture of this place, polishing pint glasses with his sleeves rolled up over sturdy forearms, or staring into space with his elbows on the bar while a drunken punter tries to attract his attention over the din of the music. She can’t help but wonder, in these moments, where it is that Seb goes.

‘I think they’re both adorable,’ she says, leaning over to scratch Jasper’s chin.

‘He appreciates that,’ Seb says. ‘As do I.’

They’re in their usual booth, her legs over Ryan’s lap and his trilby on her head. Ryan leans over to take a sip of his beer, the feather-shaped pendant that dangles over his low V-neck tickling her shins. She’s studying abroad in the UK, and Hoxton is a long way from Duke, all of this a far cry from North Carolina. She’s intoxicated by the usual things: the accents, the red phone boxes, the fact that the boys all look underfed or underslept or a little bit of both. She’s baffled by other things, like their obsession with soccer, the way they’d all hurled their beers in the air earlier that summer when Beckham had scored the goal that sent England through. It’s coming home, they’d said, and she hadn’t understood what they meant.

This isn’t their home, either. They’d all moved down to London from somewhere further north, somewhere she’s never heard of and Ryan says she shouldn’t trouble herself to visit. Smudge still lives there. He’s supposedly visiting for the weekend, though they all know he’ll be crashing on one of their sofas well into next week.

‘It’s not on,’ Nimesh is saying to Seb.

‘When are you going to stop going on about this?’ Seb replies.

‘I’m not going on about it,’ Nimesh says. ‘I’m doing my duty as a vet.’

‘Are you a vet?’ Smudge chips in. ‘You never mention it.’

Seb stays on topic. ‘People have been giving dogs human food for thousands of years.’

‘Scampi Fries haven’t existed for thousands of years.’

Seb and Nimesh remind her of a married couple. Ryan says that they’ve been inseparable as long as he’s known them. Both only children, both second-generation immigrants, both sons of fathers who own restaurants and aren’t convinced their sons are up to the task of inheriting them. Jasper is like their child, adopted by Nimesh only a few weeks into his first placement when the dreadlocked little creature had been dumped on the doorstep of the practice. Since Nimesh’s landlord didn’t allow dogs and Seb still lived with his parents, Seb got the dog. Jasper’s true paternity doesn’t matter any more, because the three of them now live together in a two-bed flat above this very pub, a space so small that you can’t unfold an ironing board in it. Seb making hearty bowls of budget pastas amatriciana and puttanesca for Nimesh to come home to after his late shifts at the practice; Nimesh reading lines for Seb’s auditions from behind a dented camcorder. Before London, the pair of them had planned out a trip to Sri Lanka, the land of Nimesh’s forefathers. They were going to work at a sanctuary for street dogs, had no imminent plans to come back. Then Nimesh got accepted on his course, and Sri Lanka was deferred. He’s got his practice now, his patients. What does Seb have?

Bzzzz.

She checks her phone. Ryan checks his, too. Seb is allergic to technology, so no one ever expects the noise to be coming from his already-defiantly old-school Nokia brick. Alas, this time it is. And when he reads the text, he does something she’s not sure she’s ever seen him do. He smiles.







the woman at the next table

‘I was surprised,’ he says. ‘When you texted.’

His date is defensive. ‘Why were you surprised?’

He takes a moment to answer. The woman at the next table listens, half watching, as she waits for her own date. A date who is keeping her waiting.

‘I thought I’d been too forward,’ he says, eventually. ‘I assumed you’d throw my number away.’

‘I admire your humility.’ His date takes a sip of her gin and tonic. ‘It’s refreshing, in an actor.’

‘I shouldn’t have told you I’m an actor.’

‘You shouldn’t have,’ she says. ‘It might have put me off.’ She observes him for a moment. ‘You don’t exactly seem the type.’

The young man considers this. ‘Why?’

Why? A one-word question which lingers in the thick air of the busy pub on Kingsland Road. On the other side of the stained glass, proto-hipsters light cigarettes pulled from behind their ears. In here, the dark wood interior is a welcome relief from an evening which is still stiflingly hot. The girl had arrived like a thundercloud of anxiety, denim shorts over black tights scribbled with ladders, bleached hair swishing this way and that as she glanced around at each unfamiliar face in turn. When she’d selected a table, she’d slid a sketchbook from her bag and begun to draw the people at the bar, one by one. A hobby or a nervous tic? She’d hidden the sketchbook away when her date had arrived, had assembled an aura of calm and composure. The boy is tall and tanned, curly black hair over eyes like olive pits. He’s wearing a shirt, and he looks uncomfortable in it. The sleeves are rolled up over tattooed forearms, a thick tangle of chest hair emerging from the open collar. He isn’t a boy at all. Young man. Young woman. First date.

‘Seb,’ the young woman had called.

‘Clara,’ the young man had said in response, suppressing a smile.

Now they’re talking over first drinks, his stance guarded, eyes straying every so often to her restive hands and the distance between them and his own. They’ve already talked about his dog, about how he’s left the dog with his flatmate, about how she’s disappointed because it was the dog she’d really wanted to see. Now they talk about acting.

‘You don’t have the…’

‘Charisma?’

‘Arrogance,’ Clara says, with a smile. ‘I can’t imagine you wanting the attention.’

‘I usually do modelling.’ Seb winces. ‘I definitely shouldn’t have told you that.’

‘You definitely shouldn’t,’ Clara says. ‘And you definitely don’t seem the type.’

‘I don’t look the type?’

She grins. ‘I didn’t say that.’

‘I fell into it,’ he says. ‘Not that I don’t like it. It’s more fun than sitting at a desk.’

They don’t seem like an obvious match, these two. Seb seems the type to hold back, Clara more inclined to put everything on the table. If she’s a barrage of waves, he’s a cliff face. A rock. What does he see in her? Her eyes are the blue of the Arctic Ocean, and they haven’t once left him. The woman next to them heads to the bar for another drink. When she returns to her table, Seb has changed the subject.

‘What about you?’ he says.

‘I sit at a desk,’ Clara says. ‘Adverts. Production. It’s not what I want to do.’ She waves a dismissive hand. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she says. ‘I’m kind of in between jobs, anyway.’

‘And you draw strangers,’ Seb says. ‘In public.’

Clara seems aware that she’s being teased. ‘You make me sound like a pervert.’

Seb leans back, more relaxed now he isn’t under the microscope. ‘I don’t know,’ he says. ‘I thought you might ask me to life model next.’

The joke hangs in the air for a little too long. Seb looks down, then up again, as if worried he’s overstepped the mark. The woman at the next table looks away. She’s older than the two of them. She remembers what it was like to flirt without shame. Her date will not go like this. Her date may not happen at all. When she glances back, Clara is trying to hide her expression by finishing her drink. She places the glass down carefully, licks her lips.

‘Did you just lick your lips?’

‘No!’ Clara says. ‘No.’ She screws up her face. ‘My lips were dry,’ she says. ‘So I licked them.’

‘Sure,’ Seb says. ‘Sure.’

‘Can we stop talking about my lips?’

Seb laughs self-consciously. Then he goes to fetch another round of drinks from the bar. In his absence, Clara catches the eye of the woman at the next table. They share a short, polite smile. But Seb is already back, and this time, he’s talking first.

‘What do you want to do?’

Clara looks a little surprised. ‘Tonight?’

‘You said you’re not doing what you want to do.’ He takes a sip of his Guinness, foam gathering on his top lip. ‘What do you want to do?’

Clara looks even more surprised, as if no one has ever asked her. ‘Funnily enough,’ she says. ‘I want to make films.’

And suddenly, it’s like he’s wound her up and let her go, like she couldn’t stop talking even if she wanted to. She talks about the kinds of film she loves, the kinds of film she wants to emulate, the worlds she’s one day going to create. Not an if, but a when. Her voice is not exactly low, but pleasantly throaty, like she spends her nights shouting from rooftops, like she’s paying the price of every conversation featuring a barrage like this. She’s talking, now, about the next short film she wants to make, and Seb is listening intently, his dark eyes betraying nothing. He doesn’t interrupt her. Clara closes her own eyes, peels them open to look at him. It’s like she’s worried she’ll have put him off.

‘You don’t think it’s self-indulgent?’ she says, when it’s clear that she hasn’t.

‘The greatest films of all time are black and white,’ Seb replies.

‘Because they had to be,’ she says. ‘Then they invented colour.’

‘Colour isn’t just colour, though, is it?’ he says, with the confidence of a second pint. ‘You put the colour into it. Whether it’s black and white or not.’

When Seb speaks, his voice is deep and coarse, with an actor’s resonance. And though what he’s said doesn’t strictly make sense, Clara doesn’t seem to mind. It’s clear that he’s not what she’d expected. That she hadn’t expected to feel like this.

‘You could be in it,’ she says, quickly, into her drink. She looks up just as quickly, tries to read his expression.

Seb thinks about this. ‘You deserve better,’ he says. ‘I should have been born in the silent era. I’m best when I’m not talking.’

‘You don’t want to be in it?’

‘I’d be honoured, if you’d have me,’ he says. ‘If not, I’ll just be happy to watch.’

‘You’ll never be famous with that attitude.’

‘That suits me just fine.’ He studies her. ‘You want to be famous?

‘I want to make people happy,’ she says. ‘Or sad. Angry. Elated. The emotion doesn’t matter, really. If you make people anything, you’ve made something that matters.’ A pause. ‘Isn’t that what it’s all about?’ she says. ‘Making something great?’

Seb considers this carefully. ‘I think life is about more than making great things.’

He sits back in his chair, one arm outstretched, his fingers drumming lightly on the table. Clara looks at his hand, at the divide between them.

‘I can’t wait to see what you make,’ Seb says.

He offers to buy another round, but Clara rejects his suggestion in the name of equality. While she’s gone, Seb clasps his hands together on the tabletop. Behind him, Clara stands at the bar, staring back in his direction. The woman at the next table casts her eye over the constellation of stick-and-poke tattoos on his forearms. Then she heads for the toilet, balances her bag on her lap in the stall. She checks her Plenty of Fish page. She checks that the date they’d decided is, indeed, today. She considers messaging. She doesn’t message. Instead, she rakes her hands quickly through her hair, staring at her reflection in the speckled mirror above the sink. She returns to her table.

‘I can’t place your accent,’ Clara is saying.

‘Leicester,’ Seb replies, through his first sip. ‘The Midlands.’

‘I know where Leicester is,’ she says. ‘I mean, I couldn’t point to it on a map.’

‘Of course you couldn’t,’ he replies, smirking into his pint glass. ‘You’re from London.’

‘I’m not from London.’

‘It’s all London.’ A pause. ‘How long have you been here?’

‘A while,’ she says. ‘Uni. Two unis, actually.’ Something flickers over her face, but she banishes it quickly. ‘So I can tell you all the places that are far too tragic to go to for a night out.’

As the night rolls on, as a third round turns into a fourth, their conversation takes on a different timbre. Disbelief, as if the pair of them can’t believe how easy it is to talk and keep talking. That they’ve never met before, and that they’re lucky enough to have met now. The sun is setting outside, and a karaoke host has started setting up in the corner. A drunken businessman takes the first song and the woman at the next table is grateful for something to watch, something to make her seem like she’s here for a reason. It’s begun to dawn on her that her date isn’t coming after all, but she won’t bear the indignity of leaving, so she will stay and she will drink and she will close her eyes and she will listen. Next to her, Clara is becoming even more animated, talking loudly, gesticulating so wildly with her ring-strewn fingers that it’s a wonder she doesn’t knock over their drinks. And while ‘animated’ is not a word you’d use to describe Seb, a transformation has taken place in him, too: a shift in his posture, an unknotting of those broad shoulders.

Clara talks and talks, saying she quite likes being tragic, actually. That she chose this pub because she loves the old places in this city. That she’s prone to wandering around like a tourist, neck craning to peer at every blue plaque, sketchbook filled with the most obvious, everyday things. Big Ben as seen from the river. Carnaby Street when the Christmas lights are up. Trafalgar Square on an unbroken blue day. She talks about the concept of cringe, says if it’s cringe to find awe in the obvious things, then one should wear their cringe like a badge of pride. That she knows she’s a hypocrite for saying that, when she cares far too much what people think. She talks about how she probably talks too much.

The woman at the next table is lost in her words, barely aware that she’s nodding along. Seb is, too. He hasn’t taken his eyes off her.

‘Can I tell you something?’ he says.

Clara looks suspicious. ‘You can.’

‘You know those open-top bus tours?’ he says. ‘The ones that take you around to see all the sights?’

‘I do.’

‘Every time I see one, I want to hop on and do it,’ Seb says. ‘On my own.’

A beat. Then Clara starts laughing. Seb grimaces, but only for show. He’s happy to have amused her. He holds up his broad hands, makes a face of surrender.

‘Why on your own?’ she says.

‘Fewer distractions,’ Seb says. ‘Less chitter-chatter.’

‘Did you just say chitter-chatter?’

‘I did.’

She’s shuddering with laughter now, struggling to breathe.

‘What?’ he says. ‘I’m serious.’

She manages to collect herself, then snorts into her drink. She struggles to find the straw with her tongue, affects a comically low voice. ‘You’re very serious.’

He chews his lip. ‘Well, you’re very…’ He looks around the table, as if he might find the right word floating in the foamy residue of a half-empty pint. ‘Silly.’

She shakes her head. ‘Is that the best you can do?’

‘I was struggling to think of the opposite of serious.’

It continues like this. They’re giggling, because they’re young, and the way that they giggle makes them seem even younger than they are. They look like they’re desperate to touch each other, as if they’re holding back for fear of static shock. Arms graze arms, fingers brush and pull back. Legs meet under the table, linger a while. Clara points to the karaoke singers. She speaks in a conspiratorial voice, her face close to his.

‘You wouldn’t do that,’ she says.

‘You think you know me, don’t you?’

‘I think I’ve got you sussed out.’

It’s an unspoken dare, then, or just the kind of silly thing one does when one is young and giddy and wants an excuse to be close to someone else, to make bad decisions with them. While Seb returns to the bar for yet more drinks, Clara slips off for a word with the karaoke host. By the time he’s returned, she’s back at the table. A moment of sobriety. She might have lost her nerve.

‘Look, I should say—’ she begins, stopping suddenly. ‘I have a—’ she says. ‘I had a—’ She can’t find the words. ‘I’m kind of between—’

The woman can sense that she isn’t going to say ‘jobs’, but she seems to be struggling to find the right word for what she does want to say. Instead, she lets the sentence fizzle out, stares hopelessly across at him.

‘Don’t worry,’ Seb says.

His simplicity seems to confound her.

‘Don’t worry?’ Clara repeats.

Seb shrugs. ‘Don’t worry.’

She covers the smile that rises to her mouth. ‘OK,’ she says. ‘Don’t worry.’

And suddenly, the karaoke host is calling Seb’s name, and Seb is turning from her, then turning back, his mouth dropping open a little. He’s looking at Clara, and he’s shaking his head with a face that says he can’t believe she’s done this.

‘It wasn’t me,’ she says, with an exaggerated shrug.

It’s an older song. The woman at the next table recognises it from its opening chords, a seductive twang of acoustic guitar. Echo & The Bunnymen. ‘The Killing Moon’.

Seb knows it, too. ‘How did you know I liked this song?’

‘I took a guess,’ she says. ‘I thought it would suit your voice.’

He sounds distant. ‘Good guess.’

She stares back at him. ‘Must be fate.’

The word ripples out from her, washes over him. And it’s as if the air between them is thrumming now, as if the table itself and the drinks upon it are vibrating with the frequency of what is happening here. It’s been a long time since the woman at the next table last fell in love, but she’s sure that it looks something like this: a young woman rising from a table and heading towards a stage, reaching out a hand behind her and beckoning. A young man, rising to meet her, knowing he wouldn’t do this for anyone else.

‘Are you coming?’ Clara says.

As if there was any question. They stand close as they sing, hopelessly out of tune, not caring one bit. They share one mic, their lips almost touching. By the time they’re done, their fingers are interlinked, and they move as one through the busy pub and out into the dark night. The woman at the next table watches them go, watches them linger on the pavement. Under an enormous moon, anything could happen.







her upstairs neighbour

So much of her life spent squeezing past. Squeezing past passers-by on tube platforms and in tube carriages on the way to see her daughter north of the river, most of these strangers taller than her, all of them acting like she isn’t even there. Squeezing past her husband behind the stainless-steel counter of her brother-in-law’s takeaway, customers bellowing orders through the steamy air. Squeezing past her neighbours in these narrow corridors, the ones that form the nervous system of this block on this Stockwell estate where she’s lived for her entire adult life, this narrow corridor leading to a narrow staircase, which leads to the narrow hallway beneath this one, and so on and so on until you’ve zig-zagged your way to the post boxes and the electricity meters and, finally, the door to the outside world. The building in which her children grew up, until time squeezed them out.

Yesterday, traipsing home from a long day in clothes smelling of fryer oil, she had squeezed past the cyclist who lives two floors down, struggled to move for the folding bike that took up all the available space. The day before that, laden with straining plastic bags of bok choi and baijiu, daikon and doubanjiang, she had squeezed past the young solicitor who lives on the top floor, his umbrella dripping rainwater on to the slippers she’d changed into at the front door. And tonight, on her way out to help her husband close down, she finds herself squeezing past the girl who lives on the floor below.

This girl is like the others, but she is not like them. She has a flatmate, yes, but she always seems alone. Always lost in her own head, yet ready with a smile when she finally swims to the surface and sees you. She will say hello, this girl. She will ask you questions, and not just the obvious – how are you, do you need help with that – but real questions, about your day, about your story. The others come and go without a word, with their packed-out flat parties and their parents’ cars filled with flat-packed furniture, moving them in and out, in and out, replacing them with others who also treat her home as nothing more than a passing place.

‘Hello.’ A smile.

‘Hello.’ A nod.

They greet each other politely, she and the girl in the denim shorts and the black tights, her hair mussed and her eyeliner smudged. There’s something different in the girl’s smile tonight. Her cheeks are flushed, her eyes bright. As they pass, the girl seems almost self-conscious, her smile turning inwards. She touches her bottom lip with two fingers. The neighbour turns briefly to watch her go. When the girl sees who is outside her flat, her hand drops.

He’d already been there when the neighbour arrived downstairs, this ginger boy. The kind of boy who rings random buzzers until someone lets him in, who lounges in the corridor like the entire building belongs to him. He’s got that look about him, of owning everything. It’s there, in the carefully creased shirt and the pale, thin face that tilted upwards only to look down on the neighbour as she passed by. His expression was empty, cold. Then he saw the girl coming, and he made sure to lift it, as if he could do so by pulling a string. His even teeth flashed. His light fingers tousled his floppy hair.

‘Jacob?’ the girl says.

‘Babe.’ His voice, affecting an air of concern. His hands, taking her by the elbows. ‘I came to apologise.’







his bandmate

‘So that’s it?’ Ryan says. ‘It’s over?’

He lets his guitar hang slack from his shoulder. If it wasn’t too on the nose, he’d play a mournful chord. But no one is listening. Seb has the floor, and he’s telling the story of the girl with whom he shared the perfect date – and from whom he never heard again.

‘Never?’ Nimesh says.

‘Never ever,’ Seb says. ‘I texted her. Tried to call. Quite a few times, actually. Nothing.’

Seb sits, as per usual, at the helm of his drum kit, and looks, as per usual, totally fucking miserable. He’s pinching tobacco from a pouch, with a cigarette filter held between his lips. His grim face, his too-small beanie hat and the rain-spattered window through which he’s been staring all call to mind a sailor recounting an ill-fated voyage at sea. He doesn’t usually talk this much.

‘It sounds like you really liked her,’ says Smudge from the sofa, a bowl of Cookie Crisp balanced on his chest.

‘I did,’ Seb says. He flicks open an old army-surplus lighter.

Smudge gurns through a mouthful of cereal. ‘It sounds like you loved her.’

Seb blows out a cloud of smoke. ‘How old are you?’

Some things never change. Looking around this room, it’s like they’re all still fifteen, lounging about in Nimesh’s garage back in Leicester, talking about girls. Everything had been better, back then, when the band was still starting out, when Ryan had taken the mic, when Nimesh had turned his sensitive acoustic sensibilities to lead guitar, when Seb’s fury had found its perfect outlet in the drums. Smudge on the bass, because they didn’t trust him anywhere else. For a while, they were regulars at the Shed and the Attik, not to mention countless small and sticky pub venues with crowds that didn’t materialise and toilets that didn’t flush. They’d graced one of the minor stages at one of the first Summer Sundaes, and played second support for Kasabian on what was still the greatest night of Ryan’s life. How did it all fall apart? Here in London, they haven’t landed a gig in the last three months, and Nimesh hasn’t made it to a jam session in twice as long. When Smudge comes down from Leicester, he doesn’t even bring his bass any more.

‘If we’re not going to talk about the band,’ Ryan says, ‘let’s at least take it from the top.’

Like an automaton, Seb immediately clicks his drumsticks into action, one-two-three-four, and they’re taking it from the top. But something is missing, and it isn’t just Smudge’s bass. Nimesh breaks off and tells Ryan he’s done a great job rewriting the song, but it isn’t hard to detect the pity in his voice. They all know that the main riff is a cheap rework of ‘Reptilia’ by the Strokes. Ryan shakes his head, puts pen to a crumpled piece of paper and jots down a half-melody. He scribbles it out, scratches at the patch of skin on his arm that he’s always worrying into a rash. He knows their hearts aren’t in it any more. Nimesh and Seb have already continued where they left off.

‘How long has it been?’ Nimesh leans against the radiator, hands deep in the pockets of his skeleton-print hoodie, a thoughtful frown on his thin face.

‘It was in the summer,’ Seb says, twirling a drumstick absentmindedly. ‘Now it’s…’

They all look out at the rain.

‘Not summer,’ Ryan says.

Ryan should have known that London was a bad idea. But his hand had been forced by Nimesh, who’d long been ducking out of practice to go lambing, or dairy farming, or making stop-ins at stables where the farmers would look at him like he’d arrived from another planet. He’d always turn up to gigs late or leave early, saying he needed to study. Then he’d secured his place at the most prestigious vet school in London, already convincing himself that when his new, all-white classmates asked him where he was really from, they were enquiring about his East Midlands accent. Ryan tried to paper over the cracks, taking on lead guitar as well as vocals. But the death knell rang at one of those rare latter gigs that was actually well attended, a double-header at the Charlotte whose audience just so happened to feature a scout from down south. Ryan thought the older bloke approaching them might be a mythical A&R man. When, instead, he’d asked Seb about modelling, Smudge had laughed so hard he gave himself a stitch. Ryan wasn’t laughing. He knew already that Seb would move to London, and that he’d really be doing it to keep Nimesh company.

Ryan couldn’t play the drums as well. So, he’d followed suit. Sold himself out to a job in the Civil Service, if only to afford the rent on this flat. Camden should have been a new world, a place where you get the latest issue of NME a day earlier than anywhere else in the country. But it soon became clear that he’d missed the end of an era, that their kind of music was dying in the age of MP3s. As much as Ryan had pleaded with promoters, designed flyers for free, plugged away at their Myspace page, the hype they’d felt in Leicester wasn’t there. To this day, they’d still only ever booked sympathy slots at the one place out east where Seb works behind the bar.

‘Something must have happened,’ Nimesh says to Seb.

‘Well…’ says Seb. He taps some ash into an empty beer can on the windowsill. ‘We did karaoke.’ He pauses. ‘And then we went outside.’

‘And then…?’

Seb sighs. ‘And then I tried to kiss her.’

‘Well, well, well,’ says Smudge. ‘And she ran away?’

Seb thinks about it. ‘More like, backed away.’

‘Sounds awkward as fuck.’

‘And then—’ Seb stops himself again.

Nimesh tilts his head. ‘Then what?’

‘Tell us,’ Smudge says. He thumps the back of the sofa. ‘Tell us!’

‘She lassoed me the moon.’

Smudge collapses into fits of laughter. Jasper’s sleepy head appears above the back of the other side of the sofa, where he’d been dozing.

‘You’re going to have to elaborate on that,’ Nimesh says, trying his best to keep a straight face.

‘After the kiss, or the non-kiss, it was obviously really awkward,’ Seb says. ‘And I’m like, shit, I’ve misread this, I am such a twat. And she doesn’t even want to look at me; she’s, like, scuffing her boots on the pavement.’ His eyes look misty. ‘Then she looks up, and the moon is massive that night, and she just…’ He winces. ‘She pretends to lasso it for me.’

‘Isn’t that from Bruce Almighty?’ says Smudge, wiping an eye.

‘It’s a Wonderful Life,’ says Seb, stubbing out his cigarette.

‘It sure is,’ says Nimesh. ‘And it’s the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard.’

‘Exactly!’ Seb says, throwing his arms wide. ‘And then she never called me back!’

‘That’s less romantic.’

Ryan rubs his temples, squeezes his eyes shut. When he opens them, his eyes travel over the wall, the posters for all the venues he once thought they’d play. Dingwalls and the Electric Ballroom, Barfly and the Bull and Gate, the Falcon and the Dublin Castle. He unplugs his guitar, shakes his head. His favourite song? The Cribs. ‘I’m a Realist’. Ryan always knows what’s going on. And yet, the end of his own band has somehow passed him by.

‘There’s no point living in the past,’ Nimesh says.

‘Don’t tell me everything happens for a reason,’ Seb replies.

‘I won’t.’ Nimesh smiles. ‘Even if it does.’ A pause. ‘You really did like her, didn’t you?’

‘It just felt good,’ Seb says. ‘It felt better than anything.’

A silence. After a while, Ryan ventures into it.

‘Shall we talk about the band now?’

Nimesh groans. Seb begins to roll another cigarette. Smudge, who’s already turned back to the TV, puts on his most sympathetic voice.

‘Mate,’ he says. ‘No one wants to talk about the band.’







his agent

In person, Seb doesn’t look like his picture. Perhaps it’s because the headshot, printed out on glossy paper and lying on the table between them, is black and white. It makes his dark eyebrows look darker, his irises even more black. Perhaps it’s because, since the photo was taken, he’s grown a bit of facial hair. He’s obviously handsome. Marlon Brando with a hipster beard, as Richard’s assistant likes to say. Seb has all the accoutrements of an effortlessly cool person, the black denim jacket and the black coffee and the black wraparound headphones. Yet in the flesh, he wears his intensity a little awkwardly. It’s like he knows that people are always looking at him, and he’s uncomfortable about that fact. It’s a simple question, then. Why invite people to look?

‘Why do you want to be an actor?’ Richard asks.

A clock is ticking. On the other side of a glass table in a glass-walled meeting room in a Soho office made almost entirely of glass, Seb struggles with the simplest of questions.

‘Well,’ he says, with an uncomfortable cough. ‘It was suggested—’

‘You don’t want to be an actor?’

‘I never really planned any of this.’

‘But you wanted to be a model,’ Richard says. ‘Or didn’t you?’

Seb makes a face.

‘It’s not a test.’

‘I just want to earn rent,’ Seb says, with an apologetic smile. ‘And to put his food on the table.’

He’s referring, Richard assumes, to the dog in his lap, staring goggly-eyed and snaggle-toothed across the space between them.

‘You know they don’t actually allow—’ Richard begins, but the dog’s glare stops him. ‘Never mind. What do you want, Seb? And money isn’t a good enough answer.’

Seb rubs the back of his neck. He speaks almost apologetically. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Then what do you like?’ Richard says. ‘What makes you happy?’

Seb thinks for a moment. He clasps his hands together, the tattoos on his wrists just about visible.

‘Music,’ Seb says. ‘Music makes me happy.’

Richard knows, of course, that Seb was in a band. It was Richard’s friend who’d first scouted him at a gig in god knows where, then shepherded him into a series of semi-successful campaigns in which he smouldered under a spritz of Paco Rabanne aftershave or scowled in a pair of DKNY jeans. His crowning moment: a Lynx Dark Temptation ad that turned him into a Michelangelo’s David made of chocolate. But when they’d tried to put Seb on a catwalk, he’d been wooden, shambling like Frankenstein’s monster, far too self-conscious for his own good. He works in a bar nowadays. But he’s still blessed with strong cheekbones and a six-and-a-bit-foot frame, which is how he first ended up here, opposite Richard, last year. They’ve had a good few auditions since then, a fair few near-misses. Seb is still untested as an actor, but who cares? It’s Richard’s job to see something, and he sees it here. That intensity. Those dark and brooding eyes. Find Seb Bonami the right role, lots of close-ups and minimal lines, and you might just make him a megastar.

Richard leans back in his chair. ‘Shall I tell you what I think?’

Seb looks sceptical. ‘Go for it.’

‘I think that this isn’t you,’ Richard says, waving one well-manicured hand over the glossy headshot. ‘You think it feels inauthentic. You think you’re above such things.’

‘I wouldn’t say “above”,’ Seb says.

‘Alright,’ Richard says. ‘Outside of such things. You’re not a model, not really. And you’re not an actor, not in the red-carpet, press-junket sense. I don’t think you want the glitz and the glamour. But you do want something. Because you’re here. And because you lean in to being reluctant and distant and, let’s face it, a little bit difficult, knowing those things are the reason that people want to put you in front of a camera.’

Seb nods slowly. ‘That doesn’t help me work out what I want.’

Richard throws his hands up. ‘I don’t have a clue what you want,’ he says. ‘But I assume it’s that same feeling you get from your music. An escape. A sense of being part of something beautiful.’ Richard leans back in his chair, sizes Seb up. ‘Maybe it is money. Maybe it’s none of the above. Maybe you’ll never know what you want. But whatever it is, I’m going to help you get it. Because I like you. And because, more importantly, I get a sense that directors like you, too.’

When the meeting is over, when they’ve discussed auditions and callbacks, cold calls with casting directors and friends who owe Richard a favour, Richard walks Seb back down to reception. The lobby is open, a space for meeting and greeting and being spotted. Richard dresses to be seen, smartly tailored suit and thick-framed glasses, hair so finely shaped at the sides that it looks like he has it cut every morning. Seb, on the other hand, seems to find being seen a struggle. There’s something like nausea on his face at the stir he causes among those waiting, the way they all look up to watch him go. It’s only when he’s on the other side of the wide glass windows, when he’s buttoned up his denim jacket and donned his big black headphones, when it’s just him and his dog in the ice-cold air of a bright January morning, that Seb will finally seem to relax. Then, after a moment, he’ll be gone, swallowed up by Golden Square. Richard stares out for a moment over the piazza the agency calls home. The icy cars and the closely huddled tourists look like they’re frozen in time. He checks his Omega watch, though he knows he’ll have left the perfect gap until his next meeting. When he looks up, it’s just like he predicted. Beneath a faceless statue and leafless trees, his next client arrives.

Agents are a bit like parents. They’re not supposed to have favourites. And yet, if Richard were to choose one person in whom to invest his time, it wouldn’t be Seb. It would be the young man who’s just appeared on the street outside. A proper thesp, RADA-trained, with a hard-working hunger that’s head and shoulders above that possessed by even Richard’s most ruthless colleagues. Yes, Jacob is a redhead. But it’s good to have a unique offering, and they can call him ‘strawberry blond’ on his comp card. What matters is raw talent, and this young man has it in droves. Even now, out there with a girl Richard doesn’t recognise, Jacob moves like a ballet dancer, with the grace of someone for whom the whole world is a stage. It’s like watching a piece of drama, Jacob and this small, furious blonde, their voices presumably raised but muffled to mute in here. It’s like Jacob is always performing, even when the audience isn’t there. The girl shakes her head, tilts her chin upwards, then leaves. Jacob looks after her, runs his fingers slowly through his hair as if weathering a round of applause.

‘Great to see you,’ he says to Richard a moment later, once he’s glided across the road and into the lobby with the composure of someone meant for bigger and better things.

He fixes Richard with those emerald eyes, takes his hand. Richard places his own hand on the outside of Jacob’s, oozing warmth.

‘Thanks for coming,’ Richard says. ‘How are you?’

‘I’m not sure,’ Jacob replies, something like anger playing across his face. He smothers it, regains his smile, squeezes Richard’s hand a little bit tighter. ‘I think my girlfriend just broke up with me.’







the reader

‘Thank you for your time,’ says Nico. ‘We’ll be in touch.’

She concludes every audition in exactly the same way, and they’ve already done so many that Lucy is getting good at reading Nico’s tone of voice. The first sentence light and airy, the latter landing like a hammer-blow. If these cadences were swapped around, this guy’s name would be getting a little asterisk, his agent expecting a call. Alas, he seems to have guessed what Lucy already knows. It’s like someone has stuck a pin in him, like he visibly deflates a little with each step towards the already-opening door.

‘Next!’

If you believe film is a fairy-tale business, you’d need only sit for a day at this trestle table in this dimly lit Bloomsbury basement to dispel all your illusions. Minimal introductions. No small talk. The script they’ve been given does the talking. It will speak for itself a hundred times today, from a hundred different mouths in a hundred different hopeful faces. It’s a production line, a factory farm, the way they shepherd in each young man and give him two minutes to totter in front of them before taking a bolt-gun to his hopes and dreams. Still, the door never stops opening, and the optimistic men never stop coming. There are some glass-half-empty men, too. Confident men and quietly confident men; tall men and short men and men who lied about their heights in their submissions; men with impenetrable accents, men putting on impenetrable accents; blandly handsome men with arms like tree trunks and wooden demeanours; strange-looking skinny men with interesting faces that promise presence and sometimes deliver. Men who won’t get another audition. Men who should never get another audition. And a small handful of men who might.

The latest is one of the ones who lied about his height, and he puffs himself up as large as he can before he launches with admirable melodrama into the allotted monologue. Nico, with her immaculate braids and her withering eye, is the casting director. This is her operation, and she’s wielding her pen like a pickaxe. The film’s director, a Swede who hasn’t cracked a smile all morning, sits to her side. On his other side is Agathe, the Swede’s long-suffering producer, Nico’s new-ish collaborator and Lucy’s frankly formidable boss. Rounding out the table is Clara, the other assistant at the production company. She and Lucy split the load, usually, of setting meetings and answering emails and doing coffee runs for entire writers’ rooms. So, Clara is the other reader, and the pair of them take it in turns to feed lines to hopefuls so neither of them goes home without a voice.

‘I’ll start you off,’ says Clara, once the actor has caught his breath from his monologue. ‘How could you?’ she says, her voice snapping so suddenly into scripted anger that the actor is momentarily taken aback. ‘I thought I told you never to step through this door again.’

After a moment, he recovers himself, and the actor and Clara work their way through the requisite scene. Agathe nods slightly throughout. Nico, almost imperceptibly, shakes her head. He isn’t the one. Clara is having to do all the work. She has only been at the company for a few months, but she’s hit the ground running. At first she’d seemed like a moody Margot Tenenbaum, all sharp cheekbones and smudged eyeliner, but it only took one conversation about Scandinavian cinema for Clara to out herself as a nerd who can get so breathless talking about her favourite films that she needs to be put in time out. Even more impressive is her ability to leave this frenetic energy at the door. To focus like a laser, when the work requires it. You’d think she’d be finding it difficult, acting out a break-up over and over with a string of total strangers to an audience of industry professionals. After all, it’s not that long ago that she broke up with her own boyfriend.

Clara had told Lucy that Jacob was more like a collaborator, that they’d once shared a single-minded, near-sociopathic focus on bettering themselves for the big lives they had planned. They had spent their uni years fucking and fighting and rolling out of bed to film self-tapes and short films, auditions for the kind of people they wanted to become. It was only in the real world that they began to fall apart. They weren’t even in competition, but outside their student bubble, things were more spiteful. Jacob shot down Clara’s suggestions, screwed up her drawings, made fun of her ideas in front of their friends. Clara resented any acting jobs Jacob did get, made sure to remind him his roles were minor. When she told Jacob that she’d got an actual job in actual film production, he’d run the whole gamut of emotions. Annoyed she hadn’t told him she’d applied, then amused that she’d sold out, then ultimately pleased that she was finally putting her silly little directorial ambitions aside. The latter comment had been the final nail in the coffin. Clara had said that an actor like him should be better at spotting a faked orgasm. Then she’d left for good.

‘Good riddance,’ said Lucy, baffled at this barrage of personal information from a colleague she’d only known for two weeks.

‘There’ll be more like him,’ Agathe had said, because she loves gossip, and because they’d been conducting the conversation right outside her office, loud enough for her to hear.

Lucy didn’t say that she knew exactly who Jacob was, that he was already sleeping his way through several members of Lucy’s own friendship group. Agathe didn’t say that she knew him, too, and was currently considering him for a role in another film co-produced by her.

‘Thank you for your time,’ Nico says, as the audition limps to a close. ‘We’ll be in touch.’

Nico says that casting is like a love story. Whatever the role, you’re asking an audience to fall in love with this person. The best villains are the ones you love to hate, and the best love interests are the ones you hate to love. And while the role they’re casting now is little more than a brooding love interest for a secondary character, you only hire Nico if you want to find the one.

Could this be him? As the next contender ducks into the room and walks slowly towards the table, it’s already easy to imagine him mopping the sweat from his brow with a handkerchief and swinging at wheat with a scythe, stooping under the doorjamb of a cottage too small for the dreams he’d once had. Nico looks straight to his name, taps against it with her pen. Agathe smiles brightly, and even the Swede sits up a little in his chair.

Next to Lucy, Clara stiffens. A gasp escapes from her small mouth.

‘Seb Bonami,’ he says, by way of introduction. ‘Reading for the part of Erasmus Weir.’

His voice is deep. He’s tall, broad-shouldered, with wavy hair and a patchwork of tattoos. A smile that seems a little more like a grimace summons itself in his short, dark beard. His volcanic eyes pass along the line of his assembled audience. When his gaze settles on Clara, any hint of a smile vanishes.

Lucy glances at Clara. She’s looking down at her own copy of the script, cheeks reddening. There is a long and unnerving silence, as if this Seb is so intense that the entire room needs an extra moment to take him in.

‘When you’re ready,’ Nico says, encouragingly. Lucy can already see the asterisk being marked, the name being underlined.

Seb Bonami clears his throat, looks down at his script. He struggles with the monologue at first. He’s somewhat stiff, somewhat thrown. By the time he’s finished, the asterisk has turned into a question mark. It’s Lucy’s turn to feed the lines, but just as she’s preparing to ask if he’s ready, Clara jumps the gun. She’s mixed up the order, somehow. That laser focus has been knocked askew.

‘How could you?’ Clara says, suddenly, shakily. Her voice is different this time. Her cheeks are still burning. ‘I thought I told you never to step through this door again.’

Nico looks at her. So does Agathe. The Swede raises an eyebrow. Seb’s face seems to say, are we really doing this? But his jaw is set, and it doesn’t take him long to dive in. He’s memorised the lines, and he’s looking straight at Clara.

‘You don’t own me,’ he says. ‘I may be beneath you in station, but I’m not a dog for you to kick.’

‘Should I fetch my husband, then?’

‘Damn your husband,’ Seb says. ‘And damn you.’

‘You should remember who you’re talking to.’

‘And you should remember what we were.’

There’s a pause. Lucy knows that everyone else in the room is feeling what she’s feeling, sensing what she’s sensing. Seb is still staring at Clara, and Clara is now staring back at him, script abandoned. It’s as if there’s only space for Clara and Seb in this room, as if everything else must dissolve simply to allow them to be.

‘I have been in hell, this past year,’ Seb says, his voice cracking. ‘I have thought of nothing but you. I have woken to thoughts of you. I have tossed and turned to thoughts of you. I have toiled in the shadow of your house from dawn till dusk, thinking only of you.’

All embarrassment has left Clara now. She reads not as if she is a reader, but as if this is a role she was born to play. ‘I have felt it,’ she says, breathlessly. ‘I have felt you. I have watched you. I have missed you.’ A pause. ‘We can’t do this. We shouldn’t.’

‘And yet,’ Seb says, his own breath quickening, something lightening in those dark eyes after all. ‘Here we are.’

A stunned silence. Lucy wonders, for a second, if there might be applause. Seb turns his eyes downwards. Clara clears her throat and shuffles the pages in front of her, as if suddenly aware of her superiors. She cares about her job. But Nico seems only to care about Clara’s reaction, and to whom she is reacting.

‘Thank you for your time,’ Nico says seriously. Her voice lifts. She smiles. ‘We’ll be in touch.’

After Seb leaves, Agathe nods at Nico, and Nico nods at Agathe, and a Sharpie circles a name on paper, then underlines it twice. Lucy makes a comment to Clara, but Clara asks if she might be excused to get some water. They decide to break for lunch, and Clara is out of the room before she can hear the Swede speak for the first time that day.

‘I wonder what he drew on,’ he says, tapping one finger against his slab of a chin. ‘For all that hurt.’







a commuter

Heading home early after a half-day, and the 243 bus to Waterloo is almost empty. The April sun shines bright, but fools no one. There’s an unwelcome gust of cold air every time the doors open.

And this, a new thing: they’ve automated the voice over the intercom.

Holborn Station

The bleeps of tickets being bought and Oyster cards being tapped, and a few pairs of feet trudge defeatedly up the stairs. Among them is a tall man wearing a black denim jacket and looking uniquely unhappy. He chews his lip, shakes his head, sits down directly in front of the commuter. He takes out a pair of black wraparound headphones and plugs them into a scuffed first-generation iPod.

Then a woman appears at the stop of the stairs, and the man speaks out loud. ‘You’ve got to be kidding me.’

‘Seb,’ says the young woman with the bleached-white hair, looking like she’s seen a ghost.

She heads down the aisle, steadying herself on the backs of chairs as the bus starts to move. When she reaches this Seb, she slides into the seat next to him. He ignores her, staring out of the window at a man on the pavement in a branded jacket who is trying his hardest to hand out free bottles of vitamin-infused water.

The young woman taps Seb’s shoulder, does a mime. ‘Take off your headphones,’ she says. Then, louder. ‘Please take off your headphones.’

He takes off his headphones. ‘Why are you following me, Clara?’

‘I want to talk.’

Seb doesn’t respond. The commuter thinks that Clara might be about to cry. Before she can, the bus pulls into another stop.

Red Lion Street

On the top deck, there’s a very long silence. Clara speaks first. ‘You’ve grown a beard,’ she says.

‘It’s been a long time,’ Seb replies.

‘Not that long.’

‘Almost a year.’

Clara winces. ‘Not quite.’

Seb says nothing.

She fills the silence. ‘I did try to tell you,’ Clara says. ‘That night.’

‘You have a boyfriend.’

The commuter’s book is lying in his lap, unopened. This is far more interesting.

‘You knew?’

‘I guessed it was something like that,’ Seb says. ‘In the very long time since.’

‘I could have died in an accident,’ Clara responds. ‘Or gone to prison.’

Seb doesn’t take the bait. ‘What was I, then?’ he says. ‘A distraction?’ He collects himself. ‘This is stupid. It was one date. You probably didn’t even think it was a date.’

‘I did,’ she says.

‘But you have a boyfriend.’

‘I did.’

There’s a silence. Her use of the past tense hasn’t gone unnoticed.

‘You broke up?’

‘A few months ago.’

Seb can’t seem to decide whether this is a good thing. The commuter puts his book back in his bag. He studies Clara’s sharp profile, the back of Seb’s dark hair. They pass Lamb’s Conduit Street on the left, a pair of bohemian-looking elderly gents drinking wine al fresco.

‘If it helps, I tried to find you,’ Clara says, then corrects herself. ‘Stalk you.’ She shakes her head. ‘You’re not on Facebook. You’re not anywhere.’

‘I called you,’ he says. ‘Several times. You never answered.’

‘I was still—’ she begins. ‘It wasn’t the right time.’

‘And after?’

She has nothing to say to this. Outside, on the fields, exhausted young lawyers take their lunch breaks in the spring sun.

Gray’s Inn Road

More feet up the stairs, and a couple of attorney-in-training types slide into seats across the way. Seb’s shoulders are still taut, and Clara is still sitting side-on to him, seeming desperate for a way to break down his defences.

‘It was complicated.’

‘I don’t need to know about him.’ A pause. ‘Who was he?’

‘An actor,’ she says. ‘Another actor.’

‘You have a type.’

‘You couldn’t be further from my type,’ she says. ‘I mean that as a compliment.’

Seb doesn’t respond to this. ‘Did you make your black-and-white film?’ he says. ‘Was he the star?’

‘No,’ she says. ‘I gave up on that.’ She makes a dismissive gesture. ‘No one wants to watch a black-and-white—’

‘Do you do that a lot?’

The interruption seems to startle her. ‘What?’ she says.

‘Abandon things?’

She turns away, tenses up a little. ‘You don’t know me.’

‘No,’ he replies. ‘I wanted to.’

More silence. They linger for a while on Theobalds Road, and the conversation remains stuck between them. The commuter’s eyes stray to the window, to the gridlock outside. Their voices punctuate the noise of the traffic.

‘You got a new job,’ Seb says, eventually. He sounds tired of bickering.

‘Yes,’ she replies, quietly. ‘Production. Films.’

‘Your dream.’

She looks up at him. She seems surprised that he remembers. ‘I saw one of your campaigns,’ she says.

Seb looks back at her. ‘You did?’

‘You were on a fucking billboard,’ she says. ‘A small one, yeah, but still a billboard. I stood there for ages, staring up at you. People must have thought I was a creep, ogling these blokes with their tops off in their DKNY jeans.’

She stops herself, looks down. Seb stays looking at her.

‘Would you ever have called?’ he says. ‘If I hadn’t walked into that room today?’

‘I don’t know,’ she says. ‘I didn’t think you’d want to hear from me.’

‘So you followed me on to my bus.’

She laughs. She can’t help herself. The bus is moving again. They reach another stop.

Rosebery Avenue

Someone gets off. No one gets on.

‘What did you think?’ Seb says.

‘About the billboard?’ she replies. ‘Too much buttock.’

‘About the audition.’

She tilts her head. She makes a non-committal sound.

Seb turns his entire body towards her. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘You nailed the scene,’ she says. ‘You’re a natural when you have someone to act against.’ A hesitant nod. ‘You’re definitely getting a callback.’

He looks pleased. Then, suspicious. ‘But?’

She speaks quietly. ‘The monologue was wooden.’

‘Wooden?’

‘You were stiff,’ she says. ‘You’re awkward on your own. Nowhere to hide.’

‘I know what wooden means.’

She throws her hands up. ‘You asked for my honest opinion.’

‘I never said honest.’

She puts her hand on his arm. Seb looks down at the hand, then back up at her. She doesn’t move the hand. He doesn’t ask her to.

‘It needs a bit of finessing,’ she says. ‘You’ve got the talent, the emotion. You just need someone to help you channel it.’

He raises a dark eyebrow. ‘Let me guess,’ he says. ‘That person is you?’

‘It could be.’

The bus passes the market stalls on Leather Lane, the jewellers on Hatton Garden, then breaks out across the main road. The next stop is the commuter’s, so he picks up his bag from the seat next to him, half stands.

Seb’s face is serious again. He scans their surroundings. ‘Clara. Aren’t you supposed to be at work?’

‘I have fifteen minutes left of my lunch break,’ she says. ‘And I intend to make them count.’

‘You’re miles away,’ he says.

‘I’m right where I’m supposed to be.’

Seb looks at her. If he isn’t quite won over, he at least seems less angry than when she first arrived. ‘You’re not scared of anything, are you?’

‘I am,’ she says, and her voice sounds suddenly sincere. ‘I’m scared I blew it.’

Farringdon Road

A bevy of people rise from their seats, including the commuter, rucksack slung over one shoulder, carried with the crowd towards the stairs and the station beyond. He pauses briefly, wanting to know if the couple will reach a resolution. But Clara is moving, too, because Seb insists, because he’s practically pushing her out into the aisle and towards the stairs.

‘You need to get back,’ he says. Then, with another sigh, another shake of his head, ‘You have my number.’

Clara seems to take this as a win. She speaks fast as she’s carried away, too. ‘I’ll call,’ she says. ‘This time. I promise.’

‘You’re going to get fired!’ Seb shouts back.

‘It was worth it.’







a jogger

It’s a warm day on Hampstead Heath. The sunbathers face the panorama of the city, arranged in rows like they’re seated for a show. And he’s providing it, this young man with the rolled-up cigarette behind his ear and the dark hair that keeps falling over his face, the one who seems like he’d rather be doing anything else.

‘Do we have to do this in public?’ he says.

‘Confidence,’ says the young woman sitting on the ground in front of him. ‘If you can’t act in front of an audience, you can’t act.’

The jogger has cramp, and he’s paused to stretch out his smarting leg. He rests his heel on the arm of a bench and begins to count down from thirty, watching the young man as he does so. He’s holding a script, this actor, dressed more like a stagehand in black jeans and a black T-shirt with the sleeves rolled up. The young woman is sitting on the grass in denim shorts and a linen shirt, arms wrapped around her bare legs, men’s sunglasses perched on her head. She has her own tattered script on the ground in front of her, covered in doodles and annotations.

Twenty-four. Twenty-three. Twenty-two.

‘This is ridiculous,’ the young man says, glancing at the amused onlookers to their left and right.

‘You can say anything,’ she says. ‘But unless it’s your lines, you’re not going anywhere.’

‘Fine,’ says the young man, pushing his hair out of his face. ‘Fine.’

The sound of bicycle bells and, beyond that, car horns. Other than that, silence.

Fifteen, fourteen, thirteen.

The young man makes a face. The young woman throws up her arms.

‘Jesus Christ,’ she says.

‘I thought you were going first!’

‘You’re terrible at this.’

The man shakes his head, then pulls the cigarette from behind his ear. He lights it with a metal lighter from his jeans pocket.

Nine, eight, seven.

‘OK,’ he says. ‘You go.’

She picks up her script, smooths out the crumpled page. The jogger wants to lean closer, to get a look at the words. He doesn’t have to.

‘How could you?’ the young woman begins, though her tone doesn’t match the sentiment. She’s enjoying herself too much. ‘I thought I told you never to step through this door again.’

The young man narrows his eyes, blows out a cloud of smoke.

Three, two, one.

He begins.







the guy marking papers

Bzzzz. The guy on the next table looks down at his phone, which is vibrating on the sticky wooden tabletop. The girl sitting opposite him is chewing her short nails. The guy picks up.

‘Hello?’

It’s late afternoon, and the couple are sitting in an old music pub near Covent Garden, lyrics etched on the ceiling and records stuck to the walls. The guy stands up, takes a few steps away. His conversation is inaudible. The girl’s rings tap nervously against her glass. Whatever the call is about, it’s far more interesting than a pile of geography homework, and the teacher at the next table can feel their anxiety. He thought he’d take his students’ mock exams out for a pint, but it hasn’t made him any less tetchy. He’s waiting for a call, too.

‘Thank you,’ says the guy. He hangs up, lowers the phone, returns to his seat. His face betrays nothing.

‘So?’ she says.

He ekes it out. Then, the hint of a smile. ‘I got it.’

She shrieks, breaks into a grin. ‘I knew it,’ she says. ‘I mean, I literally knew it.’

‘You knew?’

‘I work for the producer,’ she says. ‘Of course I knew.’

She decrees that a celebration is in order, turns her eyes to the laminated menu. ‘You work at a bar,’ she says. ‘What’s a good champagne?’

‘Not that kind of bar.’

‘Buzzkill.’

Since they got here, the guy has stuck exclusively to Guinness. The girl suggests a compromise, a combination. Opposites attract. She heads to the bar and returns to the table with two flutes of black velvet, the dark stout mingling with the light bubbles in the glass.

‘Cheers,’ she says.

‘Cheers.’ He drinks, winces.

The teacher opens his phone again, checks the long text bubble he sent ten minutes ago. Too long? There is still no answer. He sighs, makes a note on the paper in front of him in red pen. He reads the note back, crosses it out. He can’t stay focused. The talk at the next table is low and stilted, punctuated by long looks and tentative questions. Not the euphoria one would expect after good news.

‘Did you keep it?’ the girl is saying. ‘The picture?’

The guy’s face betrays nothing. ‘Should I have?’

‘I’m not sure I got you right,’ she continues, talking fast. ‘You and your eyebrows. Your headphones. Your—’

‘Clara,’ he says.

Clara stops. ‘Yes?’

‘I kept it.’

Warmth spreads across her cheeks. She suppresses a smile. ‘I know I got Jasper right,’ she says. ‘All scribbles.’

At the mention of its name, the dog beneath their table rouses. The girl contorts her body to pet him, scratching his ruff as he leans against her bare leg. The guy watches her, elbows on the table, bearded chin rested upon clasped hands.

‘Can I say something?’ he says.

‘Please do.’

‘When you said you saw my billboard, I acted embarrassed, because I felt like that’s what I was supposed to do.’ He pauses to drain his drink. ‘But I don’t want to be embarrassed. That’s not me. I’m grateful, really.’ He looks down into his empty glass. ‘The guys from the band understand that. They don’t take the piss too much, because they get it. I never had money growing up. None of us did.’ He rubs his lower lip with the back of one tattooed thumb. ‘When I got that first paycheque, I didn’t want to touch it. I was terrified someone had made a mistake, that they’d take it away.’ His hand strays to the headphones around his neck. ‘So, all I bought was these. And now I never take them off.’

He looks up at her. Her brow is furrowed. He rubs one of his arms, suddenly seeming self-conscious.

‘I don’t usually talk this much,’ he says. ‘I guess, what I mean is, this is a big opportunity for me,’ he says. ‘So, thank you.’

She’s finished her drink, too. Before she can respond, he’s heading off to grab two more. Only when he’s gone does she break into a smile, one which is once again hidden away by the time he sits back down. He places the drinks on the table, but holds hers back.

‘Seb…’

‘I shared,’ he says. ‘Your turn.’

He pushes the glass towards her. His hand lingers, callused palm outstretched. She seems to know what he wants. She reaches into her bag, hands him a plain black sketchbook. He takes it, handles it with care. For a while they sit in a silence which seems impossibly loud, Seb flicking through the pages and studying each drawing while Clara squirms in her seat. The teacher heads to the bar himself, orders another pint, a portion of chips. When he returns to the table, Seb has reached the end of the sketchbook. He closes it, holds it on his lap. Then he looks up at Clara, something new in his eyes.

‘You’re really talented,’ he says.

His voice is so sincere that Clara seems disarmed, unable to respond. The music drifting over from the radio behind the bar is tinny and distorted.

‘What was your band called?’ Clara asks, changing the subject.

‘It doesn’t matter now.’ He slides the book back across the table. Their hands touch, then move quickly apart. ‘Tell me something about you,’ he says.

‘Like what?’

‘Anything,’ he says. ‘I don’t know anything.’

‘I’m a classic middle child.’ Clara shrugs. ‘Younger brother, older sister.’

‘Sounds crowded.’

‘It can be.’

‘And your parents?’

Something in her voice changes. ‘Not much to report.’

Seb doesn’t labour the point. ‘I’m not big on crowds either.’

‘But you were in a band,’ Clara says.

‘Do I mention it that much?’

‘Don’t worry,’ she says. ‘It’s sexy.’

It’s clear that she’s testing the water. Seb clicks his teeth, turns his eyes towards the door. He can’t look at her, and she can’t look away. They talk more about the band, about its members. When he gets on to the topic of his friends, Seb seems to relax a little. Familiar territory. Home ground.

‘His name is Smudge?’ Clara is saying.

‘No, his name is Ben,’ Seb replies.

‘Then why is he called Smudge?’

‘No one can remember,’ he says. ‘But that’s not the story.’

‘What’s the story?’

‘He’s started a surfacing business,’ Seb says. ‘He has a van, and on the side it says, “Ben Morris Surfacing”.’ He falters a little, gives the look of someone who knows a joke won’t be as funny in the retelling. ‘So all the other guys shout it, now. If we’re on holiday together. If he gets out of the pool.’

Clara snorts, though possibly only out of sympathy. ‘It must be nice,’ she says. ‘Having such close friends.’

‘You don’t have friends?’

‘One or two,’ she says. ‘My flatmate, Ren. I’d kill for her. But I’ve always been happy in my own company.’

‘Lone wolf,’ Seb replies, with a certain kind of look.

‘I don’t need anyone.’

‘Everyone needs people.’

She shrugs. ‘I don’t.’

‘You would say that.’

‘You think I need you?’

‘I didn’t say that.’

Clara looks down, bites her lip. The teacher can tell that she’s getting frustrated. That she wants something from Seb, and that it isn’t this. What happened between these two? Where does it all go from here? The teacher’s chips have arrived. He doesn’t have much of an appetite.

‘I don’t abandon things,’ Clara says, abruptly.

‘What?’

‘You said I abandon things,’ she continues. ‘And it touched a nerve, because I know I didn’t call, and I didn’t give you an explanation. And now you have a certain perception of me. But that isn’t me, either. That isn’t what I do. I see things through.’

‘If you say so.’

‘No,’ she insists. ‘I know I talk a lot, and I make jokes, and you think you know me, and you think I lay everything on the table.’ Her voice falters. ‘And I wasn’t totally honest – but I was there on that bus, and I’m still here, and that means something. I’m here because I felt like we understood each other.’ She fixes him with her icy blue eyes. ‘I don’t think I’ve felt like that before.’

‘That’s why you’re here?’ Seb says.

This time, he doesn’t look away. The intensity of his gaze makes her blink. She picks, suddenly and self-consciously, at the hem of her oversized jumper.

‘You know why I’m here,’ she says, quietly.

There’s a stage in the corner, an abandoned mic sitting lonely in the middle of it. Seb leans back in his chair, nods towards it.

‘So, what?’ he says. ‘Are we going to sing again?’

Clara follows his gaze. She shakes her head. ‘I meant more like—’ She bites her lip. ‘We could get out of here. You and me.’

Seb swirls the dregs of his drink, then sighs. ‘What’s going on, Clara? We’ve done this all before.’

‘We can do it again.’

‘It doesn’t work like that,’ he says. ‘I’m not spontaneous like you.’

‘Say what you really mean.’

‘I don’t change my mind,’ Seb says. ‘How do I know you won’t change yours again?’

‘You don’t,’ she says. ‘But I won’t.’

Seb doesn’t say anything.

‘You don’t think I’m good for you.’ Her voice has an air of incredulity.

‘I don’t think we’d be good for each other.’

Clara laughs a humourless laugh. ‘The jobless drummer with all the tattoos,’ she says. ‘Don’t tell me you’re not impulsive.’

Seb narrows his eyes. ‘Did you just call me jobless?’

‘You’re a big boy,’ she says. ‘You’ll get over it.’

The air has become charged with a different kind of frustration. Seb is rigid, his arms tensed. Clara is leaning towards him, fingers gripping the edges of her chair. They look as if it’s taking all their effort not to sweep everything off the table, to pounce on one another. The teacher feels a pressure bearing down on him suddenly, so intense that it gives him a start. He looks down, realises that their dog is pressing its damp little chin into his leg. It looks like Hairy Maclary, a tangled black furball out of which eyes dart from the teacher to his chips.

At the next table, the moment has passed.

‘Look,’ Seb says, his voice more measured. ‘I’m grateful for your help. And I think…’ He taps a green packet of tobacco nervously on the tabletop. ‘Maybe we could be friends.’

‘I don’t want to be friends,’ Clara says.

They lock eyes. Seb looks like he might say something, but the words seem to escape him.

‘What are you afraid of?’ Clara says.

The teacher returns to his students’ papers. He’s got a dollop of ketchup on the page, and no matter how hard he scrubs, it won’t come off. What are you afraid of? He flips his phone over, opens the chat. Two hours and still no response. The dog’s chin is pressing so hard that it’s painful, now, like a wrestler digging in an elbow to force his opponent into submission. The teacher relents and sneaks the dog a couple of mouthfuls.

A chair scrapes back and Clara stands abruptly. Then she leaves without saying a word. Seb watches her go, powerless to keep her, unable to tell her to stay. The teacher catches his eye, looks quickly away, his gaze alighting first on the exam papers, then on the vibrating phone in front of him. An incoming call. He moves so fast to answer it that he sends papers flurrying to the floor.







a statue

Covent Garden in the early evening, as seen through the eyes of a man levitating two feet off the ground. He hangs here in the air, entirely still, hovering with the help of a hidden stool artfully wired to travel up the back of one silver trouser leg and end in the seat of his silver pants. He has spent years mastering his breath, banishing all thoughts of pins and needles, dead legs and twitching nostrils. An art, when your face is spray-painted silver. He has become a piece of stone, breaking the spell only to tweak the nose of a child posing for a photograph, or to bow and tip his silver hat at the sound of loose change landing in the silver bucket at his feet. He never turns his head, so can only stare directly in front of him, and can only see what is dead ahead. One segment of one cobbled street off the square, and the blur of colours that passers-by become when they disappear into his peripheral vision, before they’re lost to the crowds of London.

He sees this: one half of each shopfront opposite. Half of a chocolate shop, half of a clothing retailer. Between the two, a single column of thick white brick with a CCTV camera affixed to the top. Bins, bollards, flowerbox planters and, among it all, people rushing from right to left and left to right, into the station and out of it, out of the square and in, from one eye into the other, then into obscurity. There’s a break in the crowd, and into it emerges a young woman: early twenties, downcast, a jumper for a dress and chunky black boots. She walks purposefully, muttering to herself, tucking her bleached hair over and again behind one ear. She has almost passed out of his field of vision when something else appears. A black dog, gambolling towards the young woman on short, fuzzy legs. And after it, a young man, his much longer legs making purposeful strides, the dog’s lead in one hand, the other hand outstretched. He’s tall, wearing a black T-shirt. When he calls her name, he calls it loudly and clearly. She hasn’t stopped walking yet, and she doesn’t get the time to turn. He’s taking her arm. He’s turning her around. She is surprised, but not for long. As he looks into her eyes, as his hand finds its place on her waist and causes her jumper to rise over her laddered tights, her own fingers rise to his neck. She holds his face, gold rings against dark stubble. She stands on her tiptoes to meet him.

They’re frozen in the moment, kissing as if it was always supposed to happen like this.







her flatmate

Ren is struggling to sleep. It’s a hot night, and the noise of the city is pouring in through the tiny rectangle of a window flung open as far as it will go. People melt together on balconies across the estate, mingle in the packed smoking areas of Brixton and beyond. Here on her bed, Ren tosses and turns in a faded Talking Heads T-shirt and a pair of boxer shorts. She has no idea of the time, only that it’s no longer yesterday. She is not Clara, happiest when pulling an all-nighter. Ren values her sleep, does not see mornings as something to suffer through. She likes getting up early, making things and growing things and doing things by herself. There is no greater joy than spending time out on their cramped balcony with her budding collection of potted plants, tending to the closest thing she’s ever had to a garden. She exists out there, more than anywhere else.

A creaking on the stairs. Ren cocks her head, fingertips grazing the rumpled sheet beneath her. The sound of searching hands, an unsteady grasp. A key turning in a lock, a latch sliding in a groove. As the front door opens, someone shushes someone else. Ren knows that one of these someones is Clara, because Ren knows all of Clara’s noises. How couldn’t she, when they’ve lived together in so many flats with paper-thin walls? She can discern the drone of a foreign film playing on Clara’s sticker-strewn laptop, or the scrape of a spoon that signals she is having cereal for dinner, again. The tap-tap-tap of Clara typing away furiously at a treatment, or the crunch of a drawing she’s not happy with, screwed up and thrown across the room into the overflowing bin beneath her desk. The sound that Clara makes when she’s touching herself and trying to keep it a secret. The sound of Clara smuggling a boy in.

The floorboards groan. Clara’s heavy boots make their way down the hallway. Ren rolls on to her side and watches the crack of light beneath her doorway, split now by Clara’s legs. Then, someone else’s. Two bodies coalesce in the sparse light, before the shadows disappear. Ren closes her eyes. She thinks of the shared bathroom in their old uni halls, Ren cutting her fringe with kitchen scissors and Clara bleaching her hair in the shower. She thinks of their movie nights in the house after that, sacred occasions when Clara would spend hours setting up the bedsheet and the projector and picking the film, before talking all the way through it about which shots she loved and why. They’d met on the second day of the first year, had bonded over the fact that they were both ostracised at school and ignored at home. Ren lives life with the volume down low. When she talks on the phone, to her old friends or her brother, she does so quietly. When she does what Clara is about to do, it’s a pantomime of bitten lips and clamped mouths, things whispered in ears rather than screamed at the top of lungs. She barely spoke up at uni, ever the odd one out at CSM as the daughter of a cabbie, her overdraft a shameful secret. Fashion didn’t work out for Ren, but uni had its upsides. When she and Clara had kissed on that night out in Freshers’ Week, it had meant nothing to Clara and everything to Ren. Ren, who has never been able to put herself into words. Ren, who has no idea who she’s supposed to be.

A murmur. A giggle. Ren rolls on to her back again, arches her neck as if she might be able to see right through the wall and into the bedroom behind her. It’s been six months since Clara broke it off with Jacob. A record amount of time, but he always creeps back in. If Ren has a prevailing image of Jacob, it’s him after the lights came up on the first short film he and Clara made together. When all the RADA gang told Clara, with varying degrees of surprise, how talented she was, only Ren noticed Jacob’s face. He was livid. Not because he disliked the film, but because no one was talking about him. She hears Clara’s door clicking shut, now, and she imagines Jacob’s ironing-board torso, an American Psycho smirk directed at the mirror on Clara’s wardrobe. Her stomach roils. Two voices mumble in the dark. Her brow furrows. The voice is deep. Too deep. The stride in the hallway should have been enough to give it away. Jacob is touchy about his height. But if this isn’t Jacob, then who is on the other side of this wall?

A thump. A back against that wall, planted firmly enough to rattle the picture frame above Ren’s head. Ren imagines muscular shoulders on the other side of it, a beast of a man looming over Clara, Clara standing on tiptoes to meet his open mouth. Her mouth on a wide chest, his lips on her long neck. Ren and Clara’s headboards are pressed up against the same wall. From above, it might look like they shared one long bed, Clara’s face resting on a pillow only ever a few inches away from Ren’s. Tonight, Ren on one side, on her back in her boxer shorts. And Clara on the other, falling backwards now, pulling someone down on top of her. A giggling whisper that is unmistakably Clara’s. A low reply that belongs to someone new. Ren imagines a man’s head behind her own. She can’t picture a face. But she can picture Clara’s face, travelling down a man’s torso, and the thought is enough to make her own face hot. She tries to identify the sounds on the other side of the wall. The jingle of metal on metal is a belt buckle being unclasped. The two dull thuds of Clara’s heavy boots, kicked off carelessly to reveal small feet in fishnet tights.

A groan, long and deep. Then, another, high and breathy, almost surprised. A zipper, a wrapper. The night is so hot that it feels like a fever. Close, you might say, and Ren can hear how close they are together, can imagine the sweat dripping from his chest on to Clara’s. Pooling in places she cannot see. Ren indulges herself. She imagines drawing a line from the balls of Clara’s feet over the delicate arches to her raised heels, from Clara’s straightened calves and all the way up. Clara is pale and clumsy. When she wears her pyjama shorts in the kitchen, her white legs are covered in bruises. What is Clara wearing now? And is she taking it off?

Ren realises that she’s been holding her breath. Now she exhales, knocks her knees together. She can hear bed springs straining, voices gasping for air. She imagines elbows, torsos, the soft skin on the inside of a pale thigh. His fingers. Her tongue. On the other side of the wall, Clara moans. With her free hand, Ren covers her mouth.







the woman in seat 13C

The average city-dweller passes a thousand different people every day. By that measure, one must pass the same strangers time and time again, sharing the same pavement, the same café, the same train carriage, never once realising, never once stopping to see. Why would you recognise one face, and not the other nine hundred and ninety-nine? Passers-by, by their very nature, pass you by.

Things are different when you’re travelling. In a foreign country, you’re bound together by your otherness, more likely to recognise a fellow traveller. You might see a couple on your plane, then spot the same couple in a museum. Don’t I know you from somewhere? You might glimpse that couple in your hotel lift, or glistening on a sunbed by the pool, or clinking glasses on your last night at the same restaurant. It’s freaky, you might think. You might nudge your husband, say it out loud. Isn’t it uncanny?

She looks up from her plane ticket, on which is stamped the seat number 13C. Her face obviously can’t hide its disappointment, because the man in seat 13B has long legs and broad shoulders and is already apologising for both. She says, don’t be silly, though she sees that the man’s girlfriend has considerably slighter shoulders which would have been better suited to the middle seat. The girlfriend likes looking out of the window, it turns out, and the boyfriend is more inclined to put on his big black headphones and fall asleep. At first she’d assumed that he was Italian, on account of their destination, the tanned thighs and the Roman nose, which, in profile, looks like it should be on an ancient coin. Once he speaks, though, the illusion is shattered. He’s just as English as they all are. Her own husband is sitting in 13D. They’d booked two aisle seats in order to maximise leg room. He’s reading a newspaper, guffawing at an interview with the floppy-haired contender for Mayor of London.

The man in 13B holds his girlfriend’s hand, his thumb tracing circles on her pale skin. He murmurs something in her ear, and she giggles, turns to kiss him. They share a look, eyes barely an inch apart from each other. They kiss again, and again. Thank god they’re separated by an armrest.

She looks up from her train ticket, and there they are again. On the concourse at Roma Termini, 13B rests one long arm over his girlfriend’s shoulder. He’s wearing black denim shorts and a Metallica Ride the Lightning T-shirt with the arms cut off. She’s in a linen shirt, sleeves rolled up to the elbows. She’s talking animatedly about Fellini, about Roma. The heat is relentless.

‘Let’s go to Cinecittà,’ the girlfriend is saying, eyes bright. ‘Let’s frolic in the Trevi Fountain.’

Her boyfriend, black leather bag hoisted over one muscular shoulder, checks a black Casio watch. ‘Let’s check in first,’ he says. He hails a taxi. ‘We can frolic at the hotel.’

His girlfriend looks up at him, and he looks down at her, and it occurs to the woman watching that it’s been a long time since someone looked at her like this. Like something to be pulled apart and licked clean. At some point, she’d reached an age when people stopped looking. Her husband is already ten paces ahead of her, so she ambles, watching the girlfriend haul up her own heavy bag and attempt to hit her boyfriend with it. The action topples her over, but he catches her before she falls.

‘Did you cut the arms off this yourself?’ the girlfriend asks, nodding at his top, her small hands on his long, brown arms.

Behind his Wayfarers, he’s as inscrutable as a poker player. He tilts her chin upwards with one finger, kisses her lightly on the lips. ‘No comment.’

At the hotel, the husband of the woman from seat 13C spends fifteen minutes failing to work the safety-deposit box. The wife shares a look with the handsome bellhop. Is she surprised when he looks right through her?

She’ll put such things out of her mind until that evening, when she’ll realise that the young couple are staying at the same hotel. From there, she’ll see them everywhere. In the Forum, two distant figures in the dust, embracing under crumbling columns like doomed lovers painted on an ancient vase. In the Pantheon, a welcome escape from the stifling day outside. The girlfriend is scratching impressions in a sketchbook, while he is staring silently and solemnly upwards at the oculus, which shoots a single beam of sunlight like a pinhole camera into the vast and echoing chamber. Again, at a hole-in-the-wall restaurant, he pulling out her chair in a dim and candlelit corner, where they’ll eat fried artichokes and sheets of pasta coated in melted pecorino, hand-shaved slices of black truffle quivering on top. Each of them leaning over, to stroke a hand or to steal a kiss or to tuck away a strand of hair. He’ll run a fingertip across his plate and lick the residue. She’ll order a second fiasco of Chianti, half of which they’ll take back to their hotel room.

It’s a special kind of intoxication, to be so dizzy on someone else that everything around you falls away. The couple can’t keep their hands off one another. They can’t keep it down. In the morning, at the breakfast buffet, everyone watches them, sharing wry smiles, rolling jealous eyes. They all want what the couple have. They all want to be voracious. The couple sit on the same side of a small table, he picking wafer-thin slices of prosciutto off his plate and sucking his fingers, she burying her face in his neck and baring her teeth.

The woman from seat 13C finds herself in the Villa Borghese. Her husband is not one for culture, and his nose is so sunburnt it’s blistered, so she’d left him behind. Here, it is just her, and her thoughts, and the couple. The girlfriend is crouching with that sketchbook balanced on top of her bare legs, drawing furtively, scribbling things out and starting again. There is a dewy pink sheen over the tops of the girl’s freckled shoulders, a lasting blush on the arches of her high cheekbones. Her boyfriend is sitting beside her with a sketchbook of his own, concentrating on a bust he’s trying to replicate in charcoal.

The woman moves from statue to statue, tries to find something in each slab of marble. Then, a light touch on her elbow, and she finds herself standing face to face with the girl from the couple. The girl rubs one of her reddened shoulders, speaks self-consciously.

‘I hope you don’t mind,’ she says. ‘But I drew you.’

When the woman from seat 13C finally looks up from the drawing, its artist has already returned to her boyfriend. He’s holding his own drawing to his broad chest, asking her to promise not to laugh. He turns the terrible sketch around, and his girlfriend does as promised. Instead, she strokes his hair, leans forward on her knees on the cold marble, kisses him right there on the gallery floor.

The woman looks back down at the drawing she’s been given. She searches the black lines, the shadows of her figure. She would never see herself like this.

She sees the couple just once more. She leaves her husband sleeping in bed, finding herself a table for one on the cobbles of Trastevere. It is late. She doesn’t do things like this. It is not surprising, to find them here. It is comforting, in a way.

‘Let’s move here,’ the girlfriend is saying. ‘You could actually learn Italian.’

She is drinking a negroni. The boyfriend is holding a cigarette in one and a bottle of beer in the other.

‘I don’t need to,’ he says. ‘I am Italian.’

A man holding a bunch of roses arrives at their table. ‘Prego?’ he says.

The boyfriend freezes, just long enough to send his girlfriend into peals of laughter.

‘Sì,’ he says then, reaching for his wallet. ‘Voglio—’ He holds up one finger. ‘Uno.’ He looks defeated. ‘One, please.’

He gives his girlfriend the flower. She takes it, studies it, runs her finger over the length of the stem. She isn’t laughing any more. ‘No one has ever bought me a rose,’ she says.

Her boyfriend’s eyes travel over her. ‘I find that hard to believe.’

‘It’s true.’

‘Not even…?’ He takes a swig from the neck of his bottle. Raises his eyebrows.

The woman from seat 13C wonders who he means. His girlfriend seems to know exactly who.

She shakes her head. ‘Definitely not.’

The boyfriend looks almost pleased. ‘Prick.’

She chews her lip, turns her eyes downwards. ‘He was.’

The boyfriend looks serious. ‘He was?’

She sighs. ‘We made this short film together.’ She looks up at him. ‘Not the black-and-white one I told you I wanted to do. This was before.’ She shakes her head. ‘He said I was hard to work with. Hopelessly insecure.’ She grits her teeth. ‘Overbearing. Possessive. He used to go after other girls, but only so I’d try and catch him. So he could make me make a scene.’ She sniffs. ‘I know how that sounds. I spent so much of my life feeling irrational or immature.’ She closes her eyes. ‘I can’t tell you how many times he called me crazy. They all did. They all believed it.’ Her eyes open again. ‘Why wouldn’t they?’ she says. ‘I kept going back to him.’

‘Clara…’

He reaches across the table for her hand. She lets him take it. The woman watching them feels like she might cry.

‘Sorry,’ the girlfriend says. ‘Overshare.’ She smiles lightly. ‘When I look back on it, I think he was the jealous one. Or afraid. Of losing me. Of me realising I didn’t need him.’

‘You’re giving him too much credit.’

‘I know,’ she says. ‘He wasn’t a nice person.’ A pause. ‘It’s still hard, sometimes, to believe he was wrong. To believe that I can make anything worth something.’ Her voice falters. ‘To believe that I’m worth something.’

The boyfriend is still leaning across, still staring at her. He squeezes her hand, his eyes dark and intense. ‘You’re everything,’ he says.

She laughs, waves the topic away. ‘Your turn.’

It’s a joke. But it also isn’t. She expects something from him, for him to bare some trauma of his own. The moment passes. The girlfriend looks down. And the woman who once sat in seat 13C is so caught up in the subtext of that look that she doesn’t see the man with the roses until he has arrived above her. Her breath catches, her hand rising to her chest. She comes back to herself, to her table and the vendor looming over it. If she were with her husband, he’d say that the roses are a rip-off. Two euros for one? And where are you going to put it? We leave tomorrow, and we’re not taking it with us.

But her husband isn’t here. She looks back to the couple, who are standing silently to leave, counting out the change for their bill.

She thinks about buying a rose for herself.

She doesn’t have to. The man who was at the table behind her, the man drinking alone in an open-necked shirt, is already paying for one, already handing it to her. Don’t I know you from somewhere? She searches the corners of her mind. Why would you recognise one face out of nine hundred and ninety-nine? The handsome bellhop looks different out of his uniform. He’s not looking through her, now. He’s looking at her, and she knows what that look means. She might blush, might avert her eyes, but she won’t protest when he asks if he can take the spare seat at her table.

The young couple walk off along the cobbles, her head nestled into his side, his arm threaded protectively around her waist. When they reach the river, they turn to one another, share a slow kiss. But the woman from seat 13C isn’t watching them any more.







a pianist

She begins slowly, with a ladder of gentle notes that ascend and then descend again, a Penrose staircase of chords that echo through the atrium.

She’s been playing the piano since she was a child, and though she now has no space for one at home, no time, she makes an effort to play these station pianos, when she can. To take a seat while waiting for a train and to fill a station with music, her fingers always stiff at first, everything soon loosening like a great knot. This music still fills her waking life. She spends her days as a surgeon, performing operations that are time-critical. She works to a carefully curated playlist of six pieces, one for each step. First song, remove the tumour. Fourth song, complete the outer stitching. So on. She never wants to hear Chopin’s Nocturne No. 19, because that would mean she’s about to run out of time.

Here in St Pancras Station, she has all the time in the world, so it is the Chopin she plays. She lets her bag fall from her shoulder, allows herself to lose herself. When she finally opens her eyes, she sees a heady mix of travellers. A woman in a denim skirt with white cowboy boots. Another in knee-length shorts, with not one but two lacrosse sticks. A man, tall and tattooed, with a dog, short and scruffy, riding the escalator up the concourse. When he reaches the top, he almost collides with the woman waiting for him, the one holding the bright and brilliant bouquet of flowers. The pianist’s heart swells with the music, and with the sight of it, a girlfriend handing her boyfriend flowers. A gesture of love suspended in amber, the gesture as the gesture is made. He laughs, and he kisses her. He takes the bouquet, takes her by the waist. He steers her towards their train.







his dad

He loves her, which is a good start. Enzo does not think that he has ever seen his son in love, except maybe with his teenage drum kit. They used to hate those drums, he and Helen. Now that the sound is gone, it’s amazing how cavernous a flat this small can feel. Today, things are full again. Today, every seat at their table is taken, which is exactly how Enzo likes it.

‘So,’ Helen says. ‘How did you two meet?’ She stops Seb before he can say anything. ‘I’ve heard your version. I’d like to hear Clara’s.’

Clara dabs at her mouth with a napkin. ‘It’s a funny story,’ she says.

And it is. She tells them about the square, about the drawing. About her boyfriend and the year that followed, and the awkward audition that followed that. She doesn’t spare any details, which Enzo approves of. She gesticulates like an Italian, too, which gets her extra points. How did his son end up with someone so talkative? Seb is barely blinking, so fixated is he on her. His laugh, which is usually deployed sparingly, is out in full force where Clara is concerned.

‘More importantly,’ Clara says, glass of wine in hand, fixing Enzo and Helen with eyes as blue as the sea back home, ‘how did you two meet?’

Clara had seemed nervous when she’d first arrived, holding out a ludicrously large bunch of flowers, tripping over her words on her way up the stairs. We don’t shake hands here, Enzo had said, with a hug crushing enough to flatten the flowers. Enzo is a host. He’s also a storyteller. He flashes a mouthful of metal fillings, now, and begins. He remembers the years before Helen like a faded stack of postcards, hours spent lounging in the back corners of coffee bars and on the backs of Vespas in every fishing village from Pisciotta to Palinuro, long lunches with wine and mozzarella di bufala, wine and parmigiana di melanzane, wine and fritti misti fresh from the azure sea, and wine, wine, always more wine, wine-soaked trysts on the decks of patched-up boats and on the sunbeds of bleached-white lidos. He’d been grabbing a bite to eat with a friend in Paestum when he’d spotted a tall young history student from England, standing at the entrance of the ruins with a Leica camera dangling from her slender neck. He’d left the table mid-meal, crossed the road without looking and hailed the tourist. Her chestnut hair. Her almond eyes.

‘I’m a tour guide,’ he’d told her, flashing a smile with fewer fillings.

‘No, you’re not,’ Helen had said, returning her eyes to her map.

She’d be a tough nut to crack. ‘I could be.’

He’d stood under ancient columns and made things up, and Helen had been kind enough to humour him. They’d even posed for a picture, obligingly taken by a passer-by. That same picture, now pinned to their fridge with a gaudy magnet made to look like Amalfi lemons. He plucks it from beneath the magnet, passes it to Clara. Clara’s eyes travel over the other photos, Italian family gatherings at which Seb makes silly faces with his cousin’s kids. She can’t help but smile.

‘Wasn’t I handsome?’ Enzo says, proudly.

‘Humble, too,’ Helen says.

‘I see the resemblance,’ Clara says.

‘Very handsome, then,’ Seb says, seriously.

‘Seb is too self-conscious to show off that much chest hair,’ Helen says. ‘Enzo likes to flaunt it, even if he hasn’t got it any more.’

Clara strokes Seb’s forearm, then takes his hand. It’s clear that she loves him, that she loves hearing his parents’ stories about him, tales taller than the platters of aperitivi piled up in front of them. She nods and she nods, fiddles anxiously with her cutlery. She cares what they think of her. Enzo can’t tell her that there’s no need to be nervous, that it’s clear from Seb’s face that she’ll always have a place at this table. And he won’t tell her that life isn’t always a postcard, because everyone knows it, and no one needs to hear it. Salerno might have been the sunnier option, but Helen’s burgeoning career, her friends and her family, they were all here. Enzo was just happy to follow her. Leicester had seemed grey at first, and her parents hadn’t exactly rolled out the red carpet. He’d struggled to find work as a foreigner with a flimsy grasp of the language, and Helen’s teaching position at the local comp could only stretch so far. But they’d managed. They’d built a life.

‘Where’s this?’ Clara says, to Seb.

She’s holding another polaroid. A teenage Seb standing at a stainless-steel sink, looking as serious as ever.

‘Downstairs,’ Seb says, with a grimace.

‘You used to work downstairs?’

‘If you could call it work,’ Enzo says. ‘He and Nimesh were as bad as each other.’

They say that there’s a person from every country in the world on Narborough Road. That was definitely Enzo’s experience of his adopted hometown, where an Italian could start a restaurant next door to a Sri Lankan and find a best friend in the process. Enzo and Viraj have always shared a love of feeding people, and Enzo has always loved feeding them here, under the very same roof as his restaurant below. When he’d first started circling the idea of opening his own place, Enzo had made it clear that it wouldn’t be what everyone expected: plastic tubs of Parmesan and comically oversized pepper mills, Enzo in a chef’s hat and pomodoro-spattered apron. Che schifo. His new friends had all raised their eyebrows when he’d decided on a fish-and-chip shop instead. But the place was still going strong, even after all these years, even after all Seb and Nimesh’s best attempts to ruin it through sheer gormlessness. Viraj wouldn’t employ his own son, even as a waiter, but Enzo was soft. Besides, those few years in which the three of them worked side by side in that kitchen might have been the best of his life. Seb heaving enormous sacks of potatoes into the industrial chipper, Nimesh forgetting to water down the acetic acid in their industrial-strength vinegar and almost causing a city-wide chemical burns epidemic. All three of them, pausing during the afternoon lull to shovel down battered sausages and chips, mushy peas and curry sauce, this uniquely beige English slop that Enzo has never been able to get enough of.

Enzo wonders what Clara must think of this place, a family home above a fish shop with walls the colour of batter and a carpet that smells like reheated chips. Enzo wonders if his son ever wished for more.

‘What about your family?’ Enzo asks, his hand making circles in the air around her. ‘I imagine this is all very different to where you’re from.’

‘Don’t interrogate her,’ Seb says.

‘Let the lady speak,’ Enzo says.

‘The lady,’ Seb says, rubbing his forehead. ‘Christ.’

‘It’s fine,’ Clara says, squeezing Seb’s hand. ‘There’s not much to say,’ she says. ‘They definitely don’t cook as well as this.’

‘Don’t flatter him too much,’ Helen says. ‘He’ll never let you leave.’

‘Has Giuseppe cooked for you?’ Enzo says.

There’s a pause. Clara looks like she isn’t in on the joke. ‘Who’s Giuseppe?’

Seb isn’t one for blushing, but he looks like he could right now. He raises one hand. ‘That’s me.’

And then he has to explain that his name isn’t Sebastian like Clara had assumed. That he’s Giuseppe on his passport, that his dad used to call him Peppino or Peppe, that an unassuming ‘Sep’ was soon bastardised by the English kids at school into a name they could manage. Seb.

‘He’ll always be Peppino to me,’ Enzo says.

Although, of course, he isn’t. Seb was always going to be tall, with Helen for a mother, with a father who’d always been far broader than his peers. Corazziere, the fishermen would say, when Enzo was little but already not-so-little. Strapping chap. Seb is a corazziere like his father, but without the personality to match. A pensive poet. Pensa un po. Seb stopped being peppino when he was barely a teenager, when the world showed all its cruelty to someone who should never have had to lose so much, so young. The broadest of shoulders would have struggled to bear Seb’s burden. Enzo is a glass-half-full person, and even he was almost shattered by it. There’s no picture of this, pinned on the fridge door for the whole family to reminisce over: Enzo standing outside a hospital ward, a thirteen-year-old Seb’s head buried in his chest. Occhio non vede, cuore non duole. In the years after, Seb spoke very little, and asked for even less. Enzo wanted to give Seb the world, but all he had was a fish-and-chip shop. In the end, they’d settled on a drum kit.

‘My strong boy,’ says Enzo, his hand on Seb’s shoulder, his eyes moist.

‘Dad,’ Seb says, and there’s a warning in his voice. Don’t bring it up. Don’t bring down the mood.

Clara glances from one of them to the other, unsure what to make of this. ‘You don’t seem like a Giuseppe,’ she says, eventually.

‘Well,’ Seb replies, before kissing her. ‘You can still call me Seb.’

Helen and Enzo share a look, remembering what it was like to be young and in love and unafraid to show it. To be aflush with all the possibilities of a thing, before everything else has weighed it down. The drums were an outlet, suggested by a therapist. Seb disappeared into noise, into the fury that came with it. He got into fights at school, got caught skiving and smoking. Music was an escape, and he was never seen without his Discman, fringe hanging over his face and frayed black cable headphones hanging from his ears. Enzo had cried on Viraj’s shoulder, wondering what to do about him. Little did he know, Viraj’s son was already coming to the rescue. Nimesh, who suggested to some of the other boys that they form a band around Seb. Nimesh, who petitioned his father to keep his car at his restaurant so they could have a garage to practise in, a not-quite-soundproofed escape from the outside world. Nimesh, who accompanied Seb to every single Leicester game, even though Enzo suspects he’s never truly been that bothered about football. And that same Nimesh, all those years later, bringing a little dog home from work, pretending he didn’t know why he was bringing it, and whom he was bringing it to.

‘Seb can’t have the chippy, even if he wants it,’ Enzo is saying now. ‘I’m leaving it to Jasper.’

At this, the dog’s bat-like ears prick up, so Enzo leans down and scratches behind them. He feeds Jasper a slice of prosciutto, followed by a bruschetta laden with tomato and olive oil. When Enzo had first met Jasper, a scrawny little thing that looked and smelled like it had been left out in the rain, he’d cursed Nimesh for dumping the dog on them. But Seb had laid out newspaper and curled up beside the frightened creature in a dog bed far too small for a corazziere. And Helen and Enzo had known that their son wouldn’t always be alone.

Now Seb’s going to be in a film. Now Seb has a girlfriend, and he’s actually brought her home, and there’s a look in his eyes which suggests that even he knows this is something new, something different. When they put their heads together and talk quietly to each other, it occurs to Enzo that he has only ever seen his son talk like this to Nimesh. But his son does not look at Nimesh like this. It’s the same look he’d have when he was playing with the band, or when he’d put on his headphones and disappear into his music. Serenity, security. A look saved for Clara, who has arrived in this flat like a lit firework, who is now talking about Seb’s film with a passion so infectious that his parents can see why their son struggles to look away. They’ve always said that Seb is older than his years. Clara seems wiser than hers, like she’s already figured it all out, or is fighting her hardest to. Like she’s waiting for everyone else to catch up.

‘Right,’ Enzo says, slapping his thighs. ‘Who wants more?’

The Bonamis are a greedy family. No one goes hungry here. After what they’d lost, they’d always kept their door wide open, a seat free at this very table for friends, family, family friends and cousins, so many cousins, scattered so far and wide. Now Clara is here, in that very seat, and she’s laughing, and Seb has never looked more relieved. It’s the start of something. It’s a good start.







the shopkeeper

‘Are you sure you want to do this?’ says the tall man to his short companion.

Both their expressions are grave.

‘I’m sure,’ she says, finally. ‘I think it’s important for us.’

‘I just feel like there’s no going back from this.’

‘Don’t think about it like that,’ she says. ‘It’s a new beginning.’

A teenager in front of them buys a copy of Kerrang!, then they’re left on their own, deliberating in serious silence. The moment has more dramatic portent than you usually get at the one-stop newsagent next to Stockwell tube station, so the shopkeeper is appropriately enthralled. He stares at the couple over the top of the counter, standing in front of racks of Yorkie bars and McCoy’s crisps and endless variations of chewing gum, staring at what the woman holds in her hand. Slowly, purposefully, she places their purchase on the counter.

It’s a toothbrush.

‘Now you’ll always have one at mine,’ she says.







his friend’s new girlfriend

‘Who’s ready for the best fucking night of their lives?’ says the lead singer.

They don’t know the name of the band. Ryan says that most of the acts that play here are doomed to fail. Not to flame out spectacularly in a frenzy of smashed guitars and on-stage fist-fights, but to simply become another entry on a list of long-forgotten band names that were once yelled out from this stage. She suspects he’s bitter about the demise of his own band, but he might have a point. The lead singer has taken his top off and is leaping about with the microphone cord looped around his knuckles, but the maxed-out speakers make it hard to decipher the lyrics, and it’s difficult to see his face beneath the blaring spotlights. The guitars are going for it, though, and the bassline has a satisfying crunch. If it’s not the best fucking night of their lives, it should at least be a good one.

They’re at the usual place, coats and bags in their regular booth, crowded into that same Hoxton back room where all the gigs take place. Seb and Clara dance to the music, his face against her neck, one of his hands snaking around her ripped T-shirt and holding her close. Smudge sways next to them in a pair of neon-green shutter shades, dancing with himself. Nimesh and Ryan are arm in arm, attempting to sing along to a song they’ve never heard before. She’s behind them, because she actually wants to watch the show. She met Ryan in the Vans shop on Carnaby Street a couple of months ago. She was trying to sell him some shoes, and he was trying to woo her with a monologue about the MGMT tune playing over the stereo. Once he’d realised that she knew more about music than he did, she couldn’t get rid of him. She has a theory that you can tell everything you need to know about someone from their music taste. Ryan’s is as neurotic as the man himself, a self-conscious mix of unlistenable bands he thinks might be the next big thing. Nimesh’s, by contrast, is a carefree catalogue of upbeat indie. Smudge’s is filled to the brim with anxiety-inducing nu-rave glitch-pop that sounds like it was made for a Game Boy Color. Seb is harder to place. Tonight, his shirt bears the legend ‘Black Flag’, and she can’t help thinking that he looks like a young Henry Rollins.

‘We’ve been—’ says the lead singer from the stage, but she’s missed the name again because she’s halfway to the smoking area.

It’s freezing outside, and Clara seems cooler than ever, chewing the cords of her American Apparel hoodie as she talks about the tattoo design of hers that Seb has just had inked. An old statue, with its face melted off. Clara says she hates the taste of cigarettes, but loves smoking areas because she likes to talk, to hear people’s stories. Ryan’s girlfriend hasn’t known her long, and is already infatuated. Did you know that Clara works in films? That she’s making her own new short, and that she’s already enlisted a small army of amateurs for it, aspiring actors and would-be editors, hopeful composers and set stylists in-waiting? Seb might be laconic, but he’ll be the first to tell you these things. Their favourite topic is each other, and even now, Clara keeps steering the conversation back to her boyfriend. He’s in pre-production on a real, big-deal film. Clara has seen him in costume, in all the glory of his billowing shirtsleeves. What’s more, he can perfectly execute the saxophone solo in INXS’s ‘Never Tear Us Apart’ in mime. And he cries every time there’s an advert on TV with a dog in it.

‘He only drinks Guinness,’ Clara says. ‘Even at gigs. Out of a plastic cup.’ She mimes being sick.

The boys have come out to join them. Ryan kisses her, while Nimesh squeezes Clara by the shoulders. Smudge is still inside, in love with the sesh.

‘I’ve got really into Foals recently,’ Ryan says, turning the conversation back to music.

Nimesh nods drunkenly. ‘It hurts like a bitch when they kick you, though.’ He hiccups. He only gets one weekend off a month, and is drinking two to everyone else’s one.

Ryan’s girlfriend scans the smoking area, sees Seb rolling a cigarette for one of the bouncers. He seems to know everyone here, and everyone here seems to like him. On his way back, he pats someone’s shoulder, fist-bumps someone else. He hands Ryan a proper cigarette pilfered from the bouncer, and Ryan kisses Seb on his bearded cheek in gratitude. Seb puts his arm around Nimesh, asks him about his night. Clara looks impatient for him to get to her. She wants him all to herself.

‘Hello, trouble,’ he says, greeting her with a kiss.

She smiles, her eyes remaining closed. He takes his place behind her, lets his heavy arms hang over her shoulders. She holds on to his forearms, sways from side to side.

‘What are we talking about?’ Seb says.

‘Baby horses,’ Nimesh says.

‘Clara was just telling me about your film,’ Ryan’s girlfriend says.

Seb rolls his eyes, says that no one wants to hear about that. He goes to roll a cigarette for himself, but he’s used his last filter, so he tears a strip off an old train ticket in his wallet and twists it into a tight little cylinder.

‘What are you working on at the moment, Clara?’ Ryan asks.

Clara shakes her head, as if there’s too much within it to put into words. ‘This new short,’ she says. ‘It’s early days, yet. I still need to finish writing the thing.’ She watches Seb pinch his cigarette together, tuck it between his lips. ‘Then there’s the day job. I’m actually helping to produce the film that this guy is in.’

Seb blows out a cloud of smoke.

Clara turns to Ryan’s girlfriend, speaks excitedly. ‘He’s so good,’ she says. ‘He wasn’t at first, but he is now. I’m so proud of him.’ She squeezes Seb by the arms. ‘My big project.’

Nimesh laughs. Ryan asks another question. Only Ryan’s girlfriend notices Seb’s expression, the manner in which he clenches his jaw, narrows his eyes. The way he shakes his head, stubs out his cigarette before it’s finished. When they return to the bar, Seb presses on ahead. He’s nowhere to be seen after they’ve downed their Jägerbombs, or even when they’re once more in the thick of it, a new band seamlessly replacing the old one, Smudge struggling through the crowd to get to them, blinking dazily through the plastic bars of his glasses.

‘Ben Morris surfacing,’ Ryan yells.

Nimesh embraces Smudge like they haven’t seen each other in years. Ryan takes his girlfriend by the waist, nods towards the crowd. Nearby, Clara spins on her axis, spots Seb near the exit, beckons for him to join them. He doesn’t come. She goes to him. The music plays out, and it’s love, and it’s noise, it’s art and it’s friendship. It’s something altogether more primal, more profound. It’s all here, and it all swirls under the sweaty lights, becomes muddled, gets confused. She can see Seb and Clara, distant and indistinct, heads pressed together in the corner of the room. Clara’s face is contorted, her words coming quickly. Seb runs his fingers through his hair in frustration.

‘Are they arguing?’ she asks Ryan.

‘Seb never argues with anyone,’ Ryan shouts, not even looking. ‘It would be like fighting with a fridge-freezer.’

But she knows what she’s seeing. And she knows that something is shifting, when Seb storms out and Clara follows.







a passer-by

When you’re four-pints drunk, and you’re stumbling towards Liverpool Street Station, and the sky is so big and the buildings are so tall, you’d be forgiven for thinking of such things. Of the privilege of being alive and in the middle of it, among the ice rinks and the strung-too-early Christmas lights, so much life and so much noise and so many people. Of knowing that deep beneath you, little tube carriages filled with strangers are being shot through tunnels beneath excavated earth, zipping back and forth like sparks across power lines. Or that in that tower block, over there, each window denotes a flat, and each flat denotes a bedroom and a bed, a multitude of tiny people floating flat and horizontal and asleep, a concentric column of human beings stacked on top of one another, rising into the night sky.

He scuffs his shoe against the edge of the pavement, trips a little. There are voices, getting closer. He can’t see them, but he can hear them. A man and a woman, arguing beneath the arches, their words echoing louder and louder as they become more irate.

‘You don’t have to get so defensive,’ the man is saying. ‘It was just a question.’

‘It was a loaded question,’ the woman replies. ‘And a cruel one.’

‘It was a valid one,’ the man says. ‘Did you used to do it with him? Did you train him, too?’

The woman’s voice is wounded. ‘He never wanted my help.’

‘Oh, right,’ the man says. ‘He’s RADA.’

‘That’s not what I—’ she begins.

‘And I’m what?’ he cuts in. ‘Your “big project”?’

Her voice goes up an octave. ‘That was a joke!’

‘I’m a joke to you?’

‘You’re acting like one,’ she says. ‘It’s embarrassing.’

‘Sorry if I embarrass you.’

‘Oh, grow up.’

A pause. The passer-by has stopped walking in order to listen. He sways on his feet.

‘What is this really about?’ the woman asks.

‘Your approach to everything,’ the man says. ‘Everything’s work. Everything’s a project. It’s like it’s all that matters. It’s like—’ He struggles to find the words for what he wants to say. ‘I don’t want to work on myself all the time. I don’t want to break my back, to always be thinking three projects ahead. But I know if I’m not this huge success, I won’t be able to keep up with you. You’ll leave me behind.’

‘I didn’t realise you were so insecure,’ the woman says.

Her voice is surprisingly steely. The passer-by can tell that the man has crossed a precipice, that he’s opened a box that won’t easily be closed.

‘I’m not,’ the man says. He sounds childish.

‘You are,’ the woman replies. ‘And you’re always feeling sorry for yourself, and making a pantomime out of not caring, but you take yourself just as seriously as the rest of them.’

‘The rest of who?’

‘Actors,’ she says. ‘Fine, you think you’re so cool, not giving a shit about anything. But I care about what I do. I’m not going to be made to feel bad for trying too hard.’

‘You’re welcome to care,’ he says. ‘Just don’t put it on me.’

‘But I care about you!’ her voice is breaking now, tears creeping in. ‘There’s a difference. I want to share my life with you. You should want to share with me, too.’

‘We went to Italy,’ he says. ‘To Leicester.’

‘You let me come with you.’

‘You’ve met all my friends.’

‘It’s not the same thing!’

There’s a long silence. Her breathing is heavy. The man makes no sound at all.

‘Everyone thinks I’m an open book,’ the woman says. ‘But I’m not. Not with everyone. There are a lot of things I only tell to one person, and that person is you.’ An unsteady intake of breath. ‘But for you, I’m no different to everyone else back there. You’ll listen to me. You’ll have a laugh with me. But you keep everyone on the other side of a wall.’ She’s crying now. ‘I’ve been throwing myself against you all these months, and I’m worried it’s going to break me.’

‘I don’t know what you want me to say,’ the man says.

‘I want you to let me in!’ she shouts. ‘To let me know how you feel. Before it comes to this.’ Her voice is pleading. ‘The biggest confession you’ve ever made to me was about your fucking headphones.’

‘That’s not—’ he begins, but she cuts him off.

‘Every time I think you’re going to open up, you shut down again,’ she says. ‘Do I have to wait forever?’

‘Maybe I don’t want to be an open book,’ he says. His voice is steady. It sounds like this is taking some effort. ‘Maybe I don’t want you to know everything.’

‘Then why am I here?’

The man sighs. ‘This is crazy.’

‘Don’t call me crazy.’

A silence. She fills it.

‘I love you, Seb,’ she says, her voice hoarse with emotion.

But he still doesn’t say anything. There’s an overwhelming stillness, and the shock of his betrayal is clear in the absence of sound, in the ragged intake of the breath she takes next. The passer-by can only imagine the look that is shared between them. Then she walks away, her footsteps fading into nothing.







a director

His life is falling apart back in Stockholm. But it is easy to forget Stockholm here in the long grass, in the frost. They are on one hill in a rolling chain of white, and though they have only been filming for a week, his vision is clear.

The director turns his eye to the day ahead, to the star of the section they’re shooting. Seb is new. This is his first feature, having blown them all away in that audition room last spring. They have erased his tattoos, covered him in dirt, dressed him in rags and placed him here, outside a draughty shepherd’s hut in a field of sheep somewhere in the south-west of England. The cold wind bites at them, and Seb seems to be harnessing it, drawing it into his character as he prepares for the scene. He brings to mind a restless horse, his breath coming out in clouds, his stamping feet churning up the mud.

‘Stand by,’ the director says, and they stand by. ‘Action.’

Seb’s is a minor role. It will only take five days to film, and most of his dialogue will be cut in the edit. This job is pitiless. Existence is a scythe. But in the footage that survives, his presence will shine through, a furious intensity that feels like it’s reaching out and pulling you, physically, towards the screen.

One of the production assistants stands to the side of the director, watching intently over the top of the camera. The director wonders what she is thinking. He knows that she wants to make films, because everyone does, and because she’s one of the rare inferiors that his producer Agathe actually seems to have time for. She’s one to watch, Agathe had said. And so, he does. Her name is Clara, and it would be easy to assume that she’s standing so close to study the precise interplay of light and shadow, to work out what she’d do differently if she was at the helm. The director knows that this is not the case. He knows that Seb is her boyfriend, and that they have been fighting. He knows this, because a good director reads people, sees things. If only a film set could bring him and his husband back together.

He’s observed it between Clara and Seb, over the last few days. A thawing, like the wet grass underfoot. It started with a look, shared over the top of a camera like this one, on Seb’s first day of filming. A look that said, despite everything, break a leg. Then, a note, slipped into the pocket of Clara’s jacket, and, finally, a hushed conversation outside the craft services trailer, ending in a hug that started awkwardly but lasted longer than either of them seemed to expect it to. After this scene is ticked off, Seb and Clara will share a coffee and skirt around the bigger issues, talking only about her short film and all the insecurities that come with it.

‘You’ve got this,’ Seb will say. ‘You’re going to blow people away.’

And the director will do his best to act like he doesn’t overhear them, because Clara’s film sounds esoteric, and because he dreads the day that she asks him to watch it, as all assistants eventually do.

She never asks. There will come a time when this troubles the director. As if she didn’t need his opinion. As if he should have offered it anyway. Her short will be noticed by all the right tastemakers at all the right festivals, and Clara will suddenly be a wunderkind without need of this would-be mentor. But all of that is in the future. Right now, the director stands in a frozen field on a hill somewhere in the south-west of England. He takes a breath that hurts his lungs, and he feels filled up by his process, his peerless vision. Through it all, he waits for Stockholm to call.







her downstairs neighbour

If he were to disappear, if he were to step out of his front door and never return, they’d be able to piece together his entire personality from the items on this balcony. He was a cyclist, they’d notice, from the folded-up bike. And from the way it slots neatly on to the mount he himself fixed into the brick wall, they would note that he was capable, and that he cared about preventing clutter. The kitchen garden he’s been carefully cultivating, the pickling cucumbers and the radishes he uses to make his own amazuzuke, would tell them that he liked to cook. The misting bottle sitting on the scrubbed-clean decking would mark him out as diligent, attentive. No one would find a more dependable partner, and yet on this balcony they’d see no signs of a lover, because if there had been such a person, they moved their stuff out a matter of weekends ago. The single whisky tumbler filled with melting ice would be enough to say that he lived alone.

‘I told you,’ comes a female voice from the balcony above. ‘I don’t have anything to do with them.’

‘But is she ill?’ a male voice responds. ‘Like, actually ill?’

‘I don’t know,’ the girl says. ‘I think so.’

‘Then you should go and see her,’ the guy replies, softly. ‘You’ll regret it if you don’t.’

What would he find, up there? From the street, he has seen the most spectacular array of plants and flowers, grown by one of the girls. An easel, used by the other. There’d be an ashtray, he assumes, from the smell of smoke that cascades downwards like dry ice. A small table with two beer bottles upon it. Two chairs, and two people. The guy doesn’t live there. Just the pair of them: the cute gardener with the fringe, and her uptight housemate. This sounds like the uptight girl, though the way she’s speaking tonight seems less guarded. They don’t know that anyone can hear them.

‘What happened between you?’ the guy asks.

The girl doesn’t answer.

‘You don’t have to tell me,’ he says. ‘It’s rich of me to ask.’ A pause. ‘But I’m listening, if you want.’

The girl sighs. ‘I always felt like I was the only one who saw my dad for the bully he is,’ she says, finally. ‘My sister toughened herself up to it. Got out of there as fast as she could.’ A sad laugh. ‘Self-preservation, I suppose. She’s a chef now. She needs a high-stress environment.’

‘And your brother?’

‘He’s the soft one,’ she says. ‘The baby. Cee and I like picking fights, making ourselves heard. Augie isn’t like that.’ A long exhale. ‘He’s always struggled, and my parents have always ignored him for it. Dad wanted a boy, but not that kind of boy. You know?’

The neighbour imagines the guy nodding, taking a drag of his cigarette. A shakiness is creeping into the girl’s voice.

‘I should have seen the signs, even if everyone else didn’t,’ she says. ‘When Augie tried to—’ She pauses. The neighbour imagines her waving the words, the smoke, away. ‘I told my dad it was his fault. And he said—’ A deep intake of breath. ‘He said he wished it had been me.’

‘Jesus.’

‘That’s not even the worst thing,’ she says. ‘The worst thing is that my mum heard him say it, and she said nothing.’

The girl sounds tired. The neighbour pictures her partner taking her hand, kneading his thumb into her palm.

‘Will you come with me?’ she asks.

‘Of course I will.’

Some movement. A song begins to play. The Kinks. Neither of them speaks for a while. The decking creaks. Are they dancing? The neighbour stares out over a still night, the murmurs of south London muffled by the music drifting down from the balcony above.

‘I love you, too,’ the guy says, abruptly. ‘I should have said it back. I should have said it first.’

A smile creeps into his partner’s voice. ‘You’ve said it now,’ she says. ‘And I still feel the same. Luckily for you.’

A contented silence falls over them, and the conversation melts away. The neighbour sits down here, alone with their music. He doesn’t know anyone else in the building. They wouldn’t know it, if he was gone. The song plays on. Strangers on this road we are on. We are not two, we are one.

‘What was the most painful one?’ the girl upstairs is asking, now.

His thoughts had drifted. The song has changed, and the couple are sitting again. Though the conversation has moved on, its warmth still lingers.

‘Knuckles,’ says her partner. ‘Ribs. The inner thigh was a son of a bitch.’

A wincing intake of breath, then a short laugh. The guy is speaking again now.

‘You’ve never thought of getting one?’ he says.

‘I’m scared of needles,’ she replies.

‘The piercings say otherwise,’ her partner says.

‘I’m afraid of commitment, then.’ She’s only half joking. ‘A tattoo is for life.’

Two creaking chairs, two bottles sipped from.

‘What would you get?’ asks the guy. ‘If you were to get one.’

She’s thought about this before. Her answer comes too quickly for her not to have. ‘A line I like, from a book I love,’ she says. ‘Slaughterhouse-Five. It’s an illustration, really.’

A pause, which must involve her picking up her phone, showing her partner a picture of said illustration. He reads the words aloud.

‘Everything was beautiful, and nothing hurt.’

He doesn’t ask anything else. They sit in silence for a long while, until she breaks it. A question, framed as a statement.

‘You’ve never told me what this one means.’

Her partner shifts in his chair. ‘Which one?’

‘This one,’ she says. ‘The “E”.’

The resulting pause goes on for so long that the man below wonders if the man above will ever answer.

‘Oh,’ is all he says, when he finally speaks.

‘You don’t have to—’ his partner begins.

‘No,’ he says. ‘I want you to know.’ Still, he struggles.

‘If it’s an ex, or—’

‘I had a sister,’ the guy says, finally, abruptly. ‘She died.’

A long silence. Within it, another song begins to play.

‘What was her name?’ the girl asks, after a while.

The ice in the downstairs neighbour’s tumbler has melted entirely. He swirls the warming water around, then looks back through the dark glass, as if willing the bottle of whisky – Japanese, small batch – to come to him. It won’t. But it would somehow feel like a betrayal to stand up now, to scrape back his chair and open the screen door. To let them know that someone has heard.

‘Eleanora,’ comes the voice of the guy upstairs. ‘Ellie.’







her brother-in-law

Harry has been part of this family since before he could grow facial hair. He still can’t grow much – and besides, his boss looks down on beards. So, he sits, scratching his bare chin through another strained silence. It’s rare that the Cowan siblings are all at the same table. When were they together last? His own wedding. Someone else’s funeral. The mood at the table is funereal now, as if Kitty were actually dead, instead of sitting on the other side of this circular table, sucking all the air out of the room.

‘Don’t say stuff like that.’ Cee sits at her mother’s side like an unhappy heir, speaking curtly into her mother’s ear.

‘What?’ Kitty says. ‘We were all thinking it, Cecilia.’

Harry would never dream of contradicting his mother-in-law, but he can almost guarantee that no one else at the table was thinking what she had just said about the Eastern European waiter. Kitty wouldn’t have chosen a pub. She’d have chosen somewhere with white tablecloths and waiters who button their shirts up to the top. But the place had been selected as neutral territory by Clara and her new boyfriend, who has the privilege of meeting the family for the first time today. Harry is relieved by the prospect of an ally. He’s scared of the Cowans. Even his own wife, with her tight fists and her even tighter ponytail, terrifies him at times. Augie is sitting on the other side of Harry with his head down and his hands in his pockets, as if willing himself into non-existence. Cee’s mother sits stiff-backed in an equally stiff-backed wooden chair, curling her lip, scanning the place for something to complain about.

‘They really should clean the tables,’ Kitty says, raising one sharp finger. ‘It’s the bare minimum.’

‘Mum,’ says Cee, rubbing her tight forehead. ‘You can’t click at people.’

‘I’m not clicking at people,’ Kitty huffs. ‘I’m clicking at the waiter.’

Harry smooths his napkin into his lap, despite the fact that they haven’t even ordered food yet. Cee refolds her own napkin on the table, then checks the thin gold watch on her wrist.

‘She’s late,’ Cee declares.

‘Clara’s always late,’ Harry says.

‘She’s bringing an Italian,’ Kitty says. ‘They’re not exactly known for their promptness.’

‘He’s not Italian,’ Cee says, making that face again. ‘Is he?’

‘They just went to Rome, Kitty,’ Harry says.

‘Dirty place,’ Kitty says.

Cee rolls her eyes. ‘It’s Naples you didn’t like.’

‘It’s all dirty,’ Kitty says.

‘Quite right, Kitty,’ Harry says.

‘Stop sucking up,’ says Cee.

‘Where on earth are they?’ Kitty says.

‘I liked Naples,’ Augie adds, quietly.

‘Sweetheart,’ Kitty says, turning to Augie. ‘I forgot you were here.’

Augie shrinks back into his oversized jumper. Kitty doesn’t get a chance to dig in further, because the heavy wooden doors are swinging open and Clara is entering with all the usual fuss, dragging her boyfriend behind her.

‘You’re late,’ Cee says, tolerating a kiss on the cheek. ‘We don’t all run on your schedule.’

‘If we ran on your schedule, we’d be here before the pub opened,’ Clara replies.

Before they’d arrived, Kitty had been wondering aloud what it is that Sebastian is supposed to do, and where he went to school to learn to do it. When Cee had explained that he’s an actor, Kitty had rolled her eyes. Another one, she’d said, like she’d ever been allowed to meet the last one. If Martin was here, Harry knows that he’d ask Seb when he’s going to get a proper job, after a handshake firm enough to crumple his knuckles. Harry has been there. He’s had the interrogation. Now he works for Martin. Or, for people who work for Martin.

‘Neck tattoos,’ Kitty says, mock-quietly to Cee, with lips so pursed that she looks like she’s having the juice squeezed out of her. She takes in Seb’s thick jacket, his heavy stubble. ‘He looks like a gang member.’

Sure, Seb doesn’t look like the kind of guy who’d tag along on one of Harry’s bi-weekly Battersea Park run-club-cum-rugby-socials, but he greets Harry warmly, apologising for their lateness in a way that Clara never would. While the sisters begin bickering, Seb introduces himself to Augie, then, finally, Kitty. She’s still staring at his jacket, the threadbare patches on the elbows.

‘Is it cold in here?’ Kitty says. ‘I’ll fetch the waiter.’

She goes to raise her hand, but Cee stops her. ‘Don’t you dare.’

Seb takes his seat with a confused kind of smile, while Clara slips into place between him and Augie. Between Seb and Kitty, one chair remains.

‘Where’s Dad?’ Clara asks.

‘Working,’ Cee and Augie answer, in unison.

Clara grits her teeth. ‘It’s the weekend.’ She collects herself, does her best to look unbothered. ‘Isn’t the empty chair a little on the nose?’

Harry catches Seb’s eye, gives him the first of many exasperated looks he’s planning to share.

‘Don’t start showing off, darling,’ Kitty says to Clara. ‘Not every day is the Clara show.’

Seb looks at Clara. Clara looks at Cee, who looks at Augie, who looks at Clara. No one says anything, and so Seb looks at Harry. He’s seen nothing yet.

In the meantime, the waiter arrives and takes their orders, and Cee is soon trying to engage the table in a conversation about a science experiment in Switzerland, a particle collider that’s about to be turned on. Clara says that they’re going to cause a black hole which will swallow the universe and everyone in it, and that if they do, it’s what we all deserve. Cee says that it’s not like Clara to be dramatic, that progress can be a good thing even if it isn’t done by poets. Augie stares into the varnished wood. Kitty looks bored, so she steers the conversation off course.

‘Sebastian,’ Kitty says, enunciating the name like it has an unpleasant taste. ‘What does your father do?’

Clara looks mortified, but Seb answers honestly, proudly. He does not know that the best stories to tell Kitty are the ones that Kitty wants to hear, and that these stories don’t usually involve fish-and-chip shops. The more comfortable Seb seems, the harder Kitty’s face becomes. She turns her eyes to Clara, who is talking quietly to Augie, their blond heads bent together, and the sight seems to wound her. Kitty is hard, yes, but she’s also brittle. Like meringue. Or toffee. Harry likes food, but not metaphors. As his wife says, Clara is the poet.

‘You’re looking well,’ Clara is saying, to Augie.

‘Thanks,’ Augie says. ‘I didn’t—’

‘Look at you two,’ Kitty says, white wine in her voice. ‘Whispering away.’

Augie, as if ordered, stops talking. Clara looks like she’s going to say something else, but she swallows the words down.

‘How are you feeling, Mum?’ she says, instead.

The question catches Kitty off-guard. She dabs at the tight corners of her mouth with her own napkin. ‘I’m fine.’

‘I mean, in general,’ Clara continues. ‘About the—’

‘This is hardly the forum.’

‘Yes, but I wanted to—’

‘Don’t put me on the spot.’

Clara sighs. Kitty folds her napkin carefully.

‘Do you know about Clara’s new short film?’ Seb says, and even he doesn’t seem sure who he’s saying it to. He clearly hasn’t yet worked out that there’s no point swimming against the current. ‘She’s about to start shooting. The script is so good.’

Clara stays silent. Augie continues to stare into the tabletop.

‘Oh, not this again,’ Kitty says.

‘This?’ says Clara, unable to resist the bait. ‘My life?’

‘We never should have indulged you,’ Kitty says.

‘You never did.’

‘I suppose those cameras bought themselves?’ Kitty shakes her head. ‘You don’t know how lucky you were. Your father—’

‘Isn’t here,’ Clara spits.

Cee groans. ‘Clara, do we really have to—?’

‘Stop it, Cee,’ says Clara.

‘Stop it, Cecilia,’ says Kitty, at the same time.

‘I’m not a child,’ Cee barks, hands raised. ‘Don’t talk to me like I’m a child.’

‘Where did we go wrong?’ Kitty says, looking over the table. ‘Not a proper job between the three of you.’

‘I’m a sous chef,’ Cee snaps. ‘Not a fucking pot wash.’

Kitty whips her head towards her. Her glare could burn you to a crisp. ‘Don’t you dare use that language with me.’

Cee sits back, scolded. She folds her arms, tucks her hands beneath her armpits. Harry pats her leg. His own leg is jiggling, and his mouth is dry. On the other side of the table, Seb’s mouth has popped open in something like horror.

‘Perhaps there’s still hope for this one,’ Kitty says, nodding towards Augie with something like tenderness. ‘If you two can keep your claws out of him.’

Augie says nothing. Clara is chewing the inside of her cheek.

‘I have a job,’ Clara says. ‘Not that you’ve ever taken an interest in it.’

‘You have a hobby,’ Kitty says. ‘And we thought you’d have grown out of it by now. If Martin was here—’

‘He’s not dead,’ Clara says with a bitter laugh. ‘He decided not to come.’

Kitty will not be stopped. ‘If Martin was here, he’d ask you how you plan to support a family on whatever pittance you earn from this little vanity project of yours.’

Seb raises an eyebrow.

Clara actually seems speechless for once. She picks at the base of her thumbnail. ‘I’m twenty-five,’ she says, eventually, quietly.

‘And you won’t get any younger,’ Kitty says. ‘I was pregnant at your age. For all the good it did me.’

‘I don’t want—’ Clara begins. Her face has gone red.

‘Clara’s boss thinks very highly of her,’ Seb cuts in.

Harry raises his own eyebrow, now. He’d never stand up to Kitty.

Clara smiles tightly at Seb, as if to say, stay out of this. Then she turns her mother’s fierce gaze back on her. ‘I don’t want your life,’ she says, firmly.

‘Clara,’ says Cee, a warning in her voice.

‘There’s no danger of that,’ Kitty replies, venom seeping into her voice ‘At this rate, I’ll be dead before I’m given any grandchildren.’

‘Even if that’s what I wanted,’ Clara says, ‘why would I let you anywhere near them?’

And that does it. Kitty slams her cutlery down on the table, so hard that everyone jumps. Cee looks at Clara, gives a short shake of her head. Augie sighs into his lap, compromising his near-invisibility. Harry has spent the last several minutes playing white noise inside his own head, trying to imagine himself in a happier place. The silence is deafening.

Harry could kiss the waiter who ends it.

‘How’s the food?’ the waiter asks.

Kitty hasn’t touched anything on her plate. Neither has Cee. Harry snorts, holds his nose, tries to turn it into a cough.

‘Horseradish,’ he says. ‘Delicious.’

The waiter looks confused. Cee has her eyes closed. Clara sits back in her chair, defeated. She was always getting into scrapes, Cee constantly having to peel her off the floors of house parties or hospital wards when they were younger. Right now, Clara looks as small as she did back then. Cee opens her eyes, snaps into older-sister mode. She changes the subject, leads their mother down a different path.

‘I should have cooked,’ she says to Kitty, prodding an anaemic-looking roast potato. ‘I wish you’d let me cook.’

‘Don’t frown,’ Kitty replies. ‘It’s not attractive.’

And so they eat in silence, Clara’s eyes trained on the door, Seb staring around the table like a deer in headlights, or a lamb on its way to the slaughter, or whatever metaphor Clara might use for an unprepared boyfriend being blooded into the brutal sport of a Cowan family lunch.







a smoker

He’s lighting up on the pavement opposite the pub when he sees the family leave.

First, an older woman, thin and cruel-looking, trailed by her adult offspring and their hangers-on. She doesn’t even glance behind her as she heads for the car. A clean-cut, apologetic-looking young man holds the rear door for her, then turns and waves timidly to the rest of the group before getting into the driver’s seat. A son-in-law, no doubt. That leaves three blond siblings and a Mediterranean-looking bloke. The eldest daughter leaves first, pursing her lips and nodding her head with averted eyes, as if cracking a smile might be a sign of weakness. A quick kiss on her sister’s cheek, then she’s getting into the passenger seat. The youngest stands with his hands in his long sleeves. He and his remaining sister look like they want to say something to one another, but it’s starting to rain, and the mother is calling impatiently from the car, so they almost smile, and she almost takes hold of his arm, but she doesn’t quite have the time to embrace him before he’s getting in the car, too.

Her family drives away, and one sister is left, her partner lingering awkwardly behind her. The encounter seems to have raised her hackles, and the way in which the woman holds herself makes the smoker want to rub his own taut neck. He takes a drag of his cigarette. The woman opposite has her fists clenched, and it isn’t hard to tell what she’s saying, even from this distance. That’s it, she’s saying. I’m done, she’s saying. Never again. She looks like she might scream.

But as she turns, her boyfriend is already stepping towards her, already enclosing her in his arms. She resists at first. Then she gives way, relaxing into him, her legs buckling, her cheek pressed firmly into his chest. A cloud of smoke dissipates. He holds her for a long time, and her breathing slows, and the palpable way in which she loosens is like a break in the clouds above.







an estate agent


Set within a prime location just a stone’s throw from a thriving retail hub, this charming period property boasts a private terrace for entertaining al fresco.



The flat is small, there’s no denying that. And the noise is, for want of a better word, deafening. It rattles the single-glazed windows as the woman runs her gaze up and down the lengths of the mouldy curtains.

‘These come with the property,’ the estate agent says, making to touch the curtains. He’s worried they’ll crumble beneath his fingertips, though, so his hand only hovers near them. ‘The wardrobes, too.’

He does not mention the fact that one of the wardrobes is missing a door handle, and the other, a door. He does not mention the stain, either, though the boyfriend seems to have spotted it, stooping slightly to avoid contact with the brown cloud that spreads from one corniced corner of the ceiling to another. He pokes at it, clearly encountering more give than he would have liked. They’re compromising, this couple. His beard says Bethnal Green. Her accent says Notting Hill. They’re meeting somewhere in the middle. The estate agent could imagine them like old sailors drawing with compasses on a map, looking for that one Venn diagram segment of south London where their preferences might actually overlap. The girlfriend runs her fingers up and down her boyfriend’s arm, up and down, up and down, softly grazing his tattooed skin.

‘Shall we look at the garden?’

Three pairs of doubtful eyes travel towards the French doors and, beyond them, a square metre of weed-infested patio.


A modern second-floor flat within a safe and secure building, this well-proportioned property benefits from contemporary features, bright interiors and a smart bathroom.



Did they really have to put ‘safe and secure’ on the listing? The man is holding his girlfriend, long arms wrapped around her from behind, but not in a protective way. It’s just that they seem like they always have to be touching, which is not exactly ideal for a flat with corridors as narrow as this. They waddle forwards as one, from a bedroom with bars on the windows to a bathroom with no windows at all. The atmosphere is somehow both humid and frigid, as if the room is inhabited by a sweaty ghost.

‘Is that a mushroom?’ the woman says, from between her boyfriend’s arms.

The estate agent regrets telling them that they could ask him anything.


A roomy ground-floor flat with generous living space throughout. Fall in love with the semi-open-plan kitchen, well-proportioned bedrooms and communal garden.



Shunt. Shunt. Shunt.

He throws himself shoulder-first and with full force into a front door, which, he tells the unimpressed couple behind him, sometimes sticks a little. In a gloomy living room, they find the current tenants sitting on the sofa. One of them is playing on a Nintendo Wii; the other is clipping his toenails.

‘Did you not…?’ the estate agent begins.

The toenail tenant shoots him a disinterested look. The boyfriend has to duck under the doorframe to enter the living room, while the girlfriend is already looking disappointedly from the sofa, to the hobs, to the double bed that’s been squeezed into the room beyond the opposite door.

‘It’s compact,’ says the estate agent. ‘But it’s got a kind of cosy charm, don’t you think?’

No one seems to think so. The girlfriend is staring at a shelf lined with empty lager bottles, while the boyfriend is staring at his girlfriend, as if trying to imagine her here. The estate agent is silently fixated on the toilet situation, on the fact that the only bathroom is a small en suite off the main bedroom. Does one of the tenants walk through the other’s bedroom every time he needs to go to the toilet? Even in the middle of the night? What if they have someone staying over? The estate agent looks at the Wii, the mounting pile of toenail clippings, and decides that this probably isn’t a problem.


Though in need of modernisation, this unique property boasts plenty of character and is within walking distance of local amenities. No deposit required.



‘What’s that smell?’

‘Don’t worry about that,’ says the estate agent, as he wrenches open a window. ‘That will go.’


Enjoy the delights of local green space and nearby café culture in this modest ground-floor flat, with bright interiors, a charming flow and handsome decking outside.



The estate agent has walked straight from another viewing a few streets away, which was a mistake, because it’s hot for this late in summer, and now even his suit jacket has sweat marks.

‘Seb?’ he says, as if they’ve never met before, because he’d rather Seb forget the other viewings. ‘Just you?’

Seb has been leaning against a low and crumbling brick wall, crossing and uncrossing his arms, casting glances at the chunks of scrap metal in the neighbour’s front garden.

‘Yes,’ Seb says. ‘Clara can’t make it.’ A pause. Conversation seems to take a lot of effort for him. ‘She’s at a festival. A film festival.’

The main road thrums at the end of the long street, buses and motorbikes zipping past like insects soaring towards a windshield.

‘A festival?’ the estate agent says. He hasn’t really been listening. He pumps one fist, approximates the bassline of some rave music. ‘Oonts, oonts, oonts.’

In the long silence that follows, the estate agent fumbles with the keys. This property is on the nicer end of the rental market, a terraced house with plenty of character, split in two some time ago and subdivided into upstairs and downstairs flats. They’re viewing the ground floor. A decent bay window in the bedroom, and a fireplace which they are under no circumstances allowed to use. A good bit of decking out the back, which actually gets a bit of sun, on certain days, in certain months. They move through the space quietly, as if viewing an art exhibition. Seb caresses the built-in bookshelves, tests the sturdiness of the free-standing bath with one tattooed hand. Outside, he pauses over the lavender bush in the built-in planter, the bird-feeder hanging from the wrought-iron stairs that lead from the upstairs neighbours’ flat down to their portion of the garden. His expression is unreadable. At the end of the tour, he clears his throat, then points to his phone.

‘I’m just going to take some photos.’

‘Right,’ says the estate agent. ‘Yes. Let me get out of your way.’

Seb takes a grainy picture of the living room.

‘I’ll just get out of your way.’

Seb takes a grainy picture of the bedroom.

‘I’ll try and get out of your way.’

They reach an impasse in the tiny kitchen, then in the even tinier bathroom. Still, Seb takes his phone diligently from room to room, showing it every nook and cranny, cradling it with steady care as if the phone itself is his girlfriend. This photographic tour takes longer than the tour itself. But the ceilings are high, so the flat is cool. On a day like today, being stuck in here is a mercy.

‘Hi,’ says Seb, into his phone, once the photos have been sent and safely received.

Seb gives the estate agent a look, and he realises only now that he’s been staring, bug-eyed and thirsty. He wipes his sweaty brow with one damp shirtsleeve, then holds up his hands. ‘I’ll get out of your way.’

He steps into the dim corridor, presses himself up against the now-closed door to hear what Seb is saying.

‘It’s good,’ is what he’s saying. ‘I think it’s really good.’

The girlfriend seems happy to take Seb’s word for it. When the call ends, the estate agent gives it just enough time to make it look like he wasn’t eavesdropping, then re-enters the room.

‘So?’ he says, in the least presumptive voice possible.

Seb’s face doesn’t crack. He taps his phone against his palm a few times. ‘The landlord,’ he says. ‘How do they feel about dogs?’







their new neighbour

Five years ago, a van pulled up outside Cam’s flat, and a couple got out of it. Since then, he’s been trying to pinpoint the exact moment that they ruined his life.

Cam didn’t have much to do with the couple in that first year. So, they were always ‘the couple’, neither he nor Maisie knowing their real names.

The couple are planning something, Maisie might say, because she’d seen the woman through their living-room window, standing on her tiptoes and pinning Post-it notes in sequence on the wall. The couple are having a party, Cam might observe, because the walls were now thumping and next door’s garden was full of people, the man hastily lighting candles on a caterpillar cake and presenting it, self-consciously, to his girlfriend. Numbers, in helium balloons. ‘Two’ and ‘six’. The couple are having sex again, Maisie might say. Yet again, Cam might add, later that same day. Always at it. Always omitting the final part of that sentence: ‘… and we aren’t.’

Their first interaction with the couple came when they’d lived next door for almost an entire year. Snow was falling in droves outside their window, and Maisie was sitting at her laptop ripping Bombay Bicycle Club songs off YouTube. Behind her, outside the window, the fucking dog. Before then, the dog had mainly stood on the couple’s back patio, staring unblinkingly at Cam as its owner loomed over it, smoking. But one section of their shared fence had blown down, and now the dog was suddenly in Cam and Maisie’s back garden, urinating on their frozen rosemary bush. They’d corralled the dog home, called a fencing company. Then, a knock at the door.

‘Jasper wanted to say sorry,’ the woman had said, proffering a bottle of wine. ‘I’m Clara, by the way.’

Maisie and Clara started talking. Then they started making plans. So it was that the couple were invited round for a dinner party in the spring of that second year, even though the only contact Cam had had with the boyfriend was a brisk nod shared once when they’d uncomfortably coincided in taking out the bins.

Cam insisted on cooking from a recipe on his brand-new iPad, something he’d queued up for on release morning. It ran out of battery halfway through, and his dhal stuck to the bottom of the pan while he was trying to find the charger. The boyfriend, whose name was Seb, had only just got his first smartphone. After several bottles of red wine, once the candles had started dripping on to the reclaimed wood dining table, Clara had told Maisie that she was a film director.

‘Or, I want to be,’ she’d said. ‘Everything I do is working towards that.’

‘She’s being modest,’ Seb had said, which isn’t the word Cam would have used. ‘She’s really fucking good.’

They were not Cam’s kind of people. Seb, with his haughty scowl and his beaten-up black headphones, apparently made a living as an actor. His first film was playing on ‘select screens’ that year, so Maisie dragged Cam to a wanky arthouse cinema in Dalston to show their support. Most of Seb’s other roles were in obscure daytime soaps, and he still worked shifts in a pub to scrape together extra cash. Cam would be embarrassed, if his girlfriend was the breadwinner. Clara was leaving her full-time job in production to work on set. Her latest short film was getting buzz, whatever that meant. The entire thing was uploaded on to YouTube, so Cam and Maisie watched it through the prism of an HDMI cable hooked up to their tiny TV. Twenty-two minutes of Cam’s life that he would never get back.

‘She’s so cool,’ Maisie said afterwards, pacing the apartment as if discussing a teenage crush. ‘And she’s definitely going to be famous.’ A crestfallen pause. ‘I wish I was brave enough to do something like that.’

‘You’re too sensible to do something like that,’ Cam had said.

It was supposed to be a compliment.

When Cam had first met Maisie at Leeds University, she’d been studying literature. They’d grown up since then. Cam didn’t row any more, and Maisie didn’t talk about being a poet. But now, Maisie was writing again. Cam caught her reading a copy of Slaughterhouse-Five filled with Clara’s scrawly annotations, then passing her own well-thumbed anthology of Mary Oliver poems over the garden fence in return. He knew that nothing good could come of this. When Maisie was made redundant from her job in PR, early in that third year, Cam knew it was because she’d stopped making an effort. In the months that followed, she’d said she was looking for jobs, but he’d more than once commandeered her laptop and found every tab open to the Open University.

It was in this context that they arrived at the barbecue laid on for a reluctant Seb’s twenty-eighth birthday. It was August, and the city felt uncomfortable. There were riots on the streets. Maisie made a peach and feta salad, and Cam brought a four-pack of Punk IPA. When they arrived, a stoner called Ryan was sharing a joint with Ren, who was about to move to the Netherlands and was clearly looking for a way to broadcast this fact. Some guy called Smudge was setting up his Bluetooth speakers next to a bin full of booze and ice, plunging a set of keys into the side of a beer can. Then there was the vet, with his Alex Turner haircut, whose name Cam had missed, and who seemed most interested in talking to the dog. And to Maisie, who always gravitated towards pets in social situations like these.

At one point, Cam caught the vet showing Maisie his lucky guitar pick. He couldn’t help but feel like he’d stumbled upon something untoward.

The Mayans had predicted that the world would end in the final months of that fourth year. In the face of apocalypse, the country was seized with a kind of patriotic optimism. The Diamond Jubilee. The opening ceremony of the London Olympics. When Cam hung an enormous Union Jack over their front windows, Clara, the enemy next door, asked if he was starting a far-right political party.

Maisie had found this incredibly funny, but then, Maisie had long since switched her allegiances to Clara’s side of the fence. The pair of them were always going to readings at independent bookshops together, or to see the kind of cerebral films to which Cam was allergic. That year alone, Clara had directed a music video for a semi-successful band, and an aftershave advert that was actually being shown on TV. Maisie said that she always saw Clara’s drawings popping up on something called Pinterest.

‘She does drawings now?’ Cam had replied, exasperated.

‘She’s a multi-disciplinarian,’ Maisie had replied, with the pompousness of someone deploying a new term for the first time.

‘She’s a show-off.’

He certainly felt like Clara should have stuck to drawing when he stumbled upon Maisie watching her next short film.

‘Is it for kids?’ he’d said.

‘Why would you think that?’

‘It’s got puppets in it.’

Maisie had sighed as if Cam was the most stupid man in the world. ‘It’s a metaphor.’

‘Well, it’s not that clever,’ Cam had said. ‘Anyone could do it.’

‘Even me?’

They were arguing all the time by that point. They arrived for Seb’s next birthday with sour faces, watched the happy couple at the grill through gritted teeth. Seb and Clara were always acting like teenagers, hands running up and down one another as if they weren’t surrounded by other people. Cam was drunk already, and he could tell that Maisie was annoyed with him. She moved to the other side of the patio with a guy who looked familiar. He realised it was the vet, his nauseatingly glossy hair now tied up in a man bun. His name was Nimesh, and he was making her laugh far more than anyone who wasn’t her boyfriend should.

‘Why did you become a vet?’ Cam could hear Maisie asking.

‘I think animals are better company than humans,’ he replied. ‘Better judges of character, too.’

Ryan was walking around with a film camera, taking candid pictures, and Cam was in half a mind to stamp the contraption into the floor. Jasper was licking Maisie’s hands, canoodling harder with her than Seb was with Clara. Cam sulked off to the fridge, snooped around Seb and Clara’s flat with Maisie’s half-empty bottle of rosé in his hand. He muttered to himself as he looked upon the ruffled bedsheets, Clara’s hand-drawn picture of Seb and Jasper hanging above their bed.

Cam drained the bottle. Maisie would never write a poem about him.

The fifth year started with Clara’s thirtieth birthday. Cam felt like a spare part, standing in the corner and checking his phone as Clara’s sister emerged from the kitchen, carrying an enormous cake with some help from Maisie. Clara’s sister was pregnant, fit to burst. Cam could tell that he’d touched a nerve, when he made that innocuous comment to Clara in front of everyone.

‘You next?’

A rare case of Seb and Clara being on different wavelengths.

‘Not yet,’ Seb said.

‘Yet?’ Clara replied.

It was just a moment, and the moment passed. But once everyone else had tucked into the cake, Cam snooped eagerly on the small argument that followed.

‘It’s just that you’ve never asked me,’ Clara said, to Seb.

Seb didn’t say much at all. He simply stormed outside for a smoke. How could a failing actor give her what she needed? It was no secret that he still hadn’t popped the question. He’d just landed his first lead role, a troubled musician in a brooding teen romance, and even this he couldn’t crack a smile about. He didn’t want to be typecast, or pigeon-holed, or made to look a fool. He kept his beard longer now, his dark hair hidden beneath a beanie hat. Cam wondered, with a thrill, if Seb was going bald.

Not long after her birthday, Clara shaved one side of her white-blond hair into what Maisie called an undercut, keeping the rest relatively short and lethally straight. Maisie was talking about ‘making a change’ herself, but Cam wouldn’t humour the conversation. She turned to Clara instead.

‘Who’s stopping you?’ Clara said.

Cam was pretty sure that Maisie had been texting someone else, someone who wasn’t Clara. She denied this, but then, she denied everything. That’s why he opened the letter, the one addressed to her, as soon as it arrived. He’d seen the name of the institution on the envelope. She wouldn’t keep this a secret from him.

‘What have you done?’ Cam stammered, when Maisie walked back into the kitchen after the resulting row.

She placed the kitchen scissors on the counter, calmly washed her hands. Her hair, always mousy brown and reassuringly normal, was now sheared above her shoulders and dyed a bright box-dye red.

‘I don’t understand,’ he said, the following day, when Maisie had told him they needed to talk. ‘This is all because you want to go back to school?’

‘Not school,’ Maisie said. ‘I’m going to do a master’s. Then, if all goes well, a PhD.’

It was exactly five years since Seb and Clara had moved in next door, and Cam sat on the sofa as Maisie stood calmly in front of him, reciting from a script she’d clearly prepared in her head. On the other side of the fence, he could just about see Jasper, staring with those scuffed-button eyes.

‘And I’m just supposed to come with you?’ Cam said.

‘No,’ Maisie replied, steadily. ‘You aren’t.’

When he spoke again, Cam was aware that his voice sounded whiny. But if there was ever a time to be whiny, this was it.

‘You can’t just break up with me,’ he said. ‘What will I tell my parents?’

Now, as another van pulls up outside to start collecting Cam’s belongings, he realises that the exact moment doesn’t matter. Maisie has broken up with him, and he’ll always blame the couple next door.







the maître d’

Cee is the head chef, and everything behind the kitchen doors is her domain. Emily is her maître d’, and together they’re navigating a new world. Things have changed in the last five years. Before, the most innovative thing for foodies was the advent of the gourmet burger. Now, street food has run roughshod over all, punters tripping over one another for a chance to pay fifteen pounds for a bowl of deep-fried slop served from a hatch in a converted fire truck. In restaurants like theirs, the plates have got smaller, the dishes more unassuming, the ingredients more hyper-local. Everyone wants to try eel, or offal. Everyone wants everything elevated. Emily leaves that up to Cee. Her domain is out here, and it’s her job to know everything there is to know about the diners. Their dietary preferences. Their deepest secrets. Tonight is a friends and family evening ahead of the launch, so digging up the necessary dirt hasn’t been too hard. Cee likes to talk after a shift, after a couple of glasses of wine.

Emily welcomes Cee’s family and leads them to a pride-of-place table, knowing instinctively who each of them is. There’s Harry, Cee’s jolly husband, a red-meat-lover whom Emily has met several times before. There’s Raff, her rambunctious one-year-old, partial to a purée. The androgynous-looking young man in the silk shirt must be the brother, Augie, a pescatarian with sunken cheeks and a dreamy half-smile. There’s Clara, the sister, who’ll eat anything. And her partner. Seb. Mister tall, dark and handsome. An actor, apparently. Emily doesn’t know a thing about him.

‘How are we tonight?’ Emily says, glancing at the two empty seats.

‘We’re very well,’ says Augie, a glint in his eye. ‘It’s just us.’

Cee had said it was a long shot, to expect her parents. Her mother is still getting better. Her father can never be counted on for anything. Emily knows that, since her mum’s illness, since Raff, Cee has grown closer with her siblings. She’s also heard the war stories, and so she knows that for the Cowans, this is as normal as they can hope to get.

‘Pork cheek with celeriac purée,’ says Cee, arriving at the table, because she insists on bringing out the meals herself. ‘I’m sweating like a pig.’ She points at Harry, clicks her fingers. ‘I need you. These edible flowers won’t arrange themselves.’

Harry stares wistfully down at his plate. Then he sighs, smiles, and heads for the kitchen, leaving Raff in the trusted hands of his seatmate, Seb.

‘It’s OK,’ says Seb, as the child’s lip begins to wobble. ‘Hey,’ he says. ‘Listen to this.’

He holds up a thumb, abruptly enough to stop the child from crying. Seb licks the thumb, brandishes a wine glass like a magician. He runs his thumb around the edge of the glass, and a reverberating, sonorous sound has the child held rapt.

‘Voilà,’ Seb says. ‘Music.’

Raff is hypnotised. Then his gleeful giggles fill the surroundings. Emily heads off to deal with another table. When she returns later to clear their plates, Seb is feeding the baby the last of his own purée, and Augie is leaning into his sister to say that her partner is a wizard, and Clara is watching on with an expression Emily finds hard to parse.

‘Mushroom and tahini chocolate mousse,’ says Cee, as she serves up the final course. ‘Trust me.’

They do. And like everything else Cee turns her hands to, it works by the force of her own volition. Emily knows that next in Cee’s sights is her own restaurant, her own Star. For now, an evening without disaster is enough. Once the plates are cleared away and the kitchen is cleaned down, the whole thing becomes a lock-in, and Harry takes Raff home to bed so that Cee can get diligently drunk with the rest of the staff, an open bar courtesy of their uber-rich owners. Augie is drinking from a highball glass, talking deeply with one of the young waiters. Then he’s rising from his seat, encouraging the waiter to dance, roping in all the other waiting staff, too. Outside this crowd are Seb and Clara, talking quietly to one another, taking the opportunity to sneak off and smuggle their drinks through the balcony window. Emily isn’t a dancer, so she stays at the sidelines. Besides, it’s in her nature to be nosy. It feels as if they’re inviting her to listen in.

‘Why is it always balconies?’ Seb is saying on the other side of a fluttering curtain.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I have a feeling that we’re going to talk about something deep,’ Seb says. ‘I’ve had the right amount of drinks. And we’re out here.’ He takes a sip. ‘Try me.’

Clara laughs. ‘OK, then,’ she says. She takes a while. She softens her voice. ‘What was your sister like?’ she says. ‘You never talk about her.’

Emily can tell that this is a big one. If Seb is startled, he doesn’t let it show.

‘Can I tell you the truth?’ Seb says. ‘I can barely picture her. The real her, not the her in photos. Bouncy hair. A smile without her front two teeth. I feel guilty, for not remembering more. But when you’re thirteen, you don’t take notes. You don’t think anything is ever going to be taken away.’

‘You’re brave, you know,’ Clara says. She glances back through the curtains. Augie, lording it over the dancefloor. Cee, in stitches at the sight. ‘I don’t think I could have handled it.’

‘I didn’t have a choice,’ Seb says. ‘My parents were grieving, too. They used to fight. I think they only stayed together for my sake.’ He sighs, scratches his beard. ‘Ellie’s room was exactly as she’d left it. For ages. And she had this doll, which was a baby, and I kind of adopted it. Fed it and dressed it and tucked it in at night. It was stupid. I was already seeing this therapist, and when my parents caught wind, they all thought I was regressing. So they did Ellie’s room up, put the doll away with the rest of her things. Stuck a drum kit in there instead, because they thought it would help my anger issues.’ He pauses, seems unsure whether to continue. ‘But I didn’t have anger issues. I just wanted my little sister back.’

‘You care for other people,’ Clara says. ‘It’s all you care about. Some might say it’s a fault. I think it’s your best quality.’

There’s a silence. Emily looks down into her drink, feels the warm breeze from the window behind her. Out there is the slam of cab doors and the crush of sirens, the constant pressure of an entire city. In here, clinking glasses and a murmur of easy conversation, a world away from it all.

Clara speaks again, but only after a while. Her voice is almost a whisper. ‘You’d be a wonderful dad.’







a fan

Right now, it’s hard not to feel like real art is under attack. Every poster on the walls is for a franchise film about superheroes. Every song on the stereo in the theatre lobby is either a fist-pump EDM anthem or a stomp-clap ditty by men with banjos and beards. And yet, when everything else seems like it’s being dumbed down, there’s still hope, because there are still visionaries. Clara Cowan is delivering a talk here tonight. For this particular fan, it feels like the culmination of an obsession that started a long time ago.

Clara Cowan is not famous. Not yet, at least. But when she is, this fan will say: I was there first. Cowan’s future followers might be surprised to hear that the director started out as an artist, that she once had a blog on Tumblr called ClaraScuro, posting scratchy black illustrations, snippets of experimental stop-motion and stilted puppetry. In the interplay between Clara and Scuro, light and dark, it’s clear that at some point the darkness won. That’s when each picture started to gain more reblogs, each video more views. Nowadays, people like Cowan can become famous simply for being, and for being someone others would like to be. This follower, this fan, imagines that Cowan is a lapsed ballerina, perhaps of Russian heritage. That she drinks vodka martinis without even flinching, and turns off auto-capitalisation on her phone so that every sentence starts in the lower case. Cowan’s Instagram feels tortuous, less a feed than the feeling of being drip-fed. She hides things, obfuscates her personal life. But to create in the public sphere is to belong to the public. So, the fan knows that Cowan has a sister with a baby, that she has an adorably snaggle-toothed dog. That there’s sometimes a tattooed hand on the other side of a table, and that it belongs to Seb Bonami, an up-and-coming British actor whom you might have seen in something, though you can’t remember what. A face one might one day recognise, closed-mouthed and uncomfortable with the camera trained on him, sitting in a rented tuxedo at the back of a ceremony room while Clara Cowan makes a speech.

In the lobby, an announcement is made, and the throngs of people begin to move towards the auditorium. It’s a short-film festival, and though Cowan doesn’t have anything new out this year, her two existing shorts were so well received that she’s been asked back to screen them, back-to-back, and then be interviewed about them on stage. First, there was A Vulgar Explosion of Colour and Sound: the story of a couple whose relationship is doomed by a cosmic event that turns the world inside out. Senses are thrown into disarray, and things that once seemed sure become anything but. They transform before each other’s eyes, shift colours like chameleons. To her, his skin feels as soft as silk. To him, hers becomes as coarse as sandpaper. Then Strings, which blended live-action and puppetry to disorientating effect, spinning a surprisingly subtle narrative about the insidious ways in which a woman is manipulated by the masculine world around her. When she first saw it, the fan felt as if it was made for her and her alone. It wasn’t. Cowan won her first prize for Strings. She’ll win more.

The fan makes her way towards the double doors. Inside, she watches those shorts again. Then the lights come up and there is Cowan, arriving on stage in a pair of tailored trousers, a men’s shirt cinched at the waist. Her hair is shaved on one side. Occasionally, when she’s deep in thought, she’ll run her slender fingers across the shorn side of her skull.

‘Something that seems to connect both of your films is the idea that the domestic is a veil for something more sinister,’ the moderator says. ‘Do you think that’s a fair analysis?’

‘I had a privileged upbringing, but not a happy one,’ Cowan says. ‘I assumed everyone else’s house had a pantry, and that everyone else was miserable, too.’ She touches her head. ‘I think that’s why I’m unnerved by the idea of happy homes filled with happy families. I’m still not sure they genuinely exist.’ Several people around the fan are nodding. Several are shaking their heads. ‘I’ve always felt abnormal for that,’ she goes on, ‘and I think my art is a reaction to that abnormality. The happier things get, the further inwards I go.’

‘So you’re battling with yourself?’

‘Always,’ Cowan says. ‘I doubt myself constantly. And I doubt the intentions of others. I’m thirty-one now, and it feels like the conversation has suddenly shifted. It’s all anyone talks about, so it’s impossible not to think about it.’ A pause. ‘I think about it all the time.’

The moderator’s face seems to say: about what?

‘We spend our lives being elbowed out of the way,’ Cowan says, trying to clarify. ‘But there has to be more to us than this, this journey from dutiful daughters to doting wives to downtrodden mothers. I’ve never been any of those things, and I never plan to be.’

A smattering of laughter.

Cowan shrugs. ‘I want to be my own person. Is that so crazy?’







his cousin

Lucrezia and Seb have known each other their whole lives. But when you haven’t seen each other in six years, family really can feel like strangers.

‘Piacere,’ she says, extending a hand to Clara. ‘Call me Rezia.’

Rezia and her family have crossed half a continent for Zio Enzo and Zia Helen’s fortieth wedding anniversary. It would take such an occasion, to make them travel all the way to Leicester. Last time Rezia saw Seb, he was already talking about this girl like he knew he’d spend the rest of his life with her. Back then, his hair had still been floppy, and Rezia was still able to reconcile him with the skinny ragazzino who’d make visits out to Salerno back when they were kids. Seb is easier to talk to since Clara. Less prone to moody silences, more likely to engage with a group conversation in settings like this. Rezia remembers a night out in Naples as teenagers, Seb crying on her shoulder about Ellie. He’d never spoken to her about that night, or his sister, ever again. When Rezia had come to Leicester as a self-confident seventeen-year-old, she’d attended one of the band’s first gigs in this very pub, on the same street as Zio Enzo’s fish-and-chip shop. Afterwards, she’d slept with Ryan, then spent several months fielding his tearful phone calls about wanting to fly out to Italy and ‘make things official’. Time has a habit of surprising you. Now Seb is happy, and Ryan is happily married, and Nimesh can’t stop introducing everyone to his new girlfriend, or talking about his new girlfriend whenever he’s not talking to her.

‘Have you met my new girlfriend?’ Nimesh says, with a big and goofy smile.

‘I’m trying to meet Clara,’ Rezia says, impatiently.

‘I’ve met his girlfriend,’ Clara says, one sympathetic hand on Nimesh’s shoulder. ‘She’s my neighbour. I’m actually taking credit for that whole thing.’

Maisie comes over, and Nimesh wastes no time in introducing her, and they all take a seat and start chatting. Rezia feels a nudge at her leg beneath the table. She looks down to see Jasper resting his wispy grey chin in her lap, searching for a scrap of food that isn’t there. The last time she saw him, he was almost a puppy. Now there are three times as many years in his milky eyes, in his lumps and his bumps. She gives him a stroke, tickles his chin. Then she wipes her hands and steers Clara off towards the bar. It’s not every day you get to chat with the girl for whom the whole Bonami family has fallen head over heels, and Rezia wants to make it count. Clara may be small in person, but she casts a long shadow. Zia Helen is always going on about their ‘boozy brunches’, about the matinee shows Clara takes her to when they come down and visit London. Giuseppe’s girlfriend wins awards, Rezia’s mother says. Che barba. Che noia. Did you know, Giuseppe’s girlfriend is going to be a star?

‘And what do you do?’

Rezia tells Clara that it’s not important. What is important is that they get another drink. The pair become comrades in tipsiness, chatting away while the boys disperse and make their rounds. Nimesh is introducing Maisie to Seb’s parents. And Seb? He’s by the kids’ table, telling some kind of tall tale. They care about family, their people. Lots of cousins, lots of kids. Rezia’s brothers are older than her, and they both have a brood. Seb was always a natural with them, even as a teenager. He never suited being an only child, which is why Nimesh has always been more like a brother to him. Why he has his bandmates, his aunts and his uncles and his nieces and his nephews, his pride, his pack. At any family gathering, you’ll find him over there, having his make-up done by the girls or swinging the boys around by their ankles. Those who meet Seb now see him as serious, because they didn’t know him before Ellie. It’s disarming, to see that light come back on, when he’s being ridden like a woolly mammoth or playing a game of hide-and-seek behind his beanie hat. Rezia’s mother says that Seb’s acting gigs have dried up – che peccato! – but Rezia suspects that acting was never an endpoint for him. She can imagine him: two kids, camping trips in the school holidays, swimming lessons every Saturday, even if the tattoos and the distressed jeans don’t exactly fit the role of a fleece-wearing father. Seb and Clara are of that age. And Rezia isn’t the only one thinking it, because all the aunts are watching him, and they’re all elbowing Clara, saying what a catch, what a doting dad he’ll be, what they’d do to have a husband like that. Clara smiles, but Rezia senses something beneath the smile, something that makes her want to take Clara’s elbow again, to take her away from this room.

‘Excuse me,’ says Clara, doing so herself.

Rezia acts on instinct. Besides, she needs the toilet, too. So she follows, and she and Clara wash their hands next to one another under low lights. Two sinks, two mirrors. Two women who barely know each other.

‘My mother loves you,’ Rezia says, to make conversation ‘She doesn’t know you, but she thinks you’re very glamorous.’

‘Oh, wow,’ Clara says, suddenly quiet. ‘I don’t know about that. You’re much more glamorous than me.’

‘I am just Italian.’

‘Big family,’ Clara notes, making conversation of her own.

‘Family is everything,’ Rezia replies.

Rezia returns to washing her hands, Clara to reapplying her dark lipstick. The tremor in her hand betrays her first.

‘Oh my god,’ Rezia says. ‘Are you—?’

‘No, no,’ Clara says, waving her unsteady fingers, acting fast to catch the black trickle now escaping from beneath one eye. ‘It’s nothing.’ She blots her eyeliner with the bases of her thumbs, but she can’t stem the flow of the tears. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says, when they come. ‘I’m being stupid.’

Then Clara looks at Rezia, and Rezia looks at Clara, and it’s because they don’t know each other that Clara starts to speak, in the manner that you’re sometimes only able to when you’re drunk and standing shoulder to shoulder with a stranger at a bathroom sink.

‘It’s just—’ Clara begins.

It’s just one thing. It’s just everything. It’s just the thing that has been following her for years now, the thing she didn’t realise had been on her tail until it found her. Seb was never bothered about marriage, and they’d never talked about kids. She’d assumed one was like the other. When Clara was younger, her mother and her magazines made it clear that she’d only be allowed so many years before she was expected to give herself up. Then she’d grown up, and she’d met Seb, and she’d allowed herself to be happy, and to believe she could forget. Now those years have passed, and that younger Clara, the Clara who thought they might be different, who thought Seb might be different, is suddenly learning the truth. No one is different. She sees him as he holds her sister’s child, sees the quiet ache behind his eyes. She bristles when he tests the water, asks what names she likes, wonders if she’d ever raise kids in London. Skirts around the actual question, the big question he doesn’t want to ask, because he doesn’t want to hear the answer. She knows that Seb wants a girl. That he’d call her Eleanora, if he had one. And she knows that she’s a monster, because she does not want the same thing. When they had their first fight about it, Clara was angry because she could tell that Seb assumed she’d change her mind eventually. They’ve fought about it again since. There are babies everywhere. She’s drowning in babies. So how could there not be something wrong with her, some crucial part of her missing, when people say, you next, and all she wants to say is, not me, not ever. How long? Not long now, right? She and Seb are learning to evade the question, to laugh it off, to grip each other’s hands and dig their nails in. Right? Right? Right? Every time they’re asked, the sound of Seb’s yearning grows louder, and Clara struggles harder to be heard.

‘I understand, not now,’ Seb had said, during one of those fights. ‘But never?’

Seb has always been supportive of her career. But sometimes she wants more than support. She wants him to live it and to breathe it, like she does. Failing that, she wants to be seen. She wants a sympathetic ear, or at least a functioning one, one that will hear what she’s saying, what she’s always been saying. But he’d assumed the same as everyone else: that it was just Clara being dramatic.

She’s sorry, she says, now, in the bathroom, because she knows that she’s ranting, that she must sound like a madwoman.

‘I can’t believe I’m saying all this to a stranger. Although we’re not strangers, are we? And who else could I tell? The only person who ever really understood me is Seb.’

Clara is as desperately in love with him as she was when he spun her around and kissed her in Covent Garden seven years ago. He loves her, too. He tells her this. He tells her, as if she wants to hear it, what a brilliant mum she would be. She would do anything for Seb. So how can she deprive him of this? She is a roiling sea of self-doubt. She wonders whether she should just roll over and let it happen. She knows that she will lose him, if she never relents. She knows that she will lose herself, if she does. She pictures him staying, bending to her will, regretting it for the rest of his years. The image breaks her heart. Perhaps loving someone means ruining your own life instead of theirs.

‘You don’t understand,’ Seb had said. ‘I’ll quit acting. You can direct while I look after the kids. You can have it all.’

But it was Seb who didn’t understand. Clara doesn’t want it all.

‘You should tell him all this,’ says Rezia, when Clara has run out of words, when the words she has used have been allowed to settle like dust after a bomb blast.

There’s a long pause, in which Clara stares into the mirror like someone in a daze, swaying slightly, white knuckles whiter from gripping the sides of the sink.

‘I will,’ she says, quietly. ‘Maybe I will.’







her producer

Agathe picks her way through the rubble of another day on set. The film is an IP cash-grab, an adaptation of a superhero comic that bombed the last two times they tried to make a film out of it. Luckily, the project belongs to her colleague Gregg. Agathe is here for another reason. She dodges out of the way of platoons of PAs with walkie-talkies, skirts around the drill-sergeant reassembly of a residential street so that the same explosion can be run again before they lose the light. When she catches the director, she gives him a note he’ll ignore and he asks if she has a cigarette, though he’s well aware she doesn’t smoke. A spandex-clad actor in a body harness hangs despondently from a cable. Agathe heads straight for the first assistant director, who is deep in conversation with the gaffer.

‘Clara,’ Agathe says. ‘Can I have a word?’

But Clara’s phone has started ringing at that very moment, and something like panic comes over her face when she sees the name on screen.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she says. She’s already running away. ‘Five minutes?’

Agathe can’t help but laugh at the irony: being made to wait around by the girl who used to book her taxis. Even as a runner, Clara was all over the place, but always happy to step in front of traffic for the sake of a good shot. She’s principled, has good instincts. She wouldn’t let Agathe read a script if she deemed it too formulaic. She wouldn’t be working on this film if the director wasn’t an auteur, albeit one who has sold out for a blockbuster paycheque and first-dollar gross. Clara would never compromise for such a deal, but she’ll happily do her best to make the best film possible, and learn all the relevant ropes while doing so. Back when Clara was just another assistant in a hamster wheel of assistants, it was easy to simply keep one eye on her. You can’t overestimate anyone in this business, because so many fall off the wheel before you’ve even learned their name. But at some point, Agathe had blinked. Clara had left Agathe’s office to work her way up the rungs to becoming an AD, and now Agathe and her former protégée are suddenly almost peers. Almost. One day, when Clara looks back on the moments that defined her, Agathe knows already that this conversation will be a pivot point.

Clara stands by the production office, talking quietly into the phone. Agathe walks slowly over, not wanting to look like she’s listening in, but also not wanting to give Clara an easy route of escape.

‘How’s Jasper?’ Clara is saying. ‘Give him a smooch from me.’

Seb. It’s a shame that his career never really took off. He was handsome, a hard worker, possessing a certain je ne sais quoi. What had he done since that film for Nils? A few TV cameos, a couple of blink-and-you’ll-miss-him roles in British indie dramas. And that godawful musician film, panned by critics and dumped unceremoniously on Netflix in a move still reminiscent of being thrown in the straight-to-DVD bargain bin. He’s going to be in a police procedural, apparently, although word is that ITV are already trying to sweep that one under the rug. This whole industry: hamsters and wheels. Seb has been falling off for a while now. His girlfriend is only just getting going.

‘Yes, I’m serious,’ Clara says, into the phone. ‘Just because I blurted it out doesn’t mean I haven’t thought about it. I’ve been thinking about it a lot.’

A pause while she waits for Seb to answer.

‘I’m glad you’re happy,’ she says. She swallows. ‘I’m happy, too.’

On the other end of the line, Seb speaks for a while. He seems excited.

‘Hold your horses,’ Clara says, with a nervous kind of laugh. ‘I don’t mean, like, trying trying. We can just be a bit less… careful.’ She lowers her voice, covers her mouth. ‘I’m on set. You’ll have to use your imagination.’

Seb speaks again, more slowly this time.

‘When I’m back,’ Clara says. ‘There’s no rush, right? I don’t want there to be any rush.’

It’s not clear whether she gets an answer she wants. Either way, she tells Seb that she loves him, then she hangs up the phone and holds it to her chest. Clara is facing away, so Agathe can’t tell what her face is doing. When she turns, she flushes briefly, then quickly gathers her composure.

‘Oh, Agathe,’ she says. ‘Did you—?’ Those ice-blue eyes haven’t changed in the near-decade they’ve known one another. ‘What did you want to ask me?’

‘Just a quick one,’ Agathe says. ‘How would you like to make your own movie?’







a pharmacist

The couple are acting shady in the way that couples only act when they’re buying one of two things. The condoms are a whole shelf away, and the woman is already stacking a second pregnancy test on top of the one that her partner is holding.

‘Get two,’ she says. ‘In case one doesn’t work.’

Her partner nods his head, then furrows his dark brow. ‘Well, if one doesn’t work, do we really want to go off just the other one?’ He crouches, picks up another. ‘We’ll get three.’

The woman, who is much shorter than him, bites her lip. She crouches, too. ‘Might as well make it four,’ she says. ‘Even number.’

They grin at one another, though the woman’s grin fades when the man isn’t looking. It’s he who pays, and the woman has collected herself by the time he does so. She looks back up at him, and he’s still smiling like he’s in the middle of a particularly pleasant dream. She nudges him, and he fumbles all four of the tests, and she cackles as they go tumbling to the floor.







the casting director

Nico doesn’t recognise Shoreditch any more. Her east London isn’t this one, with its mock speakeasies and its cereal cafés. The things that change while the real stuff remains, the nail bars and the barber shops and the offies with Western Union signs above the door. The meeting is at a fancy new restaurant on Hoxton Street, the kind of place that rolls in, turfs out a heritage business, then closes six months later, because that’s what restaurants do. She studies the list of natural wines, the corresponding list of inflated prices. Then a tall shadow appears above her, and she rises to meet him.

‘Seb Bonami,’ she says. ‘It’s been a while.’

Seb takes the seat opposite her. His beard is thicker than it used to be, his head covered by a beanie hat. There are bags beneath his eyes. His face is as serious as ever, but Nico knows that there’s a puppy dog lurking somewhere beneath his standoffish demeanour. There’s an actual dog lurking beneath the table. Jasper looks old, his moustache turned almost entirely white. He lowers himself on creaking legs, lies contentedly at Seb’s feet.

‘This is your old stomping ground, isn’t it?’ Nico says, as the waitress pours her one of those glasses of natural wine.

‘I lived on this very road,’ Seb nods, sipping a pint of Guinness. He frowns, looks towards the bifold doors. ‘Different, isn’t it?’

Nico laughs. ‘You’re such a hipster,’ she says. ‘I grew up here. You just passed through.’

‘I guess I don’t like change,’ Seb says.

‘We need to get you on to one of those American hospital dramas.’ She takes a sip of wine. ‘You know. Twenty seasons. No plot.’

‘Shit,’ says Seb, rubbing his brow. ‘You’re already consigning me to the scrapheap.’

Nico is in the business of perfect matches. She spends her life sifting through endless self-tapes from a deluge of identical-looking actors, sitting at the back of auditoriums watching obscure am-dram productions and interminable student drama showcases. For Nico, perfection looks like chemistry, two leads sparking with such ferocity that they can stun a packed theatre into silence. Or a seemingly unremarkable remark in a five-star review from a discerning movie critic: ‘This role couldn’t have been played by anyone else.’ That had been Seb, in that first film. Nico had talked a big game when they’d met, but she was still a relative rookie in the casting industry. Still feeling the need to prove to all her old, white, male colleagues that she wasn’t a diversity hire – those same colleagues who didn’t mind the colour of her skin when they were sexually harassing her as equitably as they did all the other juniors. Nico has made it far, further than she feared she might, and she’s had the pleasure of firing a few of those men along the way. Can the gentrified become the gentrifier? She wonders this, when she drinks her natural wine, or when she spends her eye-watering salary on sheet masks and small-batch olive oils, single-origin coffees and bars of French soap with their branding stamped in. She knows what real work looks like. Her dad’s busted knees, her mum’s blistered fingers. She has a soft spot for Seb, because it’s so rare to see someone like him succeed in an industry filled with private-schooled posh boys who’ve bought themselves a place at the table read. This is a charmed life. One not to take for granted, even when it seems…

‘Disappointing,’ Nico says.

‘Yes,’ Seb replies. ‘But not surprising.’

They’re talking about the role Nico had him auditioning for, part of the main crew in a geezer-friendly heist film set during the Blitz. He didn’t get it. Even more disappointing is his reaction, like he knew he wouldn’t. Like he wouldn’t have felt much different if he had. The same thing is there, in his auditions. With each new effort, you can see his trademark intensity waning.

‘I did say bad news first,’ Nico says. ‘They want you to audition for another role.’

Their food is arriving. Seb stares down into the pitch-black swirl of his squid-ink risotto.

‘Let me guess,’ he says. ‘A smaller role.’

‘Slightly smaller,’ Nico says. ‘A bad guy.’

Seb’s ears prick up. ‘The bad guy?’

‘Well, his henchman.’ A pause. ‘More like the henchman’s henchman.’

The length of Seb’s exhale could carry them through the rest of lunch. He has a mood of deflation about him nowadays, as if the whole world is on his shoulders and it’s slowly squashing all the air out of him. Maybe it’s because they just announced that his cop show has been cancelled after one season, despite the pleas of a very small but very passionate viewership. Maybe it’s just the general atmosphere in the capital. Outside, the sound of a dwindling Brexit protest, a few chants fizzling out before they can even get going. There’s a sense of hopelessness, of people surrendering to their worst impulses. Seb looks like a man who has given up. His agent actually has given up on him. It had left a bad taste when she’d met with Richard recently, when he hadn’t even mentioned Seb. There was only one name on his lips. Could Nico blame him? She’d cast Jacob Steele in two roles this year alone. A pensive gay romance penned by a beloved Oscar-nominee, and a big-budget drama that’s odds-on to become a phenomenon when it airs on HBO. By contrast, she’d only taken this meeting with Seb because she promised Clara that she would.

‘I think he’s stagnating,’ Clara had said to Nico, just a couple of months ago. ‘He’s had a run of bad luck.’

They’d been sitting in the meeting room of an upmarket hotel in Holborn, shuffling polaroids as they tried to settle on a cast for Clara’s debut feature. For someone so chatty, Clara couldn’t half keep a secret. The script was astounding. Who knew she could write like that?

‘You didn’t want to write him into it?’ Nico had said.

‘It’s an all-female cast,’ Clara had replied. ‘He’s a better actor than he gets credit for. But he’s not that good.’

Clara’s film, An Enormous Mind, will start shooting in a fishing village in Galloway in the autumn. Before then, Nico will need to lock in an entire township of actresses, all playing fractured versions of the same person. Before their meeting, Clara had been working manically on script edits, had seemed gloriously sleep-deprived as she’d laid out her vision. She’d rotated the stud in her nose, opened and closed her laptop, spun her phone around in her hand and her teacup around on its saucer. She’d never been able to sit still, but now she could barely sit down, rising from her orange leather chair to pace as she struggled to put into words what it was she was trying to say.

‘You used to know him, didn’t you?’

Jacob Steele had come up again, because his name seemed to be everywhere at the moment. Nico had a vague idea that the three of them – Clara, Seb and Jacob – had once moved in the same circles, though she wasn’t sure where she’d got that from. Probably Agathe. If it’s gossip, it’s Agathe.

‘He was Jacob Stockley, back then,’ Clara had said. Her expression, at first shocked, became amused, then slightly annoyed. ‘We were together, on and off.’

‘You’re kidding,’ Nico had said, unable to hide her gasp. ‘I never knew.’

‘It was a lifetime ago,’ Clara had replied, with a wave of her hand.

‘That bad?’

Clara had laughed, then sighed. ‘Not all bad,’ she’d said. ‘You know what he’s like.’ A pause. ‘I admired his drive. He always said he’d end up where he is today.’ Clara had rubbed her arm, chewed her lip. ‘You make the future you want for yourself. You don’t let others decide it for you.’

Nico had wondered if something else was going on. Clara had had to leave early for a doctor’s appointment. There was a bruise in the crook of her arm where a needle might have gone in.

‘I suppose she wanted more for me,’ Seb says. ‘From me.’

Nico swallows. ‘Who?’

Seb gives her a look. ‘You know who.’

Nico goes to say something, but Seb stops her.

‘It’s alright,’ he says. ‘Clara wants to fix everything. She thinks I’m floundering. She doesn’t understand—’ Seb stops himself, adjusts the cutlery in his empty bowl, lets out another sigh. ‘Sorry. You don’t need to hear about our relationship. It’s just, I don’t think she really gets it.’ He searches for the right words. ‘It’s not that I don’t want this role. I think it’s that I don’t want any role.’

Nico knows what he’s getting at. She leans back in her chair. ‘You’re done with acting.’

‘I’m not sure I was ever supposed to be an actor,’ Seb says. ‘And I’m not sure Clara is ever going to understand that.’

Once the plates are cleared and the bill is paid, Seb gives the dog a pat, and it snores itself awake. Seb and Nico leave the restaurant together, both heading for Old Street station, and they talk as they aim for the end of the road, Jasper tottering after. At some point, Seb stops talking, stops dead outside a particular building. His eyes snag on the hoarding, the boarded-up windows, the heavy padlock and the signs declaring that property guardians are operating here.

‘You know this place?’ Nico says.

‘Know it?’ He shakes his head, as if he can’t put into words how much of an understatement she’s made. ‘This used to be my home. Literally. Up there.’

He raises one tattooed hand, points from the abandoned pub on the ground floor to the windows of the flat above it. Nico remembers the place, an old grassroots music venue fallen on hard times. The kind of pub where people used to go to watch grungy bands swing guitars around in the noughties. Seb stares for what seems like forever, lost in the music of his own imagination. Then Nico chivvies him along, hugs him meekly once they reach the entrance of the station.

‘Hey,’ she says, searching for the right cliché. ‘It’ll all work out.’

Seb simply smiles. Then he scoops up Jasper and heads for the escalators, becomes nothing more than a beanie hat disappearing into a faceless crowd. All around him, movie posters. On each of them, a name that isn’t his.







a delivery driver

He spends his days being dragged back and forth across the city, arms clipped by wing mirrors, hands cramping around the handlebars of his motorbike. He delivers brown paper bags filled with overpriced burgers and veganised fried chicken to app-users in the comfort of their own homes, people who think nothing of paying the extra but always forget to leave a tip. He waits on the front step for his latest customer, sweating beneath his visor, glancing through a neighbour’s window. He sees them through the half-drawn curtain: a man and a woman, on the sofa.

The man is seated, his dark jeans around his ankles, his bronze legs splayed. The woman is on top of him, her pale, bare back exposed, the man’s tattooed hand travelling up the length of her. There’s something desperate in their movements, as if they’re clinging on to each other for dear life. She leans down, whispers something that can’t be heard. In the doorway behind them, a weekend bag sits idle on the floor. Perhaps one of them has just returned from somewhere. Perhaps one of them is going away.

Then the front door opens, and the order is complete, and the driver heads back out into the night.







a nurse

The couple had arrived separately. The man first, taking his seat in the waiting room. His eyes fixed on the built-in toy in one corner, a maze of wooden beads on a looping array of metal tracks. The woman came next, small and pale and fifteen minutes late, lost in a large woollen coat. She’d left a chair’s space between herself and her partner, had stared at the small grey square of sky through the only window until the doctor called them in.

Once the appointment is over, he tells them that they have a lot to discuss, that they can call him whenever they’re ready. Until then, he says, take as much time as you need. He closes the door quietly behind him. The nurse is left on the other side of a curtain, knowing the couple will presume they’re alone. A heartbeat. She decides to remain still, to allow them their privacy. She tries her best not to watch the two shadows that linger behind a thin boundary of clinical polyester.

‘How is this happening?’ the male shadow says, after a while. ‘How are we here?’

The female shadow is sitting on a bed, shoulders slumped. It’s a while longer before she speaks. When she does, her voice is quiet.

‘Something’s wrong with us.’

‘Don’t think like that,’ he says.

‘Why not?’ his partner replies, quickly. ‘They can’t even tell us what it is. Maybe we’re just incompatible.’

‘Clara…’

‘Other people find it easy.’ Her voice chokes. ‘This was supposed to be a good thing.’

It’s too much for the man. He walks away. He’s wearing heavy boots, and his feet squeak against the linoleum. He stops near the door, seems to be wrestling with his emotions.

‘It can still be a good thing,’ he says. ‘We just need a bit of help.’

‘How much help?’

‘We don’t need to decide now.’

A silence.

‘I hate this,’ the woman says.

The man turns. ‘I hate it, too.’

She shakes her head. ‘No,’ she says. ‘Not just this. Us. Every touch feels like a transaction. Every conversation feels like a fight.’ Her voice is strained. ‘I’m in the middle of filming, Seb. My first film. And that should be the happiest thing in the world, but all I think about is this, and so I hate that, too.’

‘I’m sorry,’ the man says, quietly.

‘I don’t want you to be sorry,’ she replies. Her voice is wavering. ‘I just want us to be the way we were. You used to lift me up, to support my work. Until it started to get in the way.’

‘I still—’ He can’t finish the sentence. ‘This isn’t forever.’

The woman’s voice is sharp. ‘If it works, it is the very definition of forever.’

There’s a long silence. Into it, the woman begins to cry. She does so softly, the shadow of her shoulders bobbing up and down. The nurse fiddles with her scrubs, wishes she’d left when she had the chance. The man is hesitating, as if he’s not sure his reassurance is wanted. He reaches out the silhouette of a hand, places it on the silhouette of a shoulder. She lets him. She puts her own hand over his, leans towards him. He kisses her on top of her head, speaks gently.

‘It will happen,’ he says. ‘We just need to be patient.’

The woman stiffens. She shifts away from him, so he withdraws his hand slightly.

‘Please, Seb,’ she says.

‘What?’

‘I can’t keep doing this,’ she says. ‘I can’t keep being tested and prodded and poked.’

The man’s voice is desperate. ‘We can’t just give up.’

The female shadow bats his arm away. ‘We?’ she says. ‘You’re never the one in the fucking stirrups.’

The woman stands, now. She comes near the curtain, her proximity rippling over its sky-blue surface. Her partner is much taller than her, but light and perspective play tricks. Behind her, he seems small.

‘You heard what the doctor said,’ he says. ‘We have options.’

‘I don’t want options,’ she says. ‘Even if it works, I don’t want this to be the story of how it happened.’ She tilts her head. ‘Do you?’

‘Then we just keep trying as we are,’ the man continues, on his own track. ‘No pressure. It’ll sort itself out.’ He doesn’t sound sure. ‘It could still happen for us.’

‘You don’t genuinely believe that?’

‘I don’t know what I believe,’ the man says. His voice tightens. ‘I don’t care how it happens,’ he says. ‘I just don’t know what I’ll do if it doesn’t. You have your film, your career, and I have—’ Again, he can’t finish his sentence. His voice is smaller than his shadow. He sounds far away. ‘If I don’t have this, then I don’t have anything.’

The female shadow stands for a moment. Then she crosses to him, and two shadows become one.

‘You have me,’ she says. ‘Why can’t that be enough?’







her editor

Sometimes the calm comes after the storm. Britt had only visited the set of An Enormous Mind once, and she’d left feeling like she’d survived a hurricane. Clara seemed to thrive in it, serene and unflappable against the blustery Scottish wind, battered by a cast and crew always needing everything from her. First on set in the mornings, last woman standing at the fishermen’s pub where they headed every day after they finished filming. And yet, Britt knows for a fact that the edit suite is where Clara is happiest: in the soundproofed silence, loading and tagging and sifting through a great storm surge of footage, answering only to Britt and to the voices inside her own head. They talk quietly, if at all. What’s unfolding on the screen speaks for itself.

They’re debuting the film at Tribeca. Then they’ll take it to Prague, and after that, Edinburgh, a homecoming of sorts. So many flights to be taken, so many meetings, in person and over the phone and through the screen, with distributors, with interviewers, with everyone. They’re calling Clara one to watch, and they don’t even know what’s coming. Britt has read Clara’s second script. She was in the room, at that meeting of the core team, when they discussed the film it’s going to become.

‘It’s even better than the first,’ Britt had said.

‘It’s going to be a phenomenon,’ Agathe had added.

‘And you’re sure it has to be Seb?’ Nico had asked, a frown on her face. ‘I reckon we could get Oscar Isaac for this.’

‘I wrote it for Seb,’ Clara had said, in a voice they all recognised as her most decisive. ‘It can’t be anyone else.’

No one around the table would push it. Nico accepted that casting a smaller name was sometimes a smart decision. Agathe conceded that a hint of behind-the-scenes romance wouldn’t hurt the film’s publicity.

Clara’s script follows two estranged half-brothers who travel to their father’s empty house in the aftermath of his death. The dad was on a commercial flight shot down by a surface-to-air missile; the real world, away from this dusty country house, is sliding towards Armageddon. And yet, the film stays on the brothers, on their reconciliation or lack thereof in the face of total oblivion. Everything hinges on the casting of the leads. Seb will play the quiet, sensible older brother. The younger brother, the drug-addled wild child on a quest to destroy himself before the world gets the chance, is the question mark. It’s a gift of a role. Awards bait, in the right hands. With Seb already attached, the key will be to land a name big enough to play those hands.

‘Does Seb know?’ Nico had asked.

‘Know what?’

‘That he’s going to be in it.’

Clara hadn’t blinked. ‘Of course he does.’

Here in the edit suite, Britt and Clara keep their focus, making hard cuts and smash cuts and leaving dialogue on the cutting-room floor. Then Clara rubs her eyes, scrolls up and down absent-mindedly on her laptop screen, which displays the final shooting script of An Enormous Mind, open to guide their way.

‘Let’s take a breather,’ she says, standing up and stretching as she tends to do when her eyes are starting to vibrate and her brain is beginning to overflow. ‘I need fresh air. And coffee.’

‘You know my order,’ Britt says. She’s already taking hold of Clara’s laptop. ‘Do you mind if I check my emails?’

‘Knock yourself out.’

The door closes. Britt minimises the screenplay, navigates her way to another tab. There’s a joke, in Clara’s new script, about the comedy of getting to an age where you call your boyfriend your ‘partner’, where you stop corresponding by text and start sending each other emails. Now Britt sits in front of one such unsent draft, one that Clara has left open. Her eyes dart to the door. She can hear Clara’s footsteps heading towards the kitchenette at the end of the corridor. Britt wasn’t planning to pry, but the email is right there.


Seb,

I’m sorry for the radio silence. I wanted to say this in person, but we’re so rarely in the same room right now. I know I should call, but I can’t trust myself to get the words out. So, I’m emailing, coward that I am.

I’m not happy. That’s probably not a surprise. And as much as you put on a brave face – who’d have thought you’d be the cup-half-full one? – you’re not, either. When we first started trying, I thought I could be. That I could make your happiness my happiness. But that was nearly two years ago. The longest two years of my life.

Where did we lose each other? Somewhere in one of those waiting rooms? At first, when it didn’t happen, part of me was relieved. The other part of me was sad and guilty, but only because I could see what it was doing to you. That became something to focus on, something to help me forget.

I know you were surprised that I changed my mind in the first place. I think it’s because I never did. Change my mind, that is. I just hoped that if I went along with it, it would happen quickly. Either I’d come to accept it, or it would be too late to turn back. Because if I’m telling the truth, Seb, I never wanted it. I know that now. And I think you deserve to know that, too.

What I’m getting at, what I’ve been avoiding saying, because once I do, I can’t take it back, is this: I want to stop now. I don’t want to try anything else, to keep putting our lives on hold for something that clearly isn’t meant to be. I don’t want to feel like we’ve failed, because I don’t feel that way. But I do want to focus on other things. I want to remember what we had, what we’ve always had. What we always will.

You might not be able to accept that. If you can’t, if this really is the end of everything, then I’ll respect your decision. I hope it isn’t. And if it isn’t, then how about this…

You know I’ve been writing this film. That I’ve been hoarding it, escaping into it. Well, I’ve written it for you. For us. And I want you to be in it. I want to make something else together. Maybe if we do, we can find each other again.

Please don’t say no. At least not until you’ve read the script. At least not until we’ve talked, actually talked, because I know that we need to, because I know that what I’m writing here will hurt you. Something I never wanted to do.

I’ll stop now. If I can’t give you more time, then I can at least give you some space. Until you’re ready: I’m sorry. I love you. And I hope I’ll see you next week.

C x









her friend’s student

‘How did he take it?’ Maisie asks.

Her companion shakes her head. ‘I didn’t send it.’

The student at the next table knows Maisie, but she’s been studiously avoiding her eye for the past half hour. Maisie is doing a PhD, and the student is taking one of her poetry classes. And even though Maisie is relatively young and relatively cool, at the shallow end of her thirties with vividly dyed red hair, the student would still rather avoid the mortifying prospect of lunchtime conversation with one of her lecturers. They’re in the refectory, cascading plants tumbling down from the tall windowsills, slats of light filtering on to low tables cluttered with half-finished toasties and old coffee cups. Maisie is deep in conversation with a woman, short and beautiful and vaguely familiar, with a drastic-looking undercut.

‘Clara,’ Maisie says. ‘You have to talk to him.’

‘How? When?’ this Clara replies. ‘I can’t face it.’

The student pivots slightly, unable to resist the drama. Clara is still talking, saying that she can’t spend her life watching him suffer, can’t put up with his sadness swallowing everything else. They can’t wallow together for eternity as if there’s nothing more on this Earth than one, admittedly shit, thing.

‘So you’re happy?’ Maisie says. ‘With the film?’

‘I’m happy with the distraction.’

‘Don’t play coy,’ Maisie says. ‘I’ve googled clips of you. I’ve watched you on red carpets. You’re in your element.’ She beams like a proud parent. ‘I always said you were going to be famous.’

The student takes another look at Clara, tries to work out who she is. Nothing comes to mind.

‘I feel guilty,’ Clara says. ‘Enjoying it. Enjoying anything.’

‘You’re allowed to,’ Maisie says, softly. ‘You’ve worked so hard for it.’

Clara looks at her gratefully. ‘How are you?’ she asks. ‘How’s it all going?’

‘Hard,’ Maisie says. ‘But rewarding. You don’t want to mark some essays on Yeats, do you?’

‘Pass,’ Clara says. ‘Ask Nimesh.’

‘He’s busy, unsurprisingly,’ Maisie says. ‘Still bringing his work home. We’ve got three dogs now, and only one of them has four legs.’

Clara laughs. ‘Taking the move well, then.’

‘He misses London,’ Maisie says. ‘But he’s happy to be nearer his parents. He’s started cooking Sri Lankan food.’

‘Nimesh cooking,’ Clara says. ‘Now there’s a scary thought.’

They both laugh. A silence settles for a moment.

‘It’s nice up here,’ Clara says eventually, her voice distant. ‘I’m happy that you’re happy.’

‘You don’t look it.’

‘I am,’ she says.

‘But…?’

‘Everyone’s left me,’ Clara says, with a sigh. ‘You’re here, speed-running into domestic bliss. Cee never has the time. Augie is god knows where. Ren is in Amsterdam, posting from vegan restaurants, trying to overtake Seb in the tattoo stakes. And I’m still in London, all alone.’

‘You’ve been gallivanting around the world on a press tour,’ Maisie says. ‘And you’re not alone.’

The student is staring at Clara, now, trying to place her. Would it be strange to ask for a selfie if you don’t know if she’s actually famous, and you don’t actually know what for?

‘Not yet,’ Clara is saying.

Maisie leans back in her chair. ‘Is it that bad?’

‘I don’t know what’s happened to us,’ Clara says. ‘That’s the worst thing. I’m so… confused by it. We love each other so much. Or I thought we did.’

‘Sickening,’ Maisie says, absent-mindedly. ‘That’s what Nimesh said, at one of those barbecues, when I first met him.’ She smiles at the memory. ‘Sickening, how in sync you two were. How much you were joined at the hip.’

‘Now that’s you,’ Clara says sadly.

‘You’ve been together for a decade,’ Maisie says. ‘There are going to be blips.’

‘How long can a blip last?’ Clara replies. ‘He never even visited me on set,’ she says. ‘He used to come to all my events. It’s an unspoken thing, that I leave him a ticket. But I can’t remember the last time I looked out into the crowd and saw him there.’

She’s crying, now, and trying to hide it. Maisie gives her a moment, then reaches out and squeezes her hand. Clara dabs her eyes with a napkin.

‘You need to talk to him,’ Maisie says.

Clara lets out a humourless laugh. ‘Do you know Seb?’ she says. ‘Now imagine him since he gave up smoking.’ She sounds defeated. ‘It’s not that he doesn’t talk to me. It’s that he doesn’t listen, if it’s something he doesn’t want to hear.’

‘Did you ask him about being in the next film, at least?’ Maisie says.

‘I did,’ Clara replies.

‘And what did he say?’

‘The same as usual,’ she says. ‘Nothing.’







a hopeful

The audition went well, he thinks. They’d smiled, just now, when he’d brought the scene to a close, rounding off his performance with a subtle bow. Their nods had been enthusiastic, like silent applause. He doesn’t want to jinx it, but he believes that this could be the one. No more days spent hawking cheeseburger bao buns from a kiosk in Spitalfields Market. No more nights as the understudy’s understudy in another off-West End project. He’ll be BROTHER #2 in UNTITLED CLARA COWAN PROJECT. From there, anything will be possible.

‘Thank you for your time,’ says the casting director. ‘We’ll be in touch.’

The audition went alright, he thinks. Cowan’s eyes are already looking down at a sheet of paper, scribbling something. Or is she on her phone in her lap? They probably smile at everyone once the audition is finished. He tries to bring to mind the exact emotion, the exact cadence with which he’d delivered that knockout line, the young addict to the older brother who should have been there. ‘Your brother died years ago; you’re arguing with his ghost.’ ‘Your brother died years ago; you’re arguing with his ghost.’ ‘Your brother died years ago; you’re arguing with his ghost.’

Which version had Cowan wanted? And which had he given her? He lingers for a moment in case she wants to add anything, but each of the four faces at the table in front of him is blank.

‘Next,’ says the reader, slowly, as if she’s simply throwing him another line.

Would they have called ‘next’ this quickly if he’d cried real tears? He’d tried smearing toothpaste beneath his eyes before the audition, but it had only made him blink more than usual. Would they have called ‘next’ so quickly if he’d blinked less? What about if he hadn’t fallen to his knees, or if he’d done the accent he’d been practising in front of his mirror at home? Nothing in the sides or the notes he’d been sent had suggested that the character was Irish, but everything sounds better in a rich Celtic brogue. He’ll never know, because the audition was clearly lacklustre at best, and now four sets of eyes are shepherding him towards a door that is already opening.

‘I’m terribly sorry,’ says the man entering. ‘I probably should have booked a slot.’

An audible gasp from the reader. The casting director’s face breaks into a surprised smile. Cowan drops her pen, places both hands flat on the tabletop. And the hopeful lets out a very long exhale, which turns into a string of swear words under his breath. There is no doubt that they’ll let this man audition. Nor is there any doubt that he’ll get the role. Standing in the doorway is one of the most exciting actors of his generation, a name far bigger than the film they’re making, a face they’ve all seen a hundred times and a hundred times more on billboards and aftershave adverts and videos posted and reposted by millions, clips cut from his shows and his films and his interviews promoting all of the above.

He’s shorter in person, his hair not quite as golden. But the star power doesn’t disappoint. It’s like all the presence has been sucked out of the room so it can make space for his. As if each person’s attention is a spotlight, and they’re all trained on one person and one person alone.

There is a very, very long pause.

‘Jacob,’ says Cowan, finally breaking the silence.

‘Hello, Clara,’ he says, with a smile that seems to carry all the warmth in the world. ‘It’s been a long time.’

The hopeful doesn’t wait around to hear what happens next. The audition went terribly anyway.







a season ticket holder

‘How do you feel about it?’ Nimesh asks.

Seb shakes his head. ‘He’s her ex,’ he says. ‘How do you think I feel about it?’

If ever there’s been a problem with sitting next to these lads, Phil would say it’s that they talk too much. Phil knows Nimesh’s father. Viraj would much rather spend his time watching cricket, so Nimesh has been accompanying Seb and Enzo to games for thirty-odd years, and talking to Seb for the entire ninety minutes of each one.

‘Look at it this way,’ Nimesh says. ‘At least she asked you first.’

Seb rolls the plastic bottle he’s holding between his palms. ‘It was a token ask,’ he says. ‘She’d already decided to cast him.’ The bottle begins to crumple. ‘I’m sick of her pity. I know she only gave me the role because she thinks I need it.’ He crushes the bottle. ‘She can’t fathom that I might not want to do this any more.’

Nimesh makes a face. ‘This?’

Seb catches his eye. ‘Acting.’

‘What about your Blitz film?’

Seb gives him a look which shuts him up, and they stare out over a sea of blue-and-white scarves in silence. It’s mid-January and it’s bitterly cold, but Vardy has already put them one-nil up from the penalty spot, so no one seems to care. A chant picks up, the one about his broken wrist. Jamie Vardy’s magic, he wears a magic cast. He could have played for Arsenal, he didn’t fancy that. Nimesh and Seb talk right through it.

‘The film matters to her, man.’ Nimesh says. ‘And this guy. He’s famous, right?’

Seb’s voice is low and bitter. ‘I guess so.’

‘So he’ll be good for it?’

‘Put it this way,’ Seb says, stowing the ruined bottle beneath his seat. ‘The producers are thrilled.’

‘What about Clara?’

‘Shut up, you two,’ says Enzo, saving his son the need to answer.

Phil and Enzo have been coming to see the Foxes play for decades upon decades of highs and lows. This stadium is still relatively new, and the stands don’t reek of cigarettes like the old one. But the smell of the half-time grub is just as tantalising, and the feeling of walking up Aylestone Road on the way to a match hasn’t lost any of its buzz. Nothing could top the season before last, going from the bottom to the top of the Premier League within a single year, overcoming five-thousand-to-one odds to win the whole bloody thing. Seb had been there at the celebration, leaving his troubles at the turnstiles to weep with the rest of them. A lot can change, between seasons. When Seb came home for Christmas, he didn’t bring his girlfriend with him.

‘It doesn’t make sense,’ Seb says. ‘None of it does.’ There’s frustration in his voice. ‘We love each other so much. At least, I love her.’

‘You think she feels differently?’

‘I don’t know how she feels any more.’

A long pause. Seb sighs, rubs his beard. ‘All the stuff she told me about him,’ he says. ‘Now, suddenly he’s our saviour.’ He pushes his lip out with his tongue. ‘She’s always avoided his films. Now she wants me to watch them, to see what he can do for the project. Like I’m a fucking investor, not her fucking boyfriend.’ Seb looks up towards the sky. ‘We always felt like we were on the same page. But now she has her work-self and her real-self, and she’s her work-self more and more of the time.’ He interlinks his hands, rubs his knuckles. ‘She only wants to talk about the film, while I want to talk about the only thing that matters.’ He stops, blows out some cold air. ‘The thing that should matter to her.’

Phil will never get used to the idea that the little boys to his left are now old enough to have real problems. They used to talk about cartoons and comic books. Then it was bands Phil had never heard of and girls they didn’t have the courage to talk to. After that, their jobs, Seb’s modelling campaigns and failed auditions, and the animals Nimesh couldn’t save. Nimesh had dropped off for a few years, when he started working weekends. Seb had for a while, too, when his acting took him far and wide. Nimesh has recently moved back up from London, is working at a practice over in Kibworth and living with his lecturer girlfriend. He brings her to games sometimes. She has very red hair, and she chants louder than any of them. He’d rather play for Leicester, the best team in the land.

Seb offers Nimesh a bite of his pie, but Nimesh holds up one hand, shakes his head.

‘Cholesterol,’ he says.

Seb shakes his own head. ‘When did we get old?’

‘Speak for yourself,’ Nimesh says. ‘I’m fit as a mare.’

‘You look good,’ Seb concedes. ‘Being home suits you. Or maybe it’s the long hair.’ He sits back, appraises his friend. ‘You’re going grey, you know.’

‘Fuck you,’ Nimesh says. He looks down at Seb’s waistline. ‘You should try running.’

‘Fuck you.’

They laugh. Phil looks over the miserable Watford fans on the other side of the pitch and can’t help but smile, too.

‘It’d clear your head,’ Nimesh says, with a shrug.

‘What makes you think my head needs clearing?’

Nimesh almost takes the bait. He nudges Seb, and Seb nudges him back.

‘I miss you, mate,’ Seb says. ‘It’s different in London without you guys.’

‘Think of it as temporary,’ Nimesh says, patting Seb on the knee. ‘We’re still on for moving to Sri Lanka. Rescuing those stray dogs.’ A smile. ‘Maisie and Clara will just have to deal with it.’

Seb makes a face. It seems to say, Clara wouldn’t care.

Nimesh sighs. ‘The film,’ he says. ‘It’s not all she cares about. She talks to Maisie, you know. About all of it.’

This doesn’t seem to give Seb much comfort. ‘She talks to everyone but me.’

‘God knows you’re not the easiest man to talk to,’ Nimesh says. He puts his hand on Seb’s shoulder. ‘Maybe the film will be good for you.’ He smirks. He can’t help himself. ‘Maybe you need some competition.’

‘Piss off,’ Seb says. He almost smiles.

Enzo rolls his eyes at Phil, but he doesn’t tell them to shut up again. They’re approaching extra time, and the air feels like it’s only getting colder. Seb shoves the last bite of his pie into his mouth. Nimesh rubs his hands, then stuffs them under his armpits. He casts a sidelong glance at Seb, as if there’s something else he wants to say, but doesn’t quite know how to say it.

‘I don’t want to talk about Jasper,’ Seb says. ‘Don’t make me.’

Nimesh’s voice is warm, but firm. ‘Don’t put it off,’ he says. ‘He’s had a good life. You’ve given him a better life than he’d ever have had.’

Perhaps it’s the cold, Phil thinks, but Seb’s eyes are watering. Before he has to answer, Mahrez curls it inside the far post, and the whole stand erupts into a cacophony of cheers. It takes Seb a moment longer than everyone else to rise. When he does, Nimesh stands with him.







an actor

‘I wanted to see my brother,’ says the older sibling. ‘My real brother. The boy I grew up with.’

‘Your brother died years ago,’ the younger sibling spits back. ‘You’re arguing with his ghost.’

Dead silence in the room. No one dares cough, or shift in their seat. The table read is always a giddy affair, like the first day of school. Adèle remembers this same feeling on Clara Cowan’s last film, for which she was plucked from relative obscurity to play one of the leads. Fast-forward to that shuddering auditorium at Tribeca, where Adèle had gripped her chair through the applause that rolled like a thunderhead through the end credits of An Enormous Mind. Clara had spun on her heels during the standing ovation, like she was reinvented by it. Then she’d gone and written something even better.

Adèle only has a minor role in this one, because all the roles beyond the main two are minor. There’s the dead dad, who pops up in flashbacks and visions. There’s a smattering of villagers, the military men who show up in the final act, and her, the housemaid still hanging around at the chateau after her employer’s death. They were supposed to shoot in Italy, until tantalising tax breaks moved production to France. Adèle wonders if this is the more likely reason for her Cowan project return, and for the many French faces in this London studio, alongside the British producers and the American execs and the department heads of varied origin, all radiating the same excitement. They are sharing a table with Jacob Steele, after all.

Steele’s involvement in the film had been kept secret until the last possible moment, probably because they knew that no one would keep their cool once the news was out. Even sitting here in a hoodie and a baseball cap, it’s hard to pretend he’s mortal. Everyone in the room knows him, as would most of the people on the street outside. Perhaps from the BBC series in which he played a scrawny addict from a broken home, leaving women across the country united in their belief that they could fix him. Or from the gay indie drama that got him the BAFTA up-and-comer nod, or the other gay indie drama that had him dispelling queerbaiting allegations with a disarming smile in a front-page feature with Esquire. Most likely, though, they know him from the big-budget American series that has him beamed into their living rooms every Sunday night, pouting out from a heavy fur cloak with a broadsword strapped to his back. Head a few streets over to the Pinter Theatre right now and he’s there, too, looking pensive on a giant billboard, the lead in the latest of a string of smart decisions on the West End.

‘He’s so humble,’ one of the villagers had said, before they began.

‘Did you see how he introduced himself to everyone?’ another had added. ‘They don’t all do that.’

Steele is playing the younger brother. The older brother is being played by Seb Bonami, who some people in the room have seen in some stuff. Everyone agrees that he is handsome, and that he only got the role because he’s the director’s boyfriend. Adèle wonders why he looks so angry, and if it might be her fault. She’d only wanted an excuse to talk to Steele before they started this morning. But when she’d stood between the two of them and asked them if they knew each other, she could tell straight away that she’d committed a faux pas.

‘No,’ Bonami had said, quickly.

‘Tangentially,’ Steele had said, at the same time.

It soon became clear that this tangent is the director herself. Whenever Steele stands over Clara’s shoulder and suggests adding a feed line here, a plant and pay-off there, Bonami glowers from the other side of the table. He hasn’t introduced himself to anyone else in the cast, really, a solitary attitude that lends itself to his solid, serious role in the film. Adèle feels a little sorry for Bonami. All day, Clara has made herself available to everyone else but him. Steele has chosen a chair that puts him right between the two of them. Clara must know that she’s setting her boyfriend up for failure. He’s bound to be outshone by such a star, which might be why he looks so glum about the whole affair. No one really knows what Clara is thinking. This morning, she’d talked them through her vision. And it’s in her vision that they trust, with the reception to An Enormous Mind still lingering, and with the strength of the locked script now sitting in front of each of them. Well, semi-locked. Every single page of Clara’s version is covered in handwritten notes, and Steele has been doing his best to make his mark upon them.

‘She never could stop changing things,’ Steele said earlier, with an almost-proud smile.

‘I just think when something’s done, it’s done,’ Bonami had interjected, his own voice steely.

There’s tension here. Two territorial actors who don’t see eye to eye. When sparks fly, fires start. Everyone has heard stories of how electric their first screen test was. They don’t look remotely related, but Adèle supposes that’s the wonder of good acting. Now, at this table, she sees it for herself. Organising a film is a puzzle within a puzzle, the jigsaw of interlocking schedules and locations dictating when the film itself will shoot, and then within that the smaller order of the scenes themselves, the thirty-first shot three weeks before the first, and so on. The housekeeper’s scenes will mostly be wrapped in the first two weeks of shooting. The scene that Steele and Bonami are acting out now, one of the film’s most climactic, will be the last. They just have to get there. Because it isn’t Bonami and Steele that Adèle is worried about. It’s Bonami and Clara.

‘It’s different,’ Adèle overhears Clara saying, once they’ve broken for lunch. ‘We were kids back then.’

Adèle is out in the cold, smoking a cigarette. Clara and her boyfriend are tucked into a doorway around the corner, out of sight, presuming they’re out of earshot, too.

‘You hated him,’ Bonami says. He lowers his voice. ‘You said he was abusive.’

Clara’s response is curt. ‘I never said that.’

‘You implied it.’

‘Don’t tell me what I—’ She abandons the thought. ‘Yes, he’s a dick,’ she says. ‘But he’s still a good actor.’

‘Fuck me,’ Seb says. ‘Is this all because he’s famous now?’ His voice takes on a new, desperate timbre. ‘He’s your ex-boyfriend.’

‘It’s ancient history.’

‘Are you going to tell me he’s changed?’

‘Some people have the capacity.’

Whatever she means by this, it seems bruising. Bonami sounds like he’s biting his tongue.

‘How would you know?’ he says. ‘He only waltzed back into your life a couple of months ago.’

‘Is this going to be a problem?’ Clara says.

There’s an undertone here. It seems to imply that it wouldn’t be too hard for her to recast one of the leads. That if she were to do so, it wouldn’t necessarily be Steele.

Bonami gets the message. ‘It’s your film.’

‘It is,’ Clara says. ‘And I don’t need to ask your permission about casting. That’s not in your contract.’

A frosty silence. Each waits for the other to speak. It’s Clara who relents, eventually. She seems to know it’s her job to keep things running smoothly.

‘Look,’ she says, with a sigh. ‘I’m not asking you to be his best friend. I’m just asking you to trust me.’ A silence. ‘That wouldn’t have been so outlandish, once.’

Adèle can’t help but wonder at the meaning of this. What’s happened between them. What’s still happening.

‘You’re good together, the two of you,’ Clara adds, testing the water.

‘So people keep saying,’ Bonami replies. ‘It’s intensely annoying.’

Another silence, less cold, but not exactly warm. Over the soundtrack of the west London traffic, Adèle hears a progression of sighs, of clicked teeth, of two people shifting on their feet.

‘OK,’ Seb says finally. ‘I trust you. I believe in you.’

‘Thank you,’ Clara says, her voice rigid and professional.

‘I want this film to be good,’ Seb says. ‘You deserve it. If anyone knows how hard you work, it’s me.’

A pause. ‘Thank you,’ she says again. Softer. More sincere.

Another silence. Another topic neither of them wants to broach.

‘When is it happening?’ Clara asks, after a while. She isn’t speaking as a director any more. Her tone commands nothing, does not demand an easy answer. ‘Did Nimesh say when?’

‘He said it’ll be obvious,’ Bonami says. ‘It’s about quality of life.’

‘Obvious,’ Clara repeats, sounding almost angry. ‘That’s easy for him to say.’

‘It’s not easy for him. And it’s not his fault.’

The sharp response doesn’t seem to surprise Clara. She’s touching a nerve.

‘Of course,’ she says. ‘It’s an impossible decision.’

‘I know,’ says Bonami. His own voice is distant, like he’s lost in his own head. ‘I don’t want to make it.’

Another pause, and Adèle imagines Clara reaching for his hand. Does he take hers? Does he hold on to it for long? Perhaps she doesn’t reach out after all. Perhaps the distance between them has grown too wide.

‘I don’t know how to fix this,’ Clara says. It’s clear she isn’t talking about the film, because there’s something new in her voice. Something fearful. Something desperately sad.

Bonami says nothing at all.







a veterinary nurse

There’s an electric candle on the front desk, and a sign in front of it that asks visitors to be respectful when the fake flame is lit. You don’t have to spell out everything. That’s why they write ‘P.T.S.’ in the schedule when they have to do this, and why the shadow of this particular P.T.S. has been looming over everyone at the practice all day. It will be done last thing, once the final patient has been seen. That way, Nimesh won’t have to put on a brave face for anyone afterwards.

‘Are you OK?’ the nurse asks, after that last patient has left.

Nimesh takes a slow breath. ‘I’ll be fine,’ he says. ‘It’s not about me.’

Her boss wants to solve everything. To save everyone. It affects him, when he can’t. Most vets have to do this at least once a day. Sometimes, half a dozen times. How could that not take a toll?

They arrive late, a small bell above the door tinkling at their entrance. First, Seb, beanie hat and flannel jacket, a leather lead in one hand. Then Jasper, hobbling slowly across the threshold on legs that seem as if they’re made of wood. He totters, his head bowed, waiting patiently to be pointed in which direction he should go.

‘Our favourite boy,’ the nurse says, giving Jasper a fuss.

And he is. Jasper is a minor celebrity at the practice. And though she’s only ever known him as an older gent, he was still spry and puppyish when he started coming in a few years ago, still able to levitate his way into your lap if he thought you might be hiding a gravy bone or a stick of venison jerky. Jasper’s owners are film people, so he’s often stayed with Nimesh for weeks on end, hanging around reception while they work, acting as a handsome assistant to the nurses and the admin team. He rests his heavy head in her cupped hands now. She promised herself she wouldn’t cry this early.

‘Where’s Clara?’ Nimesh says to Seb.

Seb’s voice is distant. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ he says. ‘How’s Maisie?’

Nimesh grips his friend’s shoulder. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

It feels strange to imagine Nimesh with a personal life. To imagine him younger. If they subscribed to the concept of dog years, Jasper would be somewhere in his eighties. Nimesh has told her about the day they brought him home, how Seb had laid newspaper over almost every inch of his parents’ flat, and the cheeky little newcomer had still sniffed out the only corner of bare carpet to use as a toilet. She’s seen pictures of him back then. He looked like a mop head. Now he’s finally caught up with his features, earning his snaggle tooth, his old-man eyebrows, the white streaks in that wizard’s beard.

‘Shall we?’ Nimesh says, keeping his voice as steady as he can.

It was Nimesh who inserted Jasper’s microchip, who doled out his wormers on a monthly basis, who X-rayed his leg when he got it caught in a fence chasing a squirrel and who pumped his stomach for socks and chocolate and, once, a whole ream of tinsel. Since Nimesh moved here, Jasper has been only an occasional patient, appointments coinciding with weekend visits. Still, it was Nimesh who’d diagnosed his arthritis, who’d first noticed the clouds forming in his eyes. Jasper’s cocktail cabinet of medicine prescriptions had been penned in Nimesh’s hand. His hand shakes a little, now, as it rests on the small of Seb’s back and leads him down the corridor, the dog hobbling alongside them. The nurse follows behind at a respectful distance.

‘Thank you for doing this,’ Seb says, to Nimesh. ‘It couldn’t be anyone else.’

Nimesh says nothing, because he can’t. He opens the door of the examination room, and they head inside. Jasper stands vacantly on unsteady legs until Seb scoops him up. He holds Jasper close, squeezes him tightly. Jasper’s at home here. How strange for a dog, to spend so much of your life visiting the place you’ll come to die. It will be weird, Nimesh says. Imagining this room without him ever in it. Seb simply nods, then hands Jasper over to Nimesh for one last cuddle. It means a lot. It all does. They take their time. Then, when they’ve taken all the time they can, they place Jasper within a blanket on top of a mat on the metal table between them.

‘Whenever you’re ready,’ Nimesh says.

Seb scratches Jasper behind his grey-tufted ears. The dog is already laying his chin on the table, gazing upwards. The nurse steps forward. She knows that Nimesh is more than capable of inserting an IV, but she also knows how hard this is for him. So, it’s she who takes the lead, locating a vein near Jasper’s paw. She steps back. Jasper is stoic. He hasn’t taken his eyes off his owner. Seb crouches, kisses him between those wiry eyebrows. He stays crouched, stays close.

‘We’re ready,’ he says.

On the front desk, they’re lighting a candle that cannot be snuffed out. Away from that, in here, is a familiar tableau. A man and his dog. Nimesh prepares the needle, takes a deep breath. It doesn’t hurt. Seb doesn’t cry. He merely stays at Jasper’s level, talking quietly to him, burying his face in the fur on his neck. A moment is all it takes. Seb cradles Jasper’s head, and he’s once again a younger dog, a doe-eyed puppy. Then he drifts away, and there is no Jasper at all.







the make-up artist

Everyone talks to him. It comes with the job, with the hours spent in this sweltering trailer. Those in the make-up chair can’t help but spill their guts. Bright and early every morning, in front of a mirror edged with bare bulbs, on a film set somewhere in the French countryside, he hears the whole story.

Clemence Thiffault (The villager): I don’t know what I was expecting, but it wasn’t this. The house is so big. So old. Lots of cracks and leaks. I thought I was in paradise when I saw all the trailers in the orchard. But now they’re saying it’s going to be the hottest month ever in France. The hottest month ever. And we’re stuck here without air conditioning. Is it any wonder that everyone’s on edge?

Dustin Fitzgerald (Soldier #1): Seb gets a room with the director in the actual chateau, ceiling fan and all. And you can still tell that he doesn’t want to be here.

Adèle Durand (The housekeeper): Seb and Clara sleep in separate beds, I’m sure of it. I see her having breakfast on her balcony, going through the shot lists, and Seb is never there. You know that Jacob is Clara’s ex? And that Seb’s dog died, like, last week? She uses his sadness on camera. That scene where he tries on his dad’s old suit? Devastating.

Eric Matheson (The father): I give it a week. Maybe two. You can’t just cast the guy you’re knocking boots with and expect everything to be sunshine and roses. I used to be the one knocking the boots, if you catch my drift. I was a leading man, and now I get cast as the leading man’s father. I’m not even alive in this film. You’re either making me look younger for flashbacks or making me look dead when I’m a ghost. Do you keep any booze in here? What’s that blue bottle?

Adèle Durand: She knows how to direct people. My lord, Jacob, the bit on the balcony railings. I wanted to rush over and hold him. Sure, Seb is handsome, but he’s handsome in an obvious way. Jacob has an unconventional face. All angles. He looks like a Victorian poet.

Clemence Thiffault: He looks like a rat.

Adèle Durand: What does Eric say? Knocking boots. I would like to knock boots with Jacob Steele. But he only has eyes for Clara. Seb kissed her on set, yesterday, and it was like he was marking his territory. Jacob knew what he was doing. Clara’s eyes were on the monitor.

Eric Matheson: No, I’m not going to drink the fucking barbicide. What do you take me for? Anyway, I’m team Steele. I loved him in Jester’s Privilege. The press said it gave all the wrong men all the wrong ideas, but everyone else in his generation is afraid to ask those thorny questions about masculinity. Look at me, working with a female director. Hand me the bottle, would you? Isopropyl alcohol. Seventy proof. You and I could have a good night on this. Monsieur Steele would be game, I think. He likes to go off-script. He’s a method man. Old Man Bonami is more traditional.

Dustin Fitzgerald: Did you hear about the night shoot? The hours dragging on and on, Jacob making them go again and again. He likes to improvise. Those are the lines, Seb said to Jacob. Do different lines, then, Jacob said to Seb. It wouldn’t hurt, to think outside the box. Seb said there was only one person he’d take direction from. And everyone turned to Clara…

Eric Matheson: Madame Director looked more like a ghost than yours truly. And what does she decide to say, when she finally finds her voice? Ha! You’ll love this one.

Dustin Fitzgerald: ‘He’s right.’

Clemence Thiffault: She meant that Seb was right, about the film being Clara’s. He was sticking up for her, and she knew it. Jacob’s face was furious, though he tried his best to hide it.

Adèle Durand: She meant that Jacob was right, about thinking outside the box. Seb looked like he could have punched a hole in one of those little windows. But we’re all making the same film, aren’t we? And when Clara’s stressed, it isn’t Seb who goes to her, who tells her the rushes are looking great.

Dustin Fitzgerald: Jacob suggested that the third act wasn’t working. That they needed to workshop it. He had some ideas, as always, and Clara, who keeps changing the schedule, who’s getting as partial to a drink as old Eric, said she was open to them. I bet she is, Thom said. And I kind of get what he means, because like, yeah, they can discuss those ideas over dinner. But surely there’s someone else they should invite?

Thom Partridge (Soldier #2): Seb’s a cuck, mate. A total no-guy. But even I felt sorry for him. A whole spread in a French tabloid, with pictures of his girlfriend and Jacob out for dinner, drinking wine and laughing together. Everyone was reading it when Seb came into catering. Fuck me, it was awkward. He asked Clemence to translate the headline. Jacob Steele’s latest squeeze. Seb left the set straight away. One of the runners had to go looking for him. If I had a role like his, I wouldn’t be fucking around, keeping the crew waiting. If I had a girlfriend who looked like Clara Cowan, a girlfriend who was a famous film director, I’d fight for her.

Clemence Thiffault: There’s no fight left in him. Isn’t it obvious? He’s depressed. He has been since he got here, always moping around with those ancient headphones around his neck. Jacob sees it, of course. He’s like a hyena, circling Clara. He and Seb might as well be snarling at each other. We’re a week out from the end of filming, and people are starting to worry that we won’t even make it. Did Matty tell you what happened yesterday? It’s like Apocalypse Now.

Matthieu Maurois (The thief): OK, I will tell you. We are shooting this scene, the thief in the house, yes? The big brother realises that the thief is in – how you say? – cahoots, yes, cahoots with his little brother. Family jewels, drug money, this kind of thing. It is awkward, this dialogue, because everyone has seen the newspaper, everyone know what is going on. ‘You couldn’t keep your grubby fingers off, could you?’ Mon dieu. So, we finish, and Seb has the angry look, and he goes to talk to Clara about something, and then Jacob gets in the middle of it. He says, to Seb: ‘Give us a minute, mate.’

Dustin Fitzgerald: No one could believe their ears. Pin-drop stuff.

Clemence Thiffault: Seb isn’t usually confrontational. But this time, he snaps. He tells Jacob that he and his girlfriend – he says this, ‘my girlfriend’ – are talking. And you’re not my mate. Jacob laughs, repeats this in Seb’s voice. You’re not my mate. And what does Seb do? He grabs Jacob. Just grabs him by the collar, right in front of everyone. Clara’s mortified, obviously. She tells Seb to stop, and immediately, he does. You can see that Jacob is embarrassed, emasculated. He storms off, saying he can’t work with this fucking psychopath. And Clara walks away, too, because everyone’s looking at her.

Eric Matheson: She loves it. Two strapping boys battling over her.

Clemence Thiffault: She hates it. Being the subject of all this gossip. Everyone saying she’s not in control. After it had happened, after Jacob and Clara had stormed off in their separate directions, Seb was just left standing in the middle of it all. Dumbstruck. And we’re all there thinking the same thing.

Eric Matheson: We’re headed for a fucking iceberg, and no one knows who’s steering the ship.

Dustin Fitzgerald: So there I am, rehearsing my lines in the rose garden. And who should turn up but Clara, with Seb chasing after her? I had to duck behind a bush. Clara was saying that Seb shouldn’t have done it, that he’s turning her film into a sideshow. You’ve made me look small, she said. You’ve made me look weak. And Seb said that all she ever cares about is how she looks, and not how things actually are. Clara didn’t like that. She told him he’d never get it, because even though it’s him in front of the camera, she’s the one who gets her life picked apart. I never should have cast you, she said. I never should have come, he said. They haven’t spoken since.

Thom Partridge: Genuinely. She’s directing him through one of the ADs now.

Adèle Durand: It used to annoy Clara, that Jacob wanted to watch all the playbacks. Now she leaves a spare seat next to hers in the director’s tent.

Thom Partridge: And Seb just smokes at the end of the garden.

Matthieu Maurois: Does this sound like a happy couple to you?

Eric Matheson: The party was Clara’s idea, as if we needed further proof that one of her screws has come loose. A wrap party, not on the last night of filming, but the night before. I’m all for it, truth be told. A little debauchery might lighten the mood.

Clemence Thiffault: The last scene tomorrow is the big one, after the brothers have got drunk and trashed the chateau. So, tonight, we’ll all get drunk and leave a mess for them. It saves the set-dressers a job. And it means that Jacob and Seb don’t have to act their hangovers.

Dustin Fitzgerald: Sure, there’s method in the madness. But it is madness.

Adèle Durand: Jacob will be there, right?

Clemence Thiffault: It’s all going to end in tears.

Eric Matheson: I can’t wait.







another actor

Eric is drunk. If the objective was debauchery, depravity, then the cast and crew had thrown themselves towards it with open arms. He and Matthieu had raided ancient bottles of Armagnac from the liquor cabinet. Jacob had made a call and suddenly, somehow, some assistant had turned up with several cases of champagne. Things descended from there. Agathe, the producer, who’d only flown in this morning, was put to bed before any of them. The make-up artist was spotted being sick off a balcony outside, the grip holding back his hair. Two of the soldiers dared each other to skinny-dip in the moat, hoping some of the female cast members might follow. They didn’t, choosing instead to cut loose on the impromptu dancefloor organised by Jacob and Clara. Madame Director has been the life of the party, hair down, arms above her head, drinking everyone else under the table. Eric has tried his best to keep up, but he can’t dance like he used to.

He’s flagging now, so he stumbles upstairs, a champagne bottle dangling precariously from one hand, pausing only for a breather on the antique chaise longue on the landing. It’s here that he rests, eyes closed, clasping the bottle to his chest like a sword held by a dead knight. He hiccups. He hears them, on the other side of a heavy velvet curtain. Their voices are thick, their words produced with effort. Eric isn’t the only one who’s drunk.

‘You’ve been avoiding me,’ comes Seb’s low voice. ‘All night. All week.’

Seb has been absent tonight. Eric wonders if he’s been drinking alone.

‘Why would I want to be around you?’ Clara says. Her words are even more slurred than his. ‘I’m sick of you. I’m sick of being judged.’

‘You’re wasted.’

‘And there we are.’

There’s a silence. On the other side of the curtain, neither of them moves.

‘I don’t want to be like this,’ Seb says. ‘Always fighting.’

‘You think I do?’

‘No,’ Seb says. ‘It’s not too late to—’

‘To what?’

‘I don’t know.’

Another silence. Clara sniffs.

‘I think it is too late,’ she says. ‘I thought the film would help, but it’s made everything worse.’

‘So that’s all this was?’ Seb says. ‘An experiment?’

‘You weren’t always so bitter.’ Clara spits out the words.

‘And you used to talk to me.’

‘That makes one of us.’

A creaking floorboard. Eric is disoriented. Is Seb stepping towards Clara, or is he walking away?

‘It would have been different,’ Seb says. ‘If he wasn’t here.’

‘You need to get over this,’ Clara says.

‘How can I?’ Seb says, suddenly animated. ‘You created this situation. No one forced you to cast him. You could have said no to Nico, or Agathe. You wanted him here. Now every time I see you, he’s there, too. Following you around. Giving his opinion. Making you laugh.’

‘God forbid somebody makes me laugh,’ Clara says. ‘It’s been long enough.’ She adjusts her tone. ‘He is not the problem with this film. He’s actually made it better.’ She half hiccups, stomps her foot. ‘Despite what you may think, Jacob Steele is not the root cause of everything.’

‘Then who is?’

Eric imagines the look on Clara’s face. He can’t help but pity Seb.

‘Oh, come on,’ Seb says. ‘He’s made you think like this.’

‘Oh my god!’ Clara’s voice finally cracks. ‘Listen to yourself. Since when did you get so controlling?’

‘He’s controlling you.’

‘Oh, really?’ Clara says. ‘You’re the one who cares about keeping me to yourself.’

‘I care about you being yourself,’ Seb says. ‘You’re acting like a person I don’t recognise. You used to be more than just a fucking director. Now that’s all you are, all the time.’

‘People change,’ Clara says.

‘I’m the same as I’ve always been.’

‘No, you’re not,’ she shouts, unable to match Seb’s level of calm. ‘And the problem is that you think you are. Not growing up is not the same as being the same person.’ Clara is almost out of breath. ‘Everyone changes. Even you. And you’ve become someone selfish.’

‘Selfish?’ Seb’s voice rises an octave. ‘I’ve given you everything you wanted,’ he says. ‘All I’ve asked for is one thing.’

‘But it wasn’t one thing, was it?’ Clara says. ‘It was everything. And it would have taken over everything.’

Seb takes a moment to respond. ‘You’re already talking in the past tense.’

‘What else do we have?’ Clara’s voice is still raised. ‘I’ve spent the last three years watching you retreat.’ Eric can tell that Clara is holding back tears. ‘I needed you.’

‘You’re the one who’s been away all the time.’

‘I’ve been running away!’ Clara yells. ‘Being anywhere else has been better than being around you. Being your constant source of disappointment.’

‘That’s not fair.’

‘You don’t get to decide what’s fair,’ she says, through tears. ‘Not when you never once asked me what I actually wanted.’

When Seb speaks, his voice has hardened again. ‘What do you want?’

‘Not this,’ Clara says. ‘Not any of this.’

Seb takes a long time to reply. He seems to know that they’re at a crossroads, that what he says next will matter. He seems to know he’s choosing the wrong path.

‘Have it your way,’ he says. ‘I’m done.’

The last thing Eric sees before he drifts off to sleep is the blurred shape of Seb storming down the corridor. The last thing he hears, heavy boots on the stairs.







the grip

The last scene before they wrap is an INT./EXT. job, taking place between the trashed banquet room and the garden on to which its generous doors are thrown open. Long curtains billow out in the breeze. Call Time has been called on their final day, and Seb and Jacob pace the lawn with their backs to each other as if preparing for a duel. The grip deploys his small team to check the tripods and tracks, ensuring each camera is primed and in position. He gives one of these cameras a final check, sees Seb on the screen attached to it. His mind conjures an image of a firing squad.

‘Action!’ calls Clara.

Both Seb and Jacob look like they haven’t slept, which is kind of the point of the scene. But Seb is lethargic, mumbling his lines, and Jacob is jumpy, bouncing off walls that aren’t there. The first take is a dud. Clara is clearly stressed, sweating through a linen shirt with the sleeves rolled up. When she cuts, both actors immediately turn to her.

‘He’s off,’ Jacob says.

Seb shakes his head.

‘You’re both off,’ Clara replies.

And the grip can’t help but see her as he saw her late last night. Wandering the halls of the chateau, alone and in tears. Jacob finding her, comforting her, taking her to the next balcony along, away from prying eyes.

‘Seb said we’re done,’ he’d heard her say, between sobs.

Jacob, stroking her hair and shushing her. ‘You deserve better.’

Another take. Another dud. Jacob is overacting. Seb, under. But whenever they’re not rolling, the energy is all Seb’s. He paces like a rodeo bull, snorting and stamping his feet, muttering lines under his breath. Jacob grins manically to himself, lost in some private joke. When he locks eyes with Seb, the smile disappears. They each look to Clara, two attention-starved kids battling for their mother’s affection.

‘Let’s dial it back this time,’ Clara says, careful not to look at either of them.

The grip knows what she’s thinking. They’re all thinking it. It might be the last day, but if they don’t have this scene, they don’t have a film.

‘Roll sound,’ Clara says, as she wipes her brow. ‘Roll camera. Action.’

They go again, Jacob toning it down just enough to avoid a telling-off, but still chewing enough scenery to get under Seb’s skin. It’s better – but they can do better still.

As soon as the cameras have stopped rolling, Jacob huffs in frustration. ‘Give me something,’ he says to Seb. ‘Anything!’

‘Fuck off, Jacob,’ says Seb.

‘That’s it,’ Jacob says, with a grin. ‘That fire in your belly.’ He comes close, prods Seb in the gut. ‘Use it.’

‘You’re not the director,’ Seb says, like a broken record, batting Jacob’s hand away.

The real director looks nauseous. ‘Guys, cool it,’ she says. ‘We’re almost there.’

‘No, we’re not,’ Jacob says, his voice edgy. ‘He’s coasting. He’s had one foot out the door the whole time.’ He throws his arms up. ‘His bags are already packed, for god’s sake.’

Seb’s eyes, which had been trained on the dry lawn beneath him, snap to Jacob’s face. He furrows his brow. ‘My bags?’

Jacob meets his glare. He glances deliberately towards the window above Seb’s head.

The window of Seb and Clara’s room.

The grip knows that Clara slept in that room last night. He also knows that Seb didn’t.

Clara is scrambling to begin another take. The grip can feel sweat running down the back of his neck, seeping into his black T-shirt. He watches Seb turn his eyes from the window and back to Jacob. Then, finally, to Clara. It’s not hard to see the wheels in his head starting to turn. Why would Jacob have been in their room? Seb’s eyes dart this way and that, as if he’s trying to think of some other explanation, as if he doesn’t actually want to know the truth. But Jacob is already stepping towards him, angling his face away from the cameras. It’s hard to make out what he says – unless you’re a grip with a direct feed to the boom mic swaying over their heads.

‘I forgot how loud she is.’

Seb’s face drops.

‘Action!’

The grip had shrunk back into the shadows when he’d heard them approaching. So, he’d seen it all. Jacob helping Clara to her room, whispering something into Clara’s ear, planting his lips on Clara’s mouth. Clara pushing Jacob against the wall of the corridor, tearing open the buttons of his shirt, then dragging him by the wrist through the door before slamming it shut.

Now it seems that Seb is seeing it, too, playing out behind his glassy, bloodshot eyes. His mouth repeats his lines, but he is somewhere else entirely.

‘Cut!’

The garden is unnervingly quiet, the fountain dormant so as not to interfere with the sound. The grip is watching on the monitor of the B camera, the wide shot, which catches both men as they stay rooted to the spot. Clara is watching footage from the A camera, close on Seb’s face. Seb looks at Jacob. Jacob looks at Clara. Clara looks back at Jacob, then at Seb on the screen, as if she can’t look directly at him.

She relents. She looks up. He’s staring back at her.

‘No,’ Seb says, as if only he and Clara are here, as if he’s begging her to tell him that he’s got it wrong.

Clara simply makes a little choking sound, which is enough of an answer for Seb. As he moves, the triumphant look vanishes from Jacob’s face. He flinches, loses his mark, takes a few fumbling steps backwards. But Seb isn’t aiming for Jacob. He’s passing back through the curtains, through the hall. Up towards that room, those bags.

‘Seb,’ Clara shouts, all professional instinct left behind on the lawn. ‘Wait!’

But nothing can change what’s already happened. Upstairs, a blazing argument echoes out of the flung-open windows. By the time the taxi arrives, Clara is in floods of tears. The grip stands frozen with the rest of the cast and crew, staring silently from the lawn as Clara pleads for Seb not to go, as Seb throws his things into the boot. He gets into the car. He doesn’t look back.

The taxi disappears towards the wrought-iron gates. Clara steps out on to the gravel driveway to watch it go.







part | two






her sister

Best to start from the beginning. Mise en place comes first. The chopping and sorting of vegetables, getting to the heart of artichokes with an efficiency only she possesses. Cee has always valued order. And while she has staff to shuck these oysters or wrench the ink sacs from these frigid squid, the work itself is the thing. She remembers staging in Copenhagen, the tang of the blood that seeped into buckets from suspended deer carcasses during game season. She remembers the emergency room of the rigshospitalet, where they’d stitched the top of her finger back on. She remembers a visit from her sister, getting drunk on overpriced gløgg in the tourist bars of Nyhavn. They wouldn’t do that kind of thing now. Cee has her own family. She’s barely seen her sister since Clara burned her whole life to the ground.

Perhaps it’s the curse of the Cowan siblings. Doomed to be unlikeable, each in their own way. Augie is infuriatingly aloof. Clara is as single-minded as a steamroller. And Cee? People – men, mainly – call her cold. Then they leave her out in it. In Copenhagen she was banished to a freezing courtyard to dissect partridge carcasses with numb, trembling fingers. She could see the warm orange glow of the restaurant, diners closing their eyes over plates of the best food in the world. She knew, even then, that she belonged inside. Here she stands, in her own kitchen, in the restaurant that she built, if not with her own hands, then with her own force of will. Those hands are burnt and scarred, nails brutally short and knuckles scrubbed dry. But they’re steady, as she places them on the stainless-steel counter and bows her head to the silence. Reservations have been dwindling. She’s been following the news, and she knows that they may not even be able to open tonight. What will they do with all these ingredients? Her mind begins to tally up the losses, but there is no time to dwell. The harsh sound of a phone vibrating against metal brings her back.

It will be Harry, calling her home to help deal with a crisis. One of the children sick, or injured, or throwing a tantrum too large for a single pair of hands. It still baffles Cee, that she’s a parent, this same Cee whose dinners regularly consist of sriracha piped on to leftover roast potatoes straight from the fridge after a late shift. When she’d finally opened the restaurant, when they’d started trying for a third because Cee couldn’t bear a house filled with only boys, it was Harry who’d packed in his job to become a house-proud househusband.

It tells you a lot about a man, to see his face when he watches a woman eat. Other men were disgusted or intimidated when Cee would prise apart a chicken carcass with her bare hands, slurping bits of cartilage as she went. Not Harry. He was just as hungry as her. He loved that she was fierce. He’d once called her a tiger with a soft belly, tracing his fingers along the seam of her underwear as he’d said it. She said she’d stab him with her chef’s knife if he ever called her belly soft again. But she hadn’t moved his hand. This might surprise someone like Clara, who tends to forget that other people have their own interior lives. She’d never imagine how voracious Cee’s appetite can be.

Cee uses the tip of her knife to flip the phone over. She’s surprised by the name on the screen, puts it down to sibling telepathy. Why else would Clara be on her mind? Cee’s hands are covered in squid ink, so the call goes unanswered. Her sister will be drunk. She won’t have gone to bed yet. Clara’s sleeping habits have always been vampiric, kohl-rimmed eyes like a vampire bat, closing only when the sun comes up. More recently, showing up once every few weeks, coked out of her mind or too drunk to hold a conversation. Cee has always felt a responsibility to care for her younger siblings, a need to be the parent their parents couldn’t be. It makes her angry, when she can’t defend them. When they won’t let her. Their mum is ill again, and Cee knows that even she deserves better. Their mother, never allowed her own bank account, always keeping the music low in case he heard her listening to it. At the hospital, Cee told their father never to speak to any of them again. She had no right to, of course. They’re all grown-ups. But Augie has gone AWOL, and Clara exists mainly in inebriated, incomprehensible messages from unfeeling hotel rooms all over the globe. Cee is the one who remains, holding it all together.

Silence. Cee washes the knife, then her hands. She tightens her ponytail with one elastic band, then another. The phone starts ringing again, and she already knows that he will answer it this time. Clara has no one else.

‘What’s wrong?’ Cee says, on the second ring.

Cee has never been one for going overboard. She values simplicity, clean lines and sharp edges. She’ll subtract one ingredient from every new dish she comes up with, then subtract one ingredient more. You could say the same for siblings, and conversation. There’s meaning in the words that aren’t said.

‘Wait,’ Cee says, in response to Clara’s silence. ‘Is something actually wrong?’

‘Can you come over?’ Clara says. Her voice is croaky.

‘Are you ill?’

‘Just come.’

And Cee doesn’t need to hear any more than that. She moves at pace, sheathing her knives and disinfecting the surfaces, turning off the harsh strip lights and slamming the heavy metal door behind her. In the taxi, she winds down the window, because it’s what she’s been told to do. They say to wash your hands for thirty seconds at a time, a death sentence for her already-raw knuckles. They say to be wary of people with coughs, to wear a mask, to not touch anything on the tube. I have three children, she wants to say. Licking railings is practically a vocation for them. So she worries about her sons, and her restaurant, and her sister, and everything else. Cee likes to be in control, and the entire world is spinning out of it. The taxi moves quickly towards Clara’s rented flat, up Shaftesbury Avenue, past Tottenham Court Road and into Bloomsbury. She stares out across empty streets, a city in the process of shutting down.

‘Hello?’ Cee says, into the Ring doorbell outside Clara’s flat in Islington. No answer. ‘Are you serious? You asked me to come.’

Cee rubs her thumb and forefinger together, wonders who else has pressed this doorbell. She squirts some sanitiser into her hands, swears under her breath. She hadn’t even realised her sister was back in town. They’re both so stubborn, both so focused on their own things. It’s only your third baby. It’s only your second film. Clara has become more flighty and fickle than ever. They’ve fought, about Clara’s self-sabotage, about Cee’s self-righteousness. Cee feels as furious as anyone at Clara’s insistence on burning bridges just for something to do. And yet, she feels guilty, too. With Seb, Clara had stabilised. The three siblings had finally found some even ground. Now Seb is gone, and the stabilisers are off, and Clara’s cries for help have once again been falling on deaf ears. Cee should have listened. They’re Cowans, after all. If the world doesn’t like them, they have to look out for each other.

A click, and the door to Clara’s building opens. Cee steps inside, finds it chilly. The walls are bare. The only other flat is dead silent. She climbs the stairs, sees that Clara’s door is already open. Inside, another ghost town. Expensive art on the walls. Furniture that came with the place. A kitchen that has never been used. Cee traces a finger along the spotless hobs, peeks around the corner at Clara’s unmade bed.

‘Hello?’ she shouts.

A quiet reply from the en suite bathroom. ‘I’m in here.’

Cee follows her sister’s voice, preparing her scarf as an impromptu face-covering, worried that Clara is ill, not knowing what illness means right now and whether she’ll be alright, whether any of them are going to be alright. The bathroom door is ajar, and Cee pushes it open with her foot. Clara is on the floor. She’s wearing a creased set of silk pyjamas, and she’s sitting next to the toilet, folded in on herself, wet-eyed and wide-eyed and staring up at her sister like she doesn’t know what to do.

‘What is it?’ Cee says.

And that’s when she sees the pregnancy test.







a wrong number

He doesn’t answer the phone to unknown callers. But the woman leaves a voicemail, which is how he knows she’s got the wrong number.

Seb, she says. How are you? But perhaps this sounds wrong; she changes her tone. I don’t know how long it’s been since we last spoke. I don’t even know if this is still your number. Traffic in the background. She’s outside, on her own. Things aren’t good. I don’t know why I felt the need to call and tell you that. But I always told you everything. Only you. He imagines her, this unknown woman, drawing her arms in tight. No one saw me until you. Now I’ve lost you, and everyone’s looking, and I’ve never felt more invisible. She sniffs. There was an email I never sent. There were so many things I wish I’d done differently. She sounds nervous, on the verge of hysterical tears. ‘I’m done’ can mean different things, can’t it? This conversation is over. Our life is over. The sound of several slow breaths, like she’s trying to steady herself. There’s something you should—Her voice cracks. There’s something I have to—She still can’t say it. I don’t know how to do this without you. I don’t know what to do. I thought I’d know who I was without you, but I don’t. I hoped I’d be over it by now, but I’m not. And the worst thing is, I don’t know where you are, so I don’t know how to find you. Or maybe I do, and that’s worse. Maybe I know that you wouldn’t want me to find you, if I did.

The sound of another woman’s muffled voice, a sliding door.

Happy birthday, Seb, the caller says. And—She bites back a sob. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Someone is trying to coax her away from the phone. Everyone needs people, remember? And I need you. So come back to me. Please come back to me.

The voicemail ends. Because it’s a wrong number, the man who received it presses ‘delete’.







nora, 0

Nothing, at first.  And then, everything.

Darkness,  then light,  togetherness, then

        the opposite.

She is no longer one with her mother.

        Instead, she is one with everything else.

Born with her most primitive senses,    touch being the strongest.

  Strange hands hold her up to lights that are too  bright,

        then place her down on skin she recognises.

She is.  She is.  She is.  She is

Hungry.

        She exists in an immediate world.

Hungry. Hungry.

        She can hear only loud noises.

Hungry. Hungry. Hungry.

        She wants only one thing.

Hungry. Hungry. Hungry. Hungry.

        But she has never used her eyes before.

She cannot look,  can only see eight inches in front of her,

and even then it is  fogged  and blurry  and barely there.

No subtlety.  She thinks everything is one thing,

    apart from one thing.

Her mother’s face.

  An expression she doesn’t know.

      But she knows she is safe,

         and she is warm,

            and she is

              ‘Nora.’







her ex

Jacob Steele can see the future.

That’s the headline of the GQ piece, laid out on the Vitra coffee table in front of him. And though it refers to his supernaturally astute choice of roles, to the sliding scale of increasingly expensive watches they’d made him model on the day of the shoot, he thinks they’re on to something.

After all, he always knew he’d end up here.

Time works strangely for Jacob. The more famous he gets, the faster everything moves. It feels like yesterday that he arrived in that audition room wearing his most penitent face. He knew he’d outpaced Clara in the decade since he’d last seen her. His HBO show was a hit, renewed and renewed again. His team wanted his next project to be a backdoor audition for Bond.

Jacob had another idea. ‘What’s Clara Cowan working on?’

Gone are the days of needing an appointment. If Jacob Steele wants a role, all he has to do is walk in and take it. Pre-production felt like foreplay, helped along by the fact that her current boyfriend was already persona non grata. In France, at dinner, Jacob and Clara got drunk on Sancerre and talked like no time had passed at all. Jacob thought of the things they used to do together, the things she’d let him do to her. He wondered what her body looked like now, under that loose linen shirt. He waited until the wrap party to make his move. The pre-wrap party. What difference could one night make?

Clara cried when her boyfriend fled the chateau. So Jacob said, ‘Paris,’ and she didn’t say no. He sees himself, now, his reflection in the floor-to-ceiling windows, the Jardin des Tuileries and the Eiffel Tower beyond. Behind him, under rumpled white bedsheets, the bare back of Clara Cowan.

He wakes up with scratch marks. She always bruised easily. At a bar in Montmartre, Jacob sits in large Persol sunglasses, his hat pulled conspicuously low.

‘No one’s going to recognise you,’ Clara snaps.

Two teenage girls approach.

Paris can’t last forever. After only a week, they start to rub each other up the wrong way. Jacob knows the real problem is this particular penthouse. They’re stagnating.

‘My show’s about to start filming again,’ he says. ‘Come with me.’

‘Why would I do that?’ she replies, seething. ‘I’m not your groupie. You’re in my film.’

He shouldn’t have suggested it in the first place. And he definitely shouldn’t have told her that people are only going to watch the film because of him. They part unhappily, don’t speak for months. Then Jacob finds himself bored in Budapest towards the end of filming, swaddled and sweaty in a fur cloak hewn from a repurposed IKEA rug. He sends a text on the phone he keeps hidden from the cameras. He can find anything – anyone – these days. He has people to do it for him.

‘Fancy seeing you here.’

This is what he says, when Clara opens the door to the edit suite and finds him standing on the other side of it. He should have known that she’d hole up here as soon as she returned to London. Her hair is a mess. She looks all the worse for seeing him. And yet, he’s brought macarons fresh from Paris, procured by an assistant.

‘The ones you like,’ he says, making puppy eyes over the pale pink box. ‘Let me in?’

She doesn’t invite him over the threshold. Her insomniac eyes dart past his shoulder, down the corridor.

‘What’s the matter?’ he says, masking his annoyance. ‘Hoping for a better offer?’

Jacob wasn’t this confident as a child. He was scrawny. The colour of his hair made him an easy target. His father gave up early, started another family. His mother resented having to stick around.

But puberty was good to Jacob. He grew a jawbone. He began to invent himself, then never stopped. The hair transplant under his cap. The expensive new teeth in his mouth.

‘Jacob,’ he’d said, smiling through that first audition, shedding his surname like another layer of skin. ‘Jacob Steele.’

Jacob is nineteen. He meets Clara for the first time in an old pub on Goodge Street. She calls him a sociopath, but Jacob can tell that it excites her, to find someone else who won’t let anything get in between them and the self they are creating.

Jacob is twenty-one. He and Clara make a short film together, and the film is called Sonder. It is the first step on a long journey that is only going to end in one way. The pair of them, famous, and together. First love burns brighter than anything after. They are like phosphorus. They are like magnets, flipped on end. Even when they repel each other, they attract everyone else.

Jacob is twenty-three. He and Clara break up. Years later, he’ll try to remember why, or if they were even together enough in the first place to warrant a break-up. He remembers a party at the family home of a girl whose name he’s forgotten. He remembers an unfinished argument in Golden Square. He remembers every word to Rutger Hauer’s Blade Runner monologue, and every time he used it for a self-important self-tape. Like tears in rain.

‘I knew you’d come,’ Jacob says.

Clara has agreed to a drink, joining him straight from the edit suite. The box of macarons sits on the table between them. He’s picked that same pub on Goodge Street, for old time’s sake. People are taking pictures of him on their phones.

‘It’s not like I had anywhere else to be,’ Clara says.

They sleep together that night. He’s staying at the Dorchester, she at the Berkeley. There’s a Romeo and Juliet quality to it, their wide windows looking out on separate sides of Hyde Park. On Christmas Day, he turns up to her hotel room with an expensive bottle of mezcal. He knew she’d be alone. They lie entangled in plush bedsheets, bicker about how to make the film better.

Clara sends Jacob out into the ice cold while she speaks to her sister. Hood up, he heads to an off-licence for more booze and more fags. It makes him feel uneasy, being approached in public. It makes him feel worse when he isn’t.

Jacob Steele has seen the future. He wonders if Clara has seen it, too. If she read the Popbitch piece about them, if she’s aware of the articles on the Daily Mail’s sidebar of shame, if she knows how Twitter tore itself apart on the day that one of the minor cast members did a tell-all to The Wrap. He wonders what it would do to his personal brand if people figured out how much he googles his own name.

The pair of them share a car to the BAFTAs. They get uproariously drunk at the Vogue & Tiffany afterparty, bounce off the walls of Annabel’s, argue bitterly all the way home. They won’t be photographed together. His publicity team says he sells better when he’s single. The press would call Clara a ‘mystery woman’, and she’d hate it. Jacob can’t imagine a more accurate moniker.

Jacob’s next project is a big-budget superhero film. The studio rent him a house in Atlanta with a gym in the garage and a private chef who lingers awkwardly between meals. Three months on a barren soundstage leaves him profoundly lacking in stimulation, and he returns to London like a man gasping for air.

This time, Clara texts him first.

Should Jacob be surprised? He can see the future. And the future has returned him here, to the city in which they met, to a seat in an empty amphitheatre, next to, of all people, her. She keeps her bleached hair as short as Jacob’s, now. She tucks phantom strands behind her ear.

‘It’s unfinished,’ Clara whispers, after the film is finished.

Jacob has just watched himself become something else, something ferocious. Even Bonami’s performance blazes with what she’s done.

‘It’s remarkable,’ Jacob says.

He’s going to win awards for this. They’d be unstoppable as a power couple, but Clara would never stoop to hang off his arm. Later that night, she traces those arms, the hard contours of a stomach hewn from boiled chicken and steamed broccoli. For a male actor, a six-pack is now part of the job.

‘Poor you,’ Clara says. They’ve been drinking vodka, slimline tonic. Cocaine has no calories at all. ‘It must be so hard. Being a man.’

Time contracts, expands again. Someone is banging on the thick door of Jacob’s penthouse suite. Jacob drifts in and out of sleep, is annoyed at being woken. Where is—?

‘Clara, it’s Maisie,’ says a voice from behind the door. ‘Please let me in.’

He can still taste the Belvedere from last night. He spits in the sink. Clara is crying in the whirlpool bathtub next to him. Jacob sighs theatrically, stumbles to the intercom.

‘She doesn’t want to see anyone.’

‘Please, Clara,’ the voice says, ignoring Jacob. ‘Don’t shut us all out.’

Once Jacob has had her removed, once he’s berated the concierge about security, he strokes Clara’s short, wet hair and traces a figure of eight on her damp shoulder bones.

‘Everyone’s going to want a piece of you, babe,’ he says. ‘You need to decide how much you can give.’

The film debuts at Cannes, in Critics’ Week. One third of their trio is conspicuously absent, and publicists hiss through their teeth at reporters who look like they might bring up Seb Bonami. Jacob finds the whole thing funny. Clara, clearly, doesn’t.

The lights go down, and a title card comes up. Clara had wanted to call it Sons of the Inferno, but a chorus of execs had told her it sounded like a rock band or a biker gang. In front of a hundred discerning reviewers and judgemental peers, a huge screen says: The Sons. Afterwards, a standing ovation in the double digits. Jacob knows Clara, and he knows that as soon as she’s back in London, she’ll be back in the mix, tinkering until her fingers bleed.

‘I’m a perfectionist,’ Clara says to one interviewer.

‘Well, that’s clear,’ they reply. ‘The film is pretty perfect.’

Clara giggles, in the way she only does when she’s drunk and trying to hide it.

The interviewer goes on. ‘And isn’t Jacob Steele just a revelation?’

Jacob doesn’t intentionally steal the spotlight. Spotlights just have a tendency to sway towards him.

Jacob will remember this as a golden era. He and Clara, in Austin, in Austria, in a plane bathroom somewhere over the Atlantic. Coming and going and coming back together again. The rest of the festivals feel like stops on a victory tour. They collide at each of them. Everywhere, Clara is fêted as an auteur, a visionary filmmaker, a bastion of feminism. Jacob must have seen it all along. He could have had anyone, and he still chose her.

In Venice, Clara gets into a shouting match with a journalist during a press conference. She says that she only ever gets asked boring questions or sexist questions. She says that film festivals make her feel dirty, that the purpose isn’t celebrating movies but whoring yourself out to potential buyers. She stumbles on red carpets, presses powder into her gums. In Park City, Jacob is asked about #MeToo. An old co-star has been cancelled for straying too far into a grey area, and he’s expected to issue a condemnation. He gives the right answer. He’s an active listener. He’s all for intimacy coordinators. Secretly, he wonders if his name is on some list somewhere, waiting to be published. He hasn’t done anything, to anyone. Has he?

‘It’s worrying,’ he says, later, in the latest hotel suite.

Clara looks at him, her loathing laid bare. ‘Why are you worried?’

Amsterdam feels like the beginning of the end. They fight before the festival even begins, only speaking when they’re forced to share a panel. Ren appears from nowhere, still meddling after all this time, hanging around after the screening like any other hanger-on. She’s disappointed. She’d expected a different Clara. And yet, after she’s gone, Clara blames the argument on him.

‘Stop trying to control me!’ she screams.

‘Someone has to,’ he shouts back. ‘You’re a fucking mess.’

He shouldn’t have spat at her. That was beneath him.

Clara has stormed off before. But Jacob can see the future, and he knows that she always comes back. The premiere of The Sons is in London that winter. Clara rents a flat, in Islington. They end up in the same bed, the same old rhythm of sniping at one another, of each trying to bring the other down a peg. This time, four walls can’t contain them. They argue in the street, because one of them doesn’t want to be seen with the other. They argue in bed, because the sex is no good otherwise. Clara spends a long time in the shower afterwards.

One such contretemps. Clara lies on her side like a wounded animal, staring at the door. The sight enrages Jacob.

‘Who the fuck are you expecting to walk through it?’

Another disagreement. She tries to get around him, but he slams his arm over the only exit. He grabs her wrist, hard.

‘You’re not going anywhere,’ he says. ‘I forbid it.’

‘You forbid it?’ She laughs. ‘You forbid it?’

He rolls his eyes. ‘You’re pathetic.’

How many times has Jacob called Clara pathetic? How many times has he told her that she’s nothing, or that she’d be nothing without him? He watches himself spew vitriol as if he’s outside on the balcony, looking in. This argument has happened before, and it will happen again.

The film comes out in December. The reviews are good. Better than good. They’re all about him.

They don’t plan to see each other at the Claridges Christmas party. The other guests treat Clara like a messiah. Afterwards, Jacob tells her that no one would miss her. That no one would care. He’s sick of her fucking crying. When the vase explodes in slow-motion against the wall, he has the time to be surprised that there’s no water inside it, that the flowers the hotel provided must be fake. He’s even more surprised when he realises that he was the one who threw it.

When Jacob wakes the next morning, Clara is standing over the debris of the night before. The broken vase. The torn newspaper beneath it, the five-star review of their film.

‘Look at me,’ she says.

He sits up in bed and looks at her, but not because she asked.

‘I’m done,’ she says. ‘This won’t happen again.’

‘You’re being dramatic,’ Jacob says, reflexively. ‘You’re still drunk.’

Clara hasn’t blinked yet. ‘I’ve never been more clear.’

He can’t think of anything else to say, so he says this. ‘It’s my room.’

Jacob Steele can see the future, and it looks like this.

A barely furnished apartment in the refurbished Battersea Power Station. A superhero film that made a historic loss at the box office, and only partly because of Covid. An actor who is worried he’s losing his looks, losing his relevance, losing his mind having spent the best part of the last year alone and in lockdown, writing a script that his agent couldn’t sell. Jacob got a new agent. He’d felt nothing, listening to Richard crying down the phone. He’d been busy rereading the GQ piece, wondering if it made him look like an idiot. Commenters online were surprised he could even tell the time. He knows he’s better than this. How hard could directing be?

When Jacob hears the knock at his door, he rises like he was expecting it. But as he heads towards it, he feels a pull of resistance, as if he’s been moving in the wrong direction all this time. He’s not opening the door of his apartment, but closing it. He’s catching a vase as it reassembles itself in flight through a Hyde Park hotel room. He’s stashing his phone in a cloak on the outskirts of Budapest, and he’s falling upwards from a bed in a French chateau, and he’s stepping backwards through the door of an audition room in a part of London he can’t even remember. He’s turning down the show, the film, the drama. He’s never becoming an actor, never going to RADA, never meeting Clara Cowan in the first place.

He’s opening the door, and she’s standing on the other side of it. Clara Cowan. Holding a baby with its mother’s eyes and its father’s red hair.

‘Don’t you have anything to say?’

All of his powers of prediction, and Jacob never foresaw this. He hears himself splutter out an excuse. Several of them. He’s not feeling well. He’s got lines to learn. She’ll have to speak to his people. She can’t just turn up like this, out of the blue. And Clara stares back at him with those eyes, the same ice-blue eyes as the child she is holding.

‘You’re a coward,’ Clara says.

The words still catch in Jacob’s throat. The baby says nothing, but then, the baby is a baby. It has an excuse.

‘Thank you for confirming my suspicions,’ Clara says, without breaking eye contact. ‘We don’t need you. And we don’t want anything to do with you.’

He could run after them. He could offer something token. He could offer them the world. But Jacob Steele can see the future. Can’t he? He watches the lift doors close ahead of him, swallowing back the acid in his throat. He already knows that he’ll never see his daughter again.







nora, 1

Nothing could please her as much as this.

A rare kiss from her mother, planted in the soft sticky folds of her neck. It makes her giggle. It makes her gurgle. And her mum says, shall we go, then, you and I? Shall we get some lunch?

Nora laughs.

Her mum nods. Let’s get you some lunch.

Nora doesn’t need anyone, but one person. Nora’s mother is all that Nora needs.

Mama, mama, mama, was the first and easiest sound she learned, so now she says it all the time.

Mama mama mama mama mama mama mama mama mama mama mama mama mama mama mama.

She does not like to be apart from her mum. She does not like to be away from her, at all. Not in a cot. Not in the pram. Not in a high chair. She will kick up a fuss about this.

Her mum is nipping off to grab a napkin. But what is a napkin? And how long will she be gone?

Nora cries. It starts as a wobbling lip and turns into a high-pitched whimper and then becomes a shuddering wail. The whole café is staring. The whole world is turned upside down.

And, oh. Her mum is back. Her mum is sweating, and red, and saying I’m sorry, to them, I’m sorry, to Nora. I’m sorry I brought you here, I’m sorry I left.

But Nora doesn’t understand. She can’t stop crying. She knows that her mum can leave, and the thought will always terrify her.

Her mum, her mother. Her anchor. Her base. Her fixed point.

The tears keep coming. She is crying so much that they have to leave the café.

Shhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh. Shhhhhhhhhhhh now. It’s alright. It’s all going to be alright.

But Nora’s mum is crying, too.







her therapist

‘I used to draw pictures,’ Clara says. ‘Of strangers.’

There’s a dreamlike quality to her voice, as if she’s remembering something that doesn’t feel real.

Anita leans back in her chair. ‘Why?’ she asks.

‘Restless hands, I guess.’

Anita gives her that look that says: I’m going to need an actual answer.

‘I liked it,’ Clara sighs. ‘And I guess I was making a point. That everyone’s up for interpretation. That we’re always being watched. Our whole lives have an audience, but everyone sees everyone differently. Which is your true self? The one you see, or the one other people see?’

‘Which is it for you?’

‘I don’t know,’ Clara says. ‘I haven’t felt like myself in a long time.’

Another look. This one says: go on.

‘I used to like being alone,’ Clara says. ‘Now I’m never alone. Always playing the role of me. I belong to other people, now. To the viewers. To—’ Her eyes flicker downwards. ‘You’re the lead in your own life,’ she says. ‘Until you’re not.’

Clara is chewing her hair, something she does when she knows she’s letting her guard down. In these moments, it’s easy to see the teenage her, which is her at her most vulnerable, or at least as vulnerable as she’ll ever be in front of Anita. When they first spoke on Zoom last winter, Clara’s hair was cut dramatically short. Now it’s growing back, Anita can almost see the woman that Clara was before. She makes jokes, now. Just recently, she said that the worst thing about being pregnant was that she hadn’t been allowed to use peroxide, that she’d had to let her natural colour come out. Another of her favourites: I should have stuck to working with puppets.

‘And that’s why you’re doing it?’ Anita asks.

‘I’m doing it because it’s my job.’

‘You don’t think it’s too soon?’

Clara stops chewing her hair. ‘It’s a movie,’ she says. ‘They come and they go.’

‘What about—?’

‘I had a life,’ Clara says, firmly. ‘Before.’

‘I understand,’ Anita responds. ‘But moving to Italy?’

‘For a few months.’

‘You’re not running away?’

Clara starts chewing her hair again. ‘What would I be running away from?’

It was Clara’s sister who recommended she see a therapist. Clara didn’t see the point, but back then she didn’t see the point in anything. She arrived on Anita’s screen, and later in her Harley Street office, like a fog of existential malaise, gathering such gloom that Anita almost felt the need to crack a window. Here was a woman in crisis. Here was a woman Anita could help.

‘And where is Nora in all this?’

Clara’s daughter is exactly where she always is: attached to her mother, clinging on with a grip so tight that it looks like it might tear the fabric of Clara’s linen shirt. Clara is the first to admit that parenthood hasn’t come naturally to her. She still treats Nora like a stranger with whom she is forced to make conversation, a guest who has overstayed their welcome. She told Anita that she wasn’t meant for this, that she’d assumed it couldn’t happen. She’d tested late. She was indecisive, even before the baby. She’d once wanted this, or had at least tried to convince herself that she did. Listlessness made it too late to change anything. Clara had been three months pregnant when the world went into lockdown, and as countries across the globe began to blink out like lights on a switchboard, she was dimming, too. Cee had moved her sister in with her own family, found her support groups that eventually helped kick her habits. As Clara gave birth to the little girl who would become Nora, it was Cee who’d held her hand.

‘Do you think of harming the child?’ Anita had asked, on that first call, because she’d had to.

‘No,’ Clara had said, and it had seemed like she meant it. ‘But I’d be fine if she just… went away.’

Back then, while the country was singing sea shanties and sailing straight into lockdown round two, Clara told Anita that she felt like she was drowning. Nora’s sleep began terribly and got even worse, regression piled on top of regression. Clara had insisted on returning to her own flat, and no support bubble could carry her through this. After Clara had stopped sleeping, she’d stopped eating, and after she’d stopped eating, she’d stopped crying. She’d dissociate to the sound of white noise blaring through speakers while Nora writhed at her feet, clinging to the legs of her jeans and craning her livid red face upwards, screaming at the injustice of not being held by a woman whose arms were in tatters and whose brain was sliced to ribbons. On Anita’s screen, Clara sobbed childlike tears. She said that she couldn’t look after herself, let alone a baby. She longed for an umbilical cord of her own.

‘Blink and you’ll miss it,’ well-meaning old ladies would say to Clara in cafés, when the world began to open up again.

If Clara used to be spiky, this had made her downright terrifying. ‘I’m blinking,’ she’d reply, a milk-white splotch on her shoulder, purple bags under her eyes. ‘I’m not missing a thing.’

Some things take an army. Making a film. Raising a child. Nora is sixteen months old now, and those solitary days have left their mark. She sticks to her mother, finds it hard not to share the same space. Anita is glad that Clara still comes to these sessions. That she’s accepting her sister’s help again. Who else can she turn to? She has told Anita about the friends she’s lost along the way. Maisie, bundled out of a Hyde Park hotel by heavy-handed security guards. Ren, left crying in the rain outside an Amsterdam auditorium. Neither of them knows about Nora. Cee is a force of nature, and has done her best to shelter Clara from the prying eyes of the world. But people will talk, when Clara comes back out into the open. Ever since The Sons, she’s been pulled apart between gossip blogs and sanctimonious rebuttals. Everyone knows a different version of the story. No one knows Clara’s.

‘If I’m not working, I’ll always be what they say I am,’ she says, to Anita, now. ‘The director who had an affair with her star. All the work, all the awards, everything I sacrificed and poured into that film, and all I have to show for it is a bunch of headlines calling me a whore.’

Clara will not be a victim. Jacob didn’t make her do anything. She wasn’t even going to tell him about the baby, but Anita had advised one short conversation. Though Clara never shared with Anita exactly what went down that day in Battersea, it’s clear she came away with the closure she needed. Nora’s father hasn’t been mentioned since.

‘That’s not all you have to show for it.’

Where is Nora in all this? They both look down at the little girl, who is busy buttoning and unbuttoning the chest of Clara’s shirt. Clara seems momentarily ashamed, either at her language or at something larger. She raises a stiff finger to one of Nora’s tiny ringlets, and as she does so, they talk about how the girl will adapt to being away, on a film set, far from the security and the routine she holds so dear. It’s like Clara hadn’t even considered that Nora would have to come with her. Anita sees the idea creating a frisson of panic behind Clara’s previously fierce eyes. A film crew’s prying eyes upon her daughter. Whispers about the girl’s unruly tangle of conspicuously ginger hair. So, Anita takes calming measures. She asks not what Clara dreads, but what she’s excited about.

‘Filming at Cinecittà,’ Clara says, without hesitation. ‘It’s always been a dream of mine.’

Clara is happiest when she’s talking about directing. She has told Anita that her most sacred time is spent on the storyboards, which she draws herself. Peaceful days of turning her words into exact images, costumes and sets and close-ups all configured in her mind’s eye. The script changes entirely at this point. These images become her bible. The work itself, Clara says, is all angles, all repetition. She spends her life studying masters, overs, closers, and in that same way she’s become an expert at studying her own life in retrospect, replaying everything from all angles. She zooms in on her mistakes, repeats them over and over in her head. One gets more screentime than the rest.

‘Do you still draw?’ Anita asks her. ‘Not storyboards. People.’

Clara smiles sadly. ‘Who has the time?’

‘We could find the time.’

‘I try, sometimes,’ Clara says. She adjusts her daughter on her knee. ‘I always end up staring at a blank page.’

They’re still searching for the old Clara. They try things like this: a thought exercise, useful for a client who loves to talk while hiding the things she really wants to say. Anita asks Clara to indulge her, to excuse her for being morbid. Imagine you were in an accident, she says. Imagine you were in a coma, and you woke up in hospital after a while. You’re in a ward, flooded with dappled sunlight. You’re safe, you’re well, and you look to the door. Who do you see walking through it?

Clara’s answer is progress in itself.

‘Nora,’ she says.

Nora has only just started walking. She’s still unsteady on her feet. Anita adjusts the question: who’d be holding Nora’s hand? This one takes a little longer. The thin curtains flutter gently, the light on Clara’s lap undulating as she twists the rings on her thin fingers. Then she gives an answer, and the answer leads Anita to a question she’s been waiting to ask for a while.

‘Who is Seb?’







the sunbather

Most days, they are the only two people on the beach. She, lying on a thin cotton towel with the uneven pebbles pressing into her bare back. He, wading out under a warm sun into cold water. He is younger than her, but he is not young. His coarse beard is shot through with silver whiskers. His hair is shaved close to his skull. His head shines when he surfaces from the waves. He sits on the stones and he stares out to sea.

It is not her first time in Italy. She came once, as an impressionable student, for a semester in Venice. She remembers a long evening trailing around the cicchetti bars on the cusp of Carnevale, wading through St Mark’s Square in the pouring rain. The man she’d been with had lent her his jacket, and she remembers the sodden weight of that dripping velvet blazer like chainmail. She remembers the weight of the man on top of her, though she can’t recall his face. Since the divorce, Toronto has felt like dead space to her. She’s been drawn back to Europe, to memories of first times, of being impressionable. The warm places. The weight. So, she drinks her morning cappuccino alone outside a café, then she meanders down to the beach for a solitary day on the pebbles, under the relentless southern sun. On these pebbles, she finds him.

He ploughs through the water, his broad, tanned back emerging with each stroke, revealing a glistening canvas of tattoos. Today is no different. They do not speak, though she will smile and nod as she covers herself with a loose shirt and makes her way up the shingle, doing her best to stay upright and graceful as she imagines his dark eyes on the backs of her legs. Back to her hotel room, where she will wash off the salt in a warm shower and lie alone in a bed freshly made up with Egyptian cotton sheets. That evening, she will dine alone once again, then cross the piazza for a drink at a hole-in-the-wall bar.

She hadn’t expected to see him there. She definitely hadn’t expected him to be serving her drink. He lays down a napkin, then her martini. Her eyes travel the length of his forearms. There is a darkness to him, an unspeakable sadness that lopes after him like a stray dog. She will try to start a conversation in terrible Italian, and she’ll learn that his isn’t much better. He isn’t from around here. She doesn’t want his story. She has no interest in fixing him, nor in being fixed. She is interested only in the way that he shone as he rose from the water, her desire to run her fingers across his shorn head.

That night, she will do just that, with her bare legs wrapped around him and her bare back flat against the cold plaster of the bedroom wall. She will let him take her on the Egyptian cotton, and she will feel things that she hasn’t felt in a very long time. Things she felt in Venice, in the rain. The next morning, he will leave in the half-light, and she will be glad of it, because they’ll already have said everything there is to say. But in the time between, as night bleeds into morning, she will trace her fingers across his tattoos as he sleeps and wonder at their meaning. The statue on one arm. The faded letter ‘E’ on the other. The coiled snake around a ladder on his shoulder. Or this, the tombstone on his chest and the writing inside it, around where his heart would be.

Everything was beautiful, and nothing hurt.







her brother

When he was fifteen, Augie had taken his life for granted. He’s tried to make up for it since. Is there such a thing as too much living? His early twenties had been something to colour in, a passport to fill with bright stamps and beautiful faces. He’d drifted across the continent, fallen into girls’ beds in Bucharest and boys’ bunks in Berlin. He’d danced on stage with drag queens in the backstreets of Riga, had plunged into an icy lake with a Viking goddess on the outskirts of Reykjavík, naked as the day he was born.

Now he’s thirty-three, and he’s still not ready to grow up. He wakes, this morning, in a narrow bed in a Roman apartment next to a naked archaeologist from Palermo. Domenico? Damiano? Two days ago, it had been one of Clara’s actresses, a rushed affair before she flew back to her family in Provence. She’d never told him her name, but she’d still made him sign an NDA. Now he kisses Domenico or Damiano a sleepy goodbye, throws on last night’s shirt and steps out in open-toed shoes in the vague direction of the restaurant, closing his eyes against a sun that never fails to bring him back to life.

‘You’re late,’ Clara says, as he slides into his seat.

‘You sound like our sister.’

‘Oh god,’ she says. ‘I’m turning into her, aren’t I?’

She gives him a hug. Nora isn’t quite so forthcoming.

‘How’s my favourite girl?’ Augie asks.

The child ducks behind her mother’s shirtsleeve.

‘You’ll warm up to me eventually,’ he says. ‘They all do.’ He turns his eyes to Clara, tries not to go all serious. ‘You’re looking well.’

‘It used to be me saying that to you,’ she says. ‘I can see why you found it annoying.’

Italy does look good on Clara. Her freckles are out. Her hair is the same sandy blond it was when Augie was a kid, though she now keeps it forever tied up in a messy bun. She’s adopted a uniform, faded blue jeans and a creased linen shirt that makes her look like she’s about to start painting. She’s wearing it in that recent shot where she’s nursing Nora behind the camera, posted on Instagram with an ironic caption. Of course, it went immediately viral. Everyone saying it was inspiring, everyone else saying it was staged. The feminist wave of approval and the predictable alt-right backlash. Augie knows it was real, because he knows that Nora never lets go.

She’s sitting in her mother’s lap right now, an empty highchair next to her, while Clara talks and talks and talks. She isn’t filming today, so she has plenty of time to regale Augie with tales of everything that has gone wrong so far, from the lead actress’s struggles with a giant prosthetic lobster claw to the lesser actor who’d stormed off set because he’d been nudged in the head by a boom mic. She moves on to the food she ate in Tuscany, when they were shooting on location. Mamma mia, food to make Cee seethe with jealousy. Rabbit ragù and wrist-thick Florentine steaks and gnocchi with so much cheese it made her see God. This is what Augie has missed: her stories, and the breathless, meandering manner in which she likes to tell them.

‘And you’re coping alright?’ Augie says.

Clara gives him a look. ‘I’m the older sibling, you know.’

The waiter arrives with sparkling water. In London, Clara orders high-end kombucha in wine-sized bottles, but they don’t go in for that kind of thing here.

‘I know, but…’ Augie glances at Nora, at the bottle. ‘You know.’

Clara rubs her neck. ‘I’m tired,’ she says. ‘But I’m trying.’

She tells him that she spoke to Maisie the other day. That she apologised. That they told each other about their babies, about their lives for the past two years. They were on the phone into the early hours of the morning, both crying most of the time. Augie feels like he could cry, too. He’s always been soft. Their dad used to call him a fairy. His sisters were jealous of his elfin looks, his high cheekbones and his small, slightly pointed ears. By the time he was thirteen, Cee had already moved out, and Clara had taken to letting Augie borrow her make-up on the sly. She’d saved him, in a way, though he’d never tell her that, because that’s not what Cowans do.

After it happened, she’d drawn him out with long conversations on the phone, and it was long walks with Jasper that had reacquainted him with the outside world. And there was Seb, of course. Taking Augie along to gigs he’d have been terrified to attend before. Handing over his huge headphones, saying, Listen to this. Echo & The Bunnymen, sad-boy music perfectly calibrated to Augie’s needs. Seb helped him be happy, because Seb was happy then, too.

Nora has come out of hiding just long enough to grab a fistful of cacio e pepe, which she pulls back to scoff in the crook of Clara’s arm like a beast retreating into its cave. Strange girl. He’d commit murder for her. He watches Clara kiss her on the top of her little ginger head, and it feels painful, knowing that this is his last lunch with them, that he’s headed off to Berlin in the morning, then who-knows-where after that. Even if he teases a smile out of Nora, it’ll all be for nothing, because he’ll have to start again from square one next time he sees her. She’s a different person even now, transformed from the last time he saw her. She can walk. She has a vocabulary, not that she uses much of it with him. Is he a bad uncle, for being so absent? Has he been a bad brother? Life’s too short to dwell on such things. Everyone is just trying their best.

He kisses Clara on both cheeks. He gives Nora a brusque handshake on one of her meaty little paws, then picks her up and squeezes her in a bear hug which, if it doesn’t make her laugh, at least doesn’t make her cry. Then he’s off, waving over his shoulder, kicking his ankles together, pondering over how to spend his last afternoon. He’ll head for a room above the Spanish Steps, see the bed in which Keats died at twenty-five. When Augie had woken up in hospital as a fifteen-year-old, only Clara and Cee were at his bedside. Earlier this year, the three of them had sat around another hospital bed, amazed that, of all the families in existence, it was they who’d managed to bid their mother goodbye together.

He smells coffee, and he smiles, dipping into the bar from which the smell is coming. Keats can wait.

‘Altri due caffè, Gigi,’ the woman in front of him is saying. ‘E hai una cicca?’

The old bloke behind the counter gives her a gap-toothed grin, then hands her a cigarette, which she tucks behind her ear. Her hair is dark and curly. It resists confinement. As she waits for her espresso, she catches Augie’s eye. She’s a little older than Augie, but he isn’t intimidated. The coffee pumps hiss, and the gap-toothed man behind the counter asks for his order.

‘One coffee, please,’ he says.

The old man gives him a look, then turns back to the woman. Augie is just happy to be here.

‘Due caffè qui.’

The woman takes her cup, takes a sip, devours Augie with her dark eyes as she does so. Then a voice calls her name, and the spell is broken.

‘Rezia,’ says the man behind them. Augie’s heart sinks. She’d asked for not one coffee, but two. ‘I’ve got a table outside.’

But the voice is English. And familiar. So Augie, whose heart has now begun its journey back up into his mouth, tenses and turns. There’s someone standing in the doorway, someone staring right back at him. Someone he never expected to see again, least of all right here, right now. Life has a funny way of surprising you when you stop taking it for granted. What can Augie do but laugh?

‘I can’t believe you’re here,’ Augie says, at the table outside. ‘I was just around the corner—’ He stops himself. ‘I’ve been just around the corner, all this time.’

Seb has grown his beard, shaved his head, acquired the kind of tan you only get when you’re half Italian and have been living on the continent for several years.

‘How is…?’ Seb begins, then loses his words, something it seems like he might do a lot, nowadays. ‘Everyone?’

Seb’s cousin gives him a sympathetic look. Augie knows that Clara cheated. That Seb said something unforgivable the day he left the chateau. But is anything really unforgivable? He remembers his sister before Seb, has seen her after. The in-between time was the good bit. Seb, here, under the very same sun, doesn’t seem better for having lost her. Augie feels a distinct sense of two worlds colliding, the old one bursting the banks of the new. Something familiar, in an ancient city like this. Something familiar to Augie, who has borrowed time. An abundance of it.

‘Everyone is…’ Augie begins. ‘Good.’

What else can he say? Our mum’s dead, and Cee’s still vibrating like a tuning fork, and Clara has a baby now, and the baby isn’t yours? Some things are best left alone. He won’t say a thing, and he’ll keep a few things from his sister, too.

He won’t tell her that he saw Seb today. He won’t tell her that Seb is coming home.







nora, 2

Her mind is coming together. It’s not that long ago that if her mum put her hands over her face and said peekaboo, Nora did not know where she had gone, and if she would ever come back.

‘Oh, she’s shy, isn’t she?’ they say.

‘She really doesn’t leave your side,’ they say.

‘Oh, bless, she’s hiding,’ they say.

‘Come out,’ they say. ‘We won’t hurt you.’

How does Nora know? Even Auntie Cee and Uncle Augie she’s unsure of, and they at least look like her mother. The woman called Nanny didn’t last a day. Why would Nora want anyone other than her mum?

Then there was the nursery. Nora didn’t know what nursery was. At the settling-in session, it had seemed like any other room. When her mother had left her for that first half-day, she’d panicked, clawed at the window, cried so hard she couldn’t breathe.

No more nursery. No more Nanny.

What to do with Nora?

Everyone says this. Her mum’s sister and her mum’s friend Maisie and, once, after bedtime, her mum. Because her mum has to work, whatever that is, and her mum has to take Nora with her. And then everyone wants a piece of Nora’s mum, and Nora just wants her mum to herself. So Nora cries, and all the people stare.

They say that Nora’s mum looks tired. That she looks sad, that the lack of sleep is taking its toll, that she’s working herself to the bone. Nora’s mum forgets things, loses things, breaks things, is ill all the time because Nora is always eating things off the floor, forever leaving a trail of snot wherever she goes.

I knew I couldn’t have it all, her mum had said to Maisie, and she’d been smiling, but she was smiling through tears.

Nora knows that tears are sad. She gives her mum a toy, because she wants her to be happy. What will make her mum happy?







the guy with the van

Summer is over. Gone are the days of tropical house, of sparklers in bottles at Ibiza beach clubs, of pills dissolving on tongues at day festivals. Instead, just this: a dismal spray of never-ending September rain. Summer is over, and Smudge is still just Smudge. Benjamin, to his mother. The guy with the van, if you’re in a bind. Ben Morris Surfacing, if you’re in on the joke. Sometimes, he wonders if that’s all he is: the butt of something, every mention of his name needing a comedy addendum. No one can remember where Smudge’s nickname came from, and this in itself seems appropriate. As the years have passed, Ben has been blurred out, lost somewhere along the way.

Smudge pulls his van into the pick-up zone of East Midlands airport, turns off the engine, leaves the radio on. They’ve stopped the music because the Queen has died, so he sits for a while listening to presenters talk in sombre tones. Then he turns off the radio and sits in silence. The rain is a fine and constant mist, and Smudge doesn’t spot Seb until he’s opening the door.

‘Long time, no see,’ Seb says.

It has been. The last time Smudge saw Seb was four years ago, when he helped him move his stuff out of the flat he’d shared with Clara. The band had got themselves back together for the day, each wanting to help in their own manner. Ryan, with his neat haircut and his neatly trimmed moustache, sticking labels on boxes and making plans for the best way of loading up a vehicle that they once used to fill with their instruments. Nimesh, running his fingers through his long hair as he observed the last thing left on the wall, a hand-drawn illustration of a young man and his dog sitting beneath a statue.

‘Leave it,’ Seb had said. And so they’d left.

Seb isn’t online. Smudge hasn’t seen a picture of him in all the time he’s been gone. He’s shaved his head, his close-cropped hair still dark against his skull. His beard is longer, fuller. Lines are worn into his deeply tanned skin, the tattoos on the backs of his hands blurred by the sun. His eyes crease as he takes Smudge in, seeming to process the time gone by.

‘Fuck, man,’ Smudge says. ‘You look old.’

They laugh, and they throw Seb’s big leather bags in the back, and Smudge worries that, by contrast, he has stayed exactly the same. They used to be tight, he and Seb. They used to smoke together, and Smudge remembers a red-eyed Seb talking about the transcendental experience of being in a mosh pit, of allowing fists and elbows to hit you in the face and force you to feel something. Smudge knows the feeling, of not wanting to feel. He’s thirty-eight years old, and yet he still spends his weeks working on people’s driveways until his back seizes and his hands are scuffed bloody, his weekends shuffling until his ankles hurt, dropping bombs of mandy until he’s ten miles high. He’s too old for this shit, but he doesn’t know what else to do. They set off from the airport, sitting in those same seats in which they used to recreate the air drums from the music video to Arctic Monkeys’ ‘R U Mine’, and they talk like no time has passed at all.

‘How long are you back for?’ Smudge asks.

‘Six months or so,’ Seb replies. ‘Get my affairs in order.’

Smudge indicates as they approach an exit. He doesn’t ask what affairs, in what order. ‘And then?’

Seb stares out of the window. ‘And then…’ He trails off.

As the city forms around them, they pass a few of the pubs they used to play at. One of them has been rebranded, sold to a chain. The other has been turned into flats.

‘I don’t think I realised how much I loved all that,’ Smudge says.

‘They were good years.’ Seb nods.

Ryan was always promising that the band would go stratospheric. Seb and Nimesh wanted to move to Sri Lanka and rescue dogs. The day Leicester won the league, everyone came flooding back. They were all suddenly so proud to be from here. But it’s Smudge who has always been here, Smudge who never leaves. Now Seb is home. Ryan is talking about coming back, making the move into local politics, sorting out a place he’s barely seen in the last two decades. Nimesh has a one-year-old, runs his own practice outside the city. Smudge barely sees any of his old bandmates any more. He used to think he’d be a half-decent DJ, but that never came to anything. He once invited the other boys to V Festival, but all of them were busy. He tells everyone he owns a business, but really, he just owns a van.

They pull up outside Seb’s dad’s restaurant, and Seb looks at Smudge for a while. What comes next? Seb was never easy to read.

‘It’s good to have you back,’ Smudge says, eventually.

Seb smiles a sad smile that seems a bit like an apology. ‘Do you think I’d miss this?’







the father of the groom

Viraj wonders if he’s sometimes been too hard on his only child. Perhaps he should have trusted him to work in the restaurant. Maybe he shouldn’t have pushed so hard for him to be a doctor, or at least a dentist; shouldn’t have spent so long trying to convince him that being a vet did not count quite as much. He has always loved Nimesh, has always known there is a sweetness and a softness in his son that can only have come from his mother. Sujani said it this morning: our little boy is getting married. Now Viraj fixes his son’s tie, allows himself a moment to stroke his head.

‘I’m glad you cut your hair,’ he says.

He can’t quite bring himself to say what he means, but he hopes it’s there, in the silence. My son is a vet, and he is a good man. My son is marrying a poet, an academic at the university. My son has made me proud.

The moment is over as soon as it began, because everyone wants a piece of Nimesh today. The boys are fussing over him, Smudge checking again and again that the right song for the first dance is at the top of the playlist, Ryan panicking that the one he’s supposed to be playing on acoustic guitar during the ceremony isn’t too obvious, too already-done-before. Seb is the only one who is silent, because he’s giving away his brother as much as Viraj is giving away his son. He steps forward, pats his breast pocket to check for the rings. Nimesh pulls his lucky guitar pick out of his own pocket. Seb nods, then lays a tanned and tattooed hand on the side of his friend’s clean-shaven face.

‘I’m proud of you, buddy,’ he says, and Viraj cries for the first of many times today.

It is a winter wedding, a black-tie affair. Viraj had not been sure about the choice, but today, in a frosty field, then in a hall filled with pale blue flowers, he can see the beauty in their vision, his son and his soon-to-be daughter-in-law. Maisie is radiant, of course, her red hair glowing as she stands proud upon the brightly coloured poruwa. His son looks handsome. His beautiful boy. Helen is in the front row, bouncing Nimesh’s son, Finn, upon her knee as he beams a one-toothed smile above his little bow tie. From beside her, Enzo does an enthusiastic thumbs-up. Viraj cries loudly through the vows. Sujani shakes her head, squeezes his hand.

After the ceremony, Viraj can’t help but notice that Seb is acting strangely. Tapping his large fingers against his glass of champagne. Casting his eyes, every so often, towards the door. He’s looking for someone. He’s hoping someone might come in. When someone does, it seems like she isn’t the person he was hoping for.

‘Who’s this?’ Viraj says, in the spirit of making friends with everyone, of letting everyone know that it was his son who just got married.

‘This is Noémie,’ Seb says. ‘My partner.’

Noémie is very tall and very angular, with straight dark hair and impossible cheekbones. She’s just flown in from Milan, apparently. The uncles can’t keep their eyes off her. The speeches haven’t started yet, so Noémie has ample time to meet the newlyweds, to give them a gift. Viraj doesn’t see what the gift is, but he sees the surprise, the genuine gratitude on Nimesh and Maisie’s faces. Viraj knows that Noémie works in art, that she’s a high-flyer, because Enzo has told him so. She is speaking to Seb’s parents, now, though the interaction is a little stilted. If Seb and Noémie have something in common, it’s that they’re both sparing with their words.

Viraj is impatient, because the food comes after the speeches, and the food is being laid on by his restaurant. He wants to do his son proud. There will be steaming silver banquet dishes filled with black chicken and jackfruit curry and ambul thiyal, a formidable array of colourful sambals and steaming mounds of roti fresh from the pan. Enzo has provided the cake for later, and it’s a mirror image of the man: gigantic and Italian and soaked in rum. Enzo is Viraj’s best friend of almost forty years, and they’re still always arguing. About whether Sri Lankan food beats Italian, or whether fish and chips wins over either. Or whether their sons and the boys were ever any good at making music, Enzo calling it an unbearable racket, Viraj quite liking it, hence why he let the band stick around in his garage for so long.

As everyone looks for their seats, Viraj takes a moment to observe his son and his son’s new wife, Finn clambering between their laps, turning his dad’s tie into a teething toy. Seb, on the other side of them, is talking quietly with Noémie, her slender hand linked around the inside of his jacketed elbow. He looks nervous. She’s whispering words of encouragement. She’s helping him breathe.

‘I know what you expect from a best man’s speech,’ Seb says, when it’s time, microphone in one hand and crumpled notecards in the other. ‘But public speaking has never been my strong point. And I don’t think I’ve ever been especially good at jokes.’

Everyone laughs at this. Seb looks around the room like he hadn’t meant it to be funny.

‘I’ve known Nimesh for as long as I can remember,’ he continues. ‘Our dads are best friends. We might as well have been neighbours.’

Viraj beams at the mention. Enzo has returned to his own table, from which he waves enthusiastically. Helen puts her head in her hands.

‘There are people in your life who are just always there, so you never think too hard about them.’ Seb is staring stiffly down at his notes. ‘You don’t need to. I guess you’d only realise how much they meant to you if they were gone.’ He looks at the door. It seems like an involuntary reflex. He lowers his eyes again. ‘For the first ten years of our friendship, I didn’t think too hard about Nimesh. I was lucky that I didn’t have to.’ He pauses. His mouth sounds dry. His hand is trembling. ‘Then we—’

An awkward silence falls over the room. Only those who know the Bonamis know what he’s trying to say. Viraj looks to Enzo, sees his lip trembling even at this distance. Maisie leans into Nimesh. Nimesh breathes out shakily, places a hand on Seb’s back.

‘When we lost Ellie—’ Another pause, in which Seb tries to steady his wavering voice. ‘When we lost my sister, I remember looking around and thinking, why does everyone else still get to be happy?’ He looks down at Nimesh. ‘And there you were. Ready to show me why.’ Seb smiles. ‘You saved my life, mate. You might have saved a million dogs and cats since then, but you saved me first.’

Maisie is crying. Nimesh is crying. Noémie doesn’t look like one to cry, but she is holding Seb’s hand tightly, nodding at him to continue. Seb nods back, squeezes Nimesh’s shoulder. He looks over the assembled guests, nods towards Viraj and Sujani, allows himself another glance towards the door. Then he laughs.

‘I know, I know,’ he says. ‘Death at a wedding.’

Laughter. Nimesh makes a show of dabbing his face with his napkin, mimes whipping Seb with it for the injustice of making him cry.

‘I guess what I’m saying is that I always wanted to be the one to make you happy,’ Seb says. ‘Because you deserve it. But it took me a while to realise that it wasn’t my job. Because Maisie came along, and she made you happier than I ever could.’

Viraj whoops. Maisie reaches out her hand, and Seb takes it.

‘Besides,’ he says. ‘I wouldn’t look anywhere near as good in that dress.’

More laughter. Seb reaches his last notecard, looks relieved to have made it to the end.

‘We never did move to the other side of the world to rescue stray dogs,’ he says. ‘I guess life got in the way. But what a life, huh?’ He looks down at Nimesh, and Viraj’s son nods. ‘Sharing that life with you has been the greatest pleasure of mine,’ Seb says. He looks to Maisie. ‘He’s yours, now, Maisie. But I’d love to share a bit of your life together. If you’ll have me.’

You know it’s been a good speech when everyone makes a beeline for the speaker afterwards. Viraj does the same, though it’s Enzo he moves towards, hugging him, telling him he’s happy to know him. At the end of the function room, Smudge is testing out the decks, looking like he might already buckle under the pressure. There’s going to be a Kandyan dance first, a drumbeat that always carries Viraj back home. Before that, the food. Viraj is nervous about the food. So when Finn toddles up and asks him for a cuddle, he’s happy to oblige. He hoists his grandson to his chest, breathes in his soft, black hair. Then he heads over to congratulate Seb.

‘You should be proud,’ Noémie is saying, when he arrives. ‘Everyone here loves you.’

She smiles at Viraj when she sees him, greets him warmly. But when Finn reaches out for her, Noémie raises one hand as if turning down a canapé. The child looks confused, reaches for Seb instead. He’s stiff, too, but only for a moment. Then he smiles, takes hold of his godson, tickles the boy beneath his chin. Noémie watches with something like fascination. Then Maisie arrives, giving Seb an enormous hug that almost crushes the child between them.

‘That was beautiful,’ she says.

‘I meant every word,’ Seb replies.

Finn climbs into his mother’s arms, smears sticky hands over her wedding dress. Viraj grimaces, but Maisie doesn’t seem to mind.

‘How long are you sticking around for?’ Maisie asks.

‘The winter,’ Noémie says, answering for Seb. ‘We leave in spring.’

‘Brave new world,’ Maisie says.

Noémie excuses herself for another drink. She heads to a nearby table, picks up a wine bottle. Reads the label, arches an eyebrow, then puts it down again. She heads for the bar. Seb watches her with a mix of amusement and affection.

‘She’s a character,’ Maisie says.

‘She’s been good for me,’ he says.

Maisie puts a hand on his arm. ‘I know she has.’

Seb sighs. His eyes are once again on the door. Viraj follows his eyeline, wonders what he’s missing. But Maisie can read Seb’s mind.

‘She’s not coming,’ Maisie says, quietly.

Seb gives himself away by not asking who Maisie means. Viraj is about to ask, but Nimesh has arrived. He slaps his dad on the back, then looks from Seb to Maisie. His face becomes serious.

‘Oh,’ he says.

Finn is getting fussy, so Viraj offers to take him. He steps away, rocking the child back and forth. He can’t help but keep listening in.

‘I’m sorry,’ Maisie is saying. ‘We stopped relying on her a while ago. I guess she would have, she might have, if it wasn’t for—’

‘Maisie,’ Nimesh says. Noémie is on her way back.

Seb looks from one of them to the other. He narrows his eyes. ‘What?’

‘You really haven’t googled her?’ Maisie says. ‘After all this time?’

‘I’d rather not,’ Seb says. ‘Should I have?’

Maisie and Nimesh share a look.

‘He should know,’ she says.

‘Know what?’ Seb says.

Another moment. Another look. Nimesh shakes his head ever so slightly. Maisie relents.

‘A screening,’ she says. ‘She’s doing a screening.’

Seb doesn’t look convinced, but he doesn’t push it. Instead, his eyes darken, and he rubs his beard with the heel of one hand. ‘When?’

Before they can answer, Noémie has returned, and she’s kissing Seb gently on the cheek, asking if everything is alright. He’s saved by the waiters emerging from the kitchen. The smile comes back to Viraj’s face. The food smells even better than he’d hoped.







the moderator

Despite what the movies might tell you, London doesn’t usually get snow in December. It rarely ever snows in the south of England, and everything goes into meltdown as soon as it does. Flights don’t take off. The roads don’t get gritted. People don’t get where they need to go. Snow is falling on Soho now, faster and faster. What does it mean for their event? Aimi knows that Clara Cowan can be unreliable, elusive, perhaps a little hard to pin down. All the smartest people are. Will she be there, tonight?

Aimi walks quick-step towards Regent Street, past the garish festive displays in the windows, the Christmas lights blazing down over the frigid skeleton of the old Oxford Street Topshop. Her hands are going numb. She takes a shortcut through Golden Square, eyes down, scanning for rogue patches of ice. She knows everything is fluid, that this snow will eventually stop, and will eventually melt. But for now it keeps coming, so for now she keeps worrying about the screening. More nervous that it will happen than it won’t. The London debut of Cowan’s first movie in four years. Aimi is a film journalist by trade. She’s planned pages of questions, watched the screener over and over, brushed up on Cowan’s old work. All for nothing, if the woman herself isn’t here.

Aimi arrives under an enormous tree in the cinema lobby, its grapefruit-sized glass baubles filled with glitter in the shape of snowflakes. Shortly, she’s ushered through a side door and towards the green room, fancy bottled water and piles of individually wrapped biscuits balancing on a flimsy-looking trestle table. Beside it, already here, is Clara Cowan.

Aimi stops in her tracks. Something is wrong.

‘This is a nightmare,’ Cowan is saying, fist clenched and pounding her forehead. She’s on the phone. ‘This is not what I need.’

She looks shorter in person. But then, all famous people do. She has her daughter with her, and Aimi knows already that the little girl’s name is Nora. But Nora looks like she’s not supposed to be here, standing in the green room in a puffer jacket and a pair of pyjamas, rubbing her eyes with one hand, the other clinging to the tailored trousers of her mother. Cowan sounds increasingly frantic as she reels off names down the phone. Cee, handling a snow-driven staffing crisis at the restaurant. Augie, grounded in a different country. Maisie, who she’s speaking to, all the way up in Leicester.

‘I don’t know what I’m going to do.’

When she’s off the phone, the handler from the cinema staff tries to find a solution. Could they find a babysitter, at this time, in the snowy Soho streets? Aimi hangs back. The little girl is starting to cry now, and she looks like she’s not going to stop. Could you leave her with us, backstage? He crouches down, attempts a smile. The girl clings harder to her mother, snot streaming from her nose.

‘It doesn’t work like that,’ Cowan says, looking like she might cry herself. ‘You don’t know my daughter.’

‘Five minutes,’ someone else says, through the crack in the door.

‘Could you just take her out on stage with you?’ the handler asks.

‘Absolutely not,’ Cowan says. Aimi has heard she’s spiky. ‘She didn’t ask for any of this.’

Clara shakes her head, scoops up her daughter, leaves the room. The handler follows. For some reason, Aimi follows, too. Now they’re backstage, behind the heavy curtains, looking out over an auditorium filling with guests, all of them soon to be disappointed when the famous director they’ve come to see doesn’t show up for the pre-film Q&A. Cowan looks guilty, unbelievably stressed. Then, suddenly, she looks neither of these things. Her bearing changes entirely. Her back stiffens beneath her shirt, as if seized by a sudden chill. And her hand, the one with all the rings, grips even more tightly on to the curtain than her daughter grips on to her.

‘It can’t be,’ she says.

She’s seen someone in the crowd. Aimi peers out from behind her, tries to work out who it is that’s taken Clara Cowan’s breath away. He isn’t hard to spot, with a seat somewhere near dead-centre, with the fact that he’s a whole head taller than the mostly female guests around him. He’s got a dark beard, a shaved head, and he’s perfectly placed under a spotlight as if the theatre is filling up backwards, as if they’re all supposed to be looking at him. Cowan is, at least. She’s forgotten about films, about childcare, about the fact that she only has five, no, four minutes until she’s supposed to be on stage. She holds on to the curtain like she’s afraid of falling.

‘He’s here,’ she says.

The handler looks from her to the tall man, gets the wrong message. He nods resolutely. ‘Leave it with me.’

‘No,’ Cowan says, with alarm. ‘No. Wait.’

But the handler is already gone. Cowan groans and clutches her head. Nora starts crying again, so Cowan bundles them back to the green room. Aimi, unsure what she’s supposed to do in a situation like this, follows once again, more obedient lemming than handsomely paid moderator. She finds Cowan in the small, brightly lit room, pacing from end to end, running her fingers through her loose curls. There’s no one else in there, so Aimi seizes her moment.

‘Sorry,’ she says. Then: ‘Hi. I’m Aimi. I’m doing the—’ She holds up her notecards. ‘The thing tonight. The questions.’

Cowan throws on a sudden, apologetic smile. She doesn’t have a free hand with which to shake Aimi’s.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she says. ‘Clara.’ She nods down. ‘Nora.’ She exhales. ‘I’m not usually this much of a state, I swear.’

Nora watches Aimi suspiciously. She has her mother’s large, pale blue eyes, but the ginger hair that spirals off in all directions is someone else’s.

‘Anything you don’t want to be asked?’ Aimi asks.

‘Just the obvious,’ Clara says, glancing towards the door. Aimi knows exactly what she means. ‘I’m an open book. Half open. Some pages torn out.’

A quick smile. Nora is trying to climb down from her mother, and Clara is doing her best to help her, while making small talk with Aimi, while glancing over and over again at the door through which she seems to think someone might appear. The little girl is hiding behind Clara’s legs, now, pulling again and again at the back of her shirt. Clara looks frantic, frazzled.

‘I loved the film,’ Aimi says, even though she didn’t. Clara looks like she needs some talking up, so Aimi isn’t exactly going to tell her that it wasn’t her best.

‘Sorry?’ Clara says, as if she’d briefly left the room. ‘Oh.’ A weak smile. ‘Thank you. That’s kind.’

There’s a knock at the door. The handler enters first, looking pleased with himself. Then, after him, the man from the audience ducks under the doorframe. He has tattooed hands and black eyes that bore into Clara’s back. He looks familiar. He looks furious.

‘Problem solved,’ the handler says.

Clara seems frozen in place. She looks like she’s stopped breathing. Then she turns, quickly, to face him. Aimi can no longer see her face, but she is keenly aware of the silence. Clara and this stranger stare at each other for a long while, neither of them speaking. Even the chatter of the audience outside seems to have subsided, as if everyone in the whole theatre is watching them on a screen, waiting to see who will blink first.

‘Three minutes,’ says the voice behind the door, and the spell is broken.

‘It’s really you,’ says Clara, quietly. ‘You’re here.’

The man looks to the handler, now disappearing through that same doorway.

‘I didn’t seem to have a choice,’ he says.

Another silence. The man seems like he wants to say something else, but he doesn’t know what. He notices Aimi, loses his nerve. Clara is just as speechless, so they stand for a moment, looking angry, looking lost. Then the man spots Nora, concealed as she is in the fabric of her mother’s wide-legged trousers.

‘Who’s this?’

‘What?’ Clara looks down, as if she’d forgotten her daughter was there. ‘Oh, this is—’ But she stops, as if realising something. She begins to stutter. ‘Wait, Nimesh hasn’t…?’

‘Another one of Cee’s?’

‘Oh god,’ Clara says. She sounds breathless, light-headed. ‘You know what? Go back to your seat. You shouldn’t be here.’

The man looks affronted. He looks back at the door. ‘I didn’t want—’

‘Please, Seb,’ Clara says, her voice strained. ‘Go. Enjoy the film.’

Seb searches Clara’s face, and then studies what little he can see of the girl behind Clara’s legs. It looks like he’s working something out, but the moment is cut short when the handler returns, poking his head through the door.

‘All sorted?’

Aimi can see Seb’s colour draining. The handler hasn’t noticed. He’s busy staring back through the door, towards the stage and the audience beyond.

‘Thank god for this guy,’ he says, before turning to Clara. ‘For a minute, I really did think you were taking your daughter out there with you.’

Then he disappears again, leaving a dreadful silence behind him. Aimi tries her best to be invisible, moving over to the table, busying herself with a water bottle, a screw-cap that won’t budge. Nora is no longer in hiding. She’s peeking out at this big and silent man, trying to get the measure of him. Seb seems to struggle to get his next words out.

‘Your—’

‘I thought someone would have told you,’ Clara says. ‘I thought you’d know.’ Her words peter out. ‘Fuck.’

‘Fuck,’ repeats Nora, from behind Clara’s legs.

‘I didn’t think…’ Seb begins, but tails off. His fists are clenched. ‘How?’ he says. ‘Who?’

He looks at the girl, and it isn’t hard to guess. Aimi knows the gossip. Ever since the first pictures came out of Clara Cowan and her daughter on the set of this new film, people started putting two and two together. Jacob Steele has never answered a question about it. But look at his hair, and look at Nora’s.

‘Please,’ Clara says, quietly. ‘Can we not do this now?’

Nora seems strangely interested in Seb. Seb stares back at the child with something like hatred. He trembles. He looks back at the door, seems to consider running away.

‘Two minutes,’ says the voice from behind the door.

Seb gives Clara a pleading look. ‘Why did you ask me back here?’

‘I didn’t,’ she says. ‘They brought you.’

The handler pokes his head in once again. ‘Does the babysitter need anything?’ He glances at Seb, then Clara.

Neither of them answers.

‘Great.’ He disappears.

Seb looks at Clara, at her child. He starts shaking his head. ‘No.’

‘That’s not what’s happening,’ she says. ‘I wouldn’t.’

‘But you did need someone?’

‘I don’t have anyone,’ she says. ‘Cee, Augie. The snow. She hasn’t even eaten.’ She’s speaking quickly, trying to stay ahead of him. ‘I would never ask you,’ she says, then winces. ‘I mean, I couldn’t.’ She tucks her hair behind her ear. ‘It wouldn’t be fair.’ Her voice cracks on these last words.

‘One minute!’ says the voice.

‘Who are you?’ says Nora.

Clara breathes in sharply. She looks down at her daughter, eyes wide. Nora, it seems, is not usually a talker. And though Seb looks like he loathes Clara, like he wants nothing more than to ignore the child, it seems he can’t. He sighs, closes his own eyes tight, then crouches down. When he opens them, his face has changed. It’s warm and open.

‘I’m Seb,’ he says. ‘Who are you?’

Her voice suggests she’s weighing things up. ‘I’m Nora.’

‘Nora.’ His eyes flash to her mother. ‘Short for?’

‘Short for nothing,’ Clara says, quickly.

Nora is still staring at Seb, and he looks like it hurts to be looked at. He clicks his tongue, shakes his head, looks set to say something, but the handler is back, taking Nora’s momentary boldness as an opportunity to push his way between mother and daughter. Clara tries to stop him, but one minute has become thirty seconds, and everyone is moving. Aimi suddenly remembers the event, her insecurity over which question to open with. They’re being mic’d up, and then a confusion of people in black T-shirts are ushering them out of the room and back towards the curtains. Clara is protesting frantically, but in the chaos her daughter has taken solace in Seb, who has shepherded her along with them, and is once again crouching beside her, holding her steady.

He knows what to do. Which is, nothing. He simply keeps one hand on the girl’s back, no longer paying attention to Clara or anyone else. When Nora looks like she’s about to cry, he points to the mics and the crew and the lights above them, gently begins to explain every detail of the sturdy rig.

‘This can’t be happening,’ says Clara, looking like she’s being led to her own execution. ‘This isn’t your—’ A helpless pause. ‘I don’t have your number any more.’

Seb doesn’t look at her. ‘I have yours.’

‘Seb!’ Clara shouts, as she’s led away towards the stage.

And he must recognise the panic in Clara’s voice, because now he returns her gaze. Now he speaks, surprisingly softly.

‘Don’t worry,’ he says.

The spotlights are blinding, and before they know it, they’re no longer behind the curtains, and people are applauding as Aimi and Clara smile and wave and take their seats under an enormous projector that beams out the title of the film: Malcontent. Beneath this title, the director sits and transforms into something else: the person the audience know and love, the one they’ve come to see. It’s fascinating, this metamorphosis. Aimi won’t ask what it’s like to juggle being a director and being a mother, because it’s a cliché. Besides, she’s just seen it first-hand.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ she says. ‘Clara Cowan.’

It doesn’t escape Aimi’s attention that Clara’s phone is gripped tightly in her hand, under her leg, throughout the whole thing. It never goes off.

When the Q&A is over, when the applause has died down and the lights have begun to dim, Clara will get straight off stage and, when she finds the green room empty, straight on to her phone. Then she will be gone, thanking Aimi profusely, apologising profusely, doing everything profusely, leaving in such a hurry that she practically blows the doors open, not even staying for the opening scenes of the film she’s here to screen. Aimi will take her place in the wings to watch it again, because she’s been tasked with writing a piece about it, and because she now wonders if there’s something she’d missed. The transformation in the film, from woman to lurching sea monster, is an effective metaphor for motherhood, if not a little messy, a tad overblown. Ambitious, Aimi will say. And as she daydreams about what she will write, two things connect in her mind, and it strikes her suddenly where she knows Seb from.

He’s a little bit older now, a little bit leaner, a few more worry lines on his face. She’d assumed, absent-mindedly, that he’d been lost to drink or drugs or the curse of being difficult to work with, that he’d disappeared into the ether like so many once-promising actors do. But no. He still exists, and he’s still in Clara’s orbit. His name is Seb Bonami. He’s the other guy from The Sons.







the chef

This is proper Neapolitan pizza, so the chef stokes a proper fire in a brick oven and uses a proper paddle to slide the slabs of hand-stretched dough inside. The only toppings, hand-crushed tomatoes and mozzarella di bufala and a little bit of fresh basil and a little bit of extra virgin olive oil. The cooking time, only a minute. Any more, and it will be overdone.

The man in the window table of the tiny restaurant tells all of this to the little girl sitting on a chair bolstered by cushions and the man’s rolled-up jacket, though she is far too young to understand any of what he’s saying. They’re the only people in the whole place, and their conversation is not hard to hear.

‘Proper pizza,’ he says, as the chef serves up their order, and it sounds like he’s stalling, like he’s saying anything that comes into his mind. ‘None of that chain stuff.’ He gestures to the other side of the glass. ‘Or the new stuff that claims to be authentic because they use sourdough bases and San Marzano tomatoes. But they’re just chains, too.’

It’s a cold mid-week night, and everyone else is presumably off eating that chain stuff. The little girl is pale, with ginger hair, while the man looks like he could be related to the chef. The chef had wondered briefly whether the girl had been abducted, the man speaking so uncomfortably to her, the girl never once looking up at him from her lap. But then, if this guy had abducted a child, surely he wouldn’t take her out for pizza in a window booth in the centre of Soho. Italian Christmas jingles rattle out of the stereo speakers above. The child is eating slowly, carefully, nodding tentatively along to the music. The man’s pizza is still untouched, and he’s staring at the girl like he can’t summon an appetite. The other seat in the booth is empty. It’s snowing outside. The occasional passer-by floats past, arms laden with bags from Liberty and Selfridges and House of Fraser. Then, a beautiful woman in a long trench coat and a shirt not warm enough for the weather hurries towards the doors and bursts inside, a flurry of snowflakes arriving with her.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says to the chef. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says to the pair in the window.

The little girl has been wriggling and squealing with delight ever since she saw the woman on the other side of the window. Now she’s getting frustrated, reaching up with grasping hands. The woman bends to the girl, holds her still and kisses the top of her head. She stays there for a moment with her eyes closed, breathing in the smell of the girl’s hair. Daughter and mother, the chef presumes. The father stares down into his pizza, as if this is a moment he’d rather not be part of.

‘I thought I’d never see you again,’ the mother says.

She doesn’t sit yet. Her eyes are still closed and her face is still pressed into the top of her daughter’s head. The chef assumes she is speaking to the child. Then she looks up, and it’s clear that she’s speaking to the man – and that the man is not the father after all.

‘You didn’t have to do that, back there,’ she says. ‘But thank you. You saved my life.’ An awkward pause. ‘I didn’t know. That you didn’t know.’

‘I don’t need protecting,’ the man says, curtly. He wipes his mouth with a napkin, even though he still hasn’t eaten anything. ‘Her dad?’

‘Dead,’ the woman says, quickly. She looks at her daughter. ‘To me,’ she adds. ‘It’s just us. It’s always just been us.’

The man looks from mother to daughter. ‘That can’t have been easy,’ he says.

The woman looks like she might burst into tears. Instead, she slips into the empty seat on the other side of the booth, depositing her daughter next to her. The girl chews busily on her piece of pizza, content now her mother is here.

‘I didn’t realise you were in London,’ the woman says, after a while.

‘I wasn’t.’

‘And yet, here you are.’

‘Here I am,’ the man replies.

The woman’s eyes search his weathered face. ‘Why did you come tonight, Seb?’

He returns her gaze. ‘I wanted to see if you still leave me a ticket.’

The woman looks down into her lap. ‘I always leave you a ticket.’

The man looks anywhere but at her, his eyes finally settling on the child. The girl has finished her pizza slice, is staring forlornly across the table at her vacated plate, far out of reach. Slowly, the man takes one of his own slices, brings it to his mouth. She watches him. He breathes deeply, then mimes gobbling down the pizza like some ravenous creature. The girl doesn’t even crack a smile. The man sits back in his chair, undeterred. He pats his belly, pretends to burp. Now the child smiles. She seems to forget herself, letting out a cackle, kicking her legs beneath the table. The man hands her the pizza slice as the mother watches them both, an unreadable look on her face.

‘Something for you?’ The chef has crossed to the table, is holding a laminated menu.

‘Huh?’ It takes her a moment to collect herself. ‘No, thank you,’ she says. ‘Actually.’ She glances at the half-finished beer in front of the man, the pizza with the missing slice. ‘A sparkling water.’

The chef heads back behind the counter, pops open a bottle and fetches a glass. He returns to the table with the mother’s drink, along with some crayons and colouring paper for the child. The woman’s eyes are still on the man’s plate. The man pushes it towards her.

‘Thanks,’ the woman says, with something like shame. ‘I’m so hungry.’

She wolfs down a slice. Then another. When she realises the man is watching her, she looks embarrassed. She adjusts her knotty blond hair. The man takes a swig of his beer. The little girl looks slowly from one of them to the other. She sets about her colouring-in.

‘Why did you really come?’ the woman says.

‘I wanted to see the film.’

‘Why?’

‘So many questions,’ he says. He stops, steadies his tone. ‘Why not?’ he says. ‘I’m back in town. I saw it was happening. I knew it would be half decent.’ A slight edge of sarcasm. ‘You always wanted to make great things.’

‘But you missed it,’ she says. ‘The film.’

‘Yes,’ he replies.

‘I thought you’d at least stay in the green room.’

‘You said she hadn’t eaten,’ the man says. ‘I knew there was good pizza here.’ He can’t maintain eye contact any longer. ‘I couldn’t be there,’ he says, quietly. ‘I thought I wanted to be, but I didn’t.’

The woman’s hands tap-tap-tap their rings against the tabletop. The man lets out a long, unsteady breath. He’s avoiding her gaze, like he doesn’t trust himself to look right into her eyes.

‘You wanted to talk,’ the woman says. ‘You wouldn’t have come if you didn’t.’ Does she look hopeful? ‘I think we should. Talk.’

‘No,’ says the man, decisively. ‘Let’s just forget it.’

Scratch, scratch, scratch of crayon on crumpling placemat. The girl is too engrossed to notice the shift in tone, the fact that her mother has tensed up, has lowered her voice.

‘Because of her?’ the mother says.

The man doesn’t respond.

‘Don’t do that,’ she says.

‘Do what?’

‘Say nothing.’

‘Don’t say nothing?’

‘We used to talk until you decided a conversation was over,’ she says. ‘If it took a turn you didn’t like, you’d just shut down. Take the easy route out.’

His eyes burn now. ‘None of it was easy.’

‘Then don’t pretend we have nothing to say to each other,’ she says. ‘Let’s have it out.’

‘I was never pretending,’ he says. ‘It was all real to me.’

‘Your version of events.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ His voice is rough. ‘We both know what you did. The proof is sitting right here.’

The scratching stops. They stop with it. They seem to have remembered where they are, who they’re with. The mother’s cheeks are burning red. Her partner shakes his head. The girl resumes her colouring as if nothing has happened.

‘I’m not here to reprimand you,’ the man says. ‘I don’t care any more.’

‘If you didn’t care, you wouldn’t be here.’

‘I wanted to see you,’ the man says, matter-of-factly. ‘Just once.’

And yet, it’s like he still can’t look directly at her. The woman swallows, breathes carefully. It doesn’t seem easy for them to be sitting on either side of this table. The chef is cleaning down the surfaces, wondering how long this will go on. He can’t work out if this couple would rather get this over with, or if there’s nowhere else they’d rather be.

‘Just once?’ the woman says. Her voice is timid. She pitches it like a question she doesn’t really want an answer to.

The man rubs one heavy hand across the back of his shaven head. ‘I have a—’ The words don’t come. A kind of growl replaces them. ‘I’m not staying.’

‘You only just got here.’

‘Not really,’ he says. ‘And I was never going to be back for long.’ He chews over his phrasing. ‘I’m moving away. For good, this time.’

The woman looks like she’s hurt, and she’s trying not to show it. Like she doesn’t want to believe him. Her eyes seem to say: it was for good last time, too.

‘Where?’ she asks.

‘New York.’

Surprise, now. ‘You never struck me as a New Yorker.’

The man doesn’t respond to this. His face seems to suggest: you don’t know anything about me. At least, not any more.

The chef wrings out his cloth, shakes his head. He can tell that this isn’t going anywhere. The couple seem to feel the same way. The air turns frosty, now, their expressions hardening. The tenderness of a few moments before has been replaced by something else, a sudden recollection of who they are to one another, of why they haven’t seen each other in so long. Best to let bygones be bygones. Whatever’s broken won’t be fixed at this table, not when the man already has one eye on the door.

‘Anyway,’ the man says.

He sniffs, straightens up, then takes his coat from the empty seat next to him. As he dons the flannel jacket and stuffs his hands into his pockets, he tries to avoid the gaze of the little girl, who is watching him with something like disappointment.

‘We should get you home,’ the woman says suddenly to her daughter, as if desperate to get out ahead of him. ‘It’s so far past your bedtime that it’s not even funny.’

She’s embarrassed, to be acting like a mother in front of him. The chef can tell by her expression, by the redness that spreads once more across her cheeks, beneath her freckles. He hears it in the tremor of her voice. The man can’t help but look sorry for her, sorry for all of it. But he can’t let himself lose face.

‘I’ll go,’ he says, meaning, I’ll go before you. He stands, pulls out his wallet, lays down a few banknotes.

‘I’ll get this,’ the woman says, reaching into her bag.

‘I’ve got it.’

‘Let me give you some money.’

‘I don’t need your money.’

His tone makes her flinch. She bows her head, busies herself bundling her daughter into a puffer jacket and a hat that has to be fastened beneath her rosy little chin to keep it in place. The man watches on, until he can’t. He screws his eyes shut tight, angles his head downwards, breathes out a single, unsteady breath. The mother doesn’t see him do this, but the child stares at him all the while.

‘So, is that it?’ the mother says, once she’s finished. ‘Nice to see you. Never see you again?’

‘Something like that,’ the man says. His face is firm again. ‘What else do you expect? Tonight didn’t mean—’ He glances at the daughter, lowers his voice. ‘Just because I helped you out, it doesn’t change anything.’

‘What are you trying to say?’ She seems to know. She just wants him to say it.

‘I don’t forgive you.’

She returns his glare. ‘I don’t forgive you, either.’

They stay like this for a moment. Then she looks at the girl, and he looks away, and his voice is flat when he speaks again.

‘Goodbye, Nora,’ he says.

‘Goodbye, Seb,’ she says.

The chef can tell that the man hadn’t expected a response. The words seem to die in his throat. All he can do is leave, stepping out into the cold night and disappearing into the darkness beyond the streetlamps, leaving behind a woman and a child and a silence that settles like snow.







a personal trainer

They’re on very expensive mats in a very expensive gym, and Cee is wearing very expensive athleisure while barely breaking a sweat. She’s brought her sister, and her sister, whose name is Clara, has brought a friend. Clara is red-faced in an old T-shirt and trackie bottoms. Maisie, who is visiting for the weekend, looks like she’s going to be sick.

‘Is this who you’ve become since I left London?’ says Maisie. ‘A fancy gym woman?’

‘Cee is the fancy gym woman,’ says Clara. ‘She forces me to come. Have you ever tried disagreeing with Cee?’

Cee shoots them a look that confirms what Clara has to say. She’s lying beneath a TRX cable, pulling herself up off the floor with effortless grace. Maisie and Clara are trying and failing to do the same.

‘This is more Nimesh’s thing,’ Maisie says, arms straining. ‘Who knew his forties would be his fitness decade? You know he’s applied for the marathon?’

Clara visibly shudders. It’s clear that they aren’t going to make it through two more sets, so the PT pulls them over to the battle ropes and encourages Cee to demonstrate the next exercise. He tucks her compact stomach, adjusts her lower back, but it’s all for show. Her form is perfect, legs planted hip-width apart, hamstrings firm beneath her leggings. Tight ponytail bobbing, taut back muscles flexing and flowing with each swing. He’s tried it on with every one of his female clients, even the married ones. Especially the married ones. And yet, never Cee, because he’s scared of her. Cee’s sister is less scary – and even less interested. She’s leaning against the mirrors with her arms crossed, like a misbehaving child playing truant from PE.

‘I know you set it up,’ she says to Maisie.

‘Set what up?’ Maisie sounds innocent.

‘Seb,’ she says. ‘Coming to the screening.’

‘I didn’t,’ Maisie protests. ‘It just slipped out.’

‘Well, it was a mess,’ Clara says. ‘He didn’t know about Nora.’

‘We didn’t know whether to tell him,’ Maisie says. ‘We couldn’t decide—’

‘He didn’t know?!’ It’s Cee who says this, staring back over one well-muscled shoulder. She’s stopped working out, has allowed the ropes to hang slack.

‘No one told him,’ Clara says.

‘Fucking hell,’ Cee says. ‘The internet exists.’

‘This is Seb we’re talking about.’

‘Seb we’re still talking about.’ Maisie gives Clara a pointed look. ‘After all these years.’

‘Augie didn’t tell him in Italy?’ says Cee, still holding the dormant ropes.

‘Wait,’ Clara says. ‘Augie saw him in Italy?’

Cee’s face tightens. ‘Let’s focus on the exercise.’

Once they’re finished, the PT leads the three women over to the mat and guides them through a series of stretches, helping Cee go deeper on each one until she bats his hands away. While Maisie and Clara half arse the same stretches on the mats next to them, they keep talking.

‘Ren’s meeting us for coffee after this,’ Clara says.

‘Ren’s back?’ says Maisie. ‘I love Ren.’ A serene smile. ‘How is Ren?’

‘Totally different,’ Clara says. ‘And the same as she always was.’

‘I assume you’re paying penance to her, too?’

The PT gets this reference. Clara has apologised half a dozen times in the hour they’ve been here for missing Maisie’s wedding, and for everything else before that. She grimaces now, but it turns to a smile when Maisie takes her hand.

‘Turns out building bridges takes longer than burning them,’ Clara says. ‘Who knew?’

One last stretch. The PT stands back this time, lets the ladies do their thing. Cee gives it her all. Clara and Maisie don’t.

‘It was weird,’ Clara says, back on topic. ‘He was so good with Nora.’ She’s sitting cross-legged on the mat, picking at her short, chipped fingernails. ‘And Nora was different with him.’

‘He always loved kids,’ Maisie says, absent-mindedly. She catches herself. ‘Sorry.’

Clara flushes. Cee avoids coming out of her stretch. Even the PT picks up on the awkwardness.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Clara says, waving it away. ‘This is why I didn’t want to see him. I don’t want to dig this all back up.’ She sighs. ‘I’m in a good place.’

Maisie looks at Cee. Cee looks at Maisie.

Clara notices. ‘A pretty good place,’ she says. ‘Anyway, he’s moving away. So that’s that. Our paths won’t cross again.’

Maisie makes a face.

Clara narrows her eyes. ‘What now?’







his girlfriend

Noémie has found herself in many places, and she expects to find herself in many more. But she never saw herself here, in a fusty village pub on the outskirts of Leicester. Seb is a creature of habit, and Noémie is like a cat he has picked up off the street. Does he think she will curl up cosily into his existing life? This is not Noémie. She does not go where she is told. And yet, it is his godson’s second birthday, so she will grit her very straight teeth until they’re on the train back down to London. The function room is small, all thick patterned carpets and screaming children, so she holds on tightly to her subpar Pinot Noir. Seb’s parents are here, as are a smattering of old friends with young families. Almost all of them she met for the first time at Maisie and Nimesh’s wedding, then never again. She has been kept separate, and she does not know if this is for her sake, or his. Perhaps Seb became a different person when he left England, and he’s still trying to reconcile this new Seb with the one he left behind.

‘I don’t have to stay here if you don’t want me to.’

That’s what Seb says, when he wakes in her bed and drinks her coffee in only his boxer shorts. Noémie tells him that self-pity is unbecoming of a kept man. He’s been living rent-free at her apartment in Knightsbridge for months, but she does not mind. Things were equal between them, on the continent. Their relationship had been built on the fact that they saw eye to eye. Noémie is used to men gazing up at her, because in Paris she was a model, because she knows she was hewn for a runway. Her mother is from Nepal, and she has her to thank for her complexion, her cheekbones. Her father was French, far older. She thanks him for nothing. There is barely an inch between her and Seb; neither had stooped when they’d first kissed outside that Neapolitan hotel bar. He’d had a vape. She’d fixed him with eyes darker than his and told him that he should smoke cigarettes, like a real man. When he’d said that wasn’t very politically correct of her, she’d gnashed those sharp teeth of hers. Bite me. And he had, because she’d been insistent.

From then, they’d roamed at a safe distance, neither one wanting to be pulled in any one direction, neither one able to exert such a pull. She is always travelling in search of art and artefacts, rare pieces for wealthy clients. So, he’d left Italy from time to time, following her to Ithaca or Istanbul. Or she’d returned, finding him beneath the sheets in Pisa and Nice. It was around then that she’d been offered the position in New York, a permanent curatorship that even a proud nomad like her couldn’t turn down. They decided that he’d come with her, that they’d try something a little more serious. Then he’d left her, for Leicester, and she’d joined just in time for the wedding. Now they’re living in London, preparing their paperwork, circling around the subject of a green-card marriage so he can count on her work visa. Neither of them much likes commitment, but needs must. In the meantime, she is helping build collections for sheikhs and stock-traders and scions of the British aristocracy, while Seb looks pretty and keeps her bed warm. At least, that’s how she puts it, to him.

‘One hundred and ten thousand?’ Nimesh repeats, with a whistle.

‘Million,’ Noémie replies.

‘One hundred and ten million?!’ his voice reaches a new octave.

Noémie shrugs. ‘It was a Basquiat.’

‘I don’t know what that means.’

Noémie likes Nimesh. She likes the fact that he speaks plainly, something that could never be said for Seb. She likes the fact that he is a vet, a noble profession. That he has good teeth like hers, a good bearing, a symmetrical face, his salt-and-pepper hair just long enough to be chic while still short enough to be considered professional. She appreciates men with well-fitting clothes, fingernails that are kept clean and short. She gets a sensual pleasure from order, from drawers of freshly laundered clothes, from the feel of Seb’s head when his hair’s just been shaved. She likes to climb atop him so that she can run both of her hands over his head as she reaches orgasm. Noémie speaks plainly, too. She has no boundaries, and has banished shame from her life. She thinks of such things as easily as breathing, and she says them without fear of awkwardness or reprise. She does not use flowery words. Perhaps that’s why Nimesh’s wife, the poet, doesn’t seem to like her. It hadn’t occurred to Noémie that there might be another reason for Maisie’s indifference.

‘Well,’ Nimesh says, looking over Noémie’s shoulder. ‘I’ll be damned.’

Noémie, like everyone else in the room, turns to the door and to the two people who have just stepped through it. One of them, a short, blonde and carelessly beautiful woman in a creased linen shirt and a vintage leather jacket. The other, a little girl with glowing red hair and an almost-comically frightened expression. Her mother doesn’t look much more at ease. Noémie turns back to Nimesh, but Nimesh is looking at Seb, and so Noémie looks at Seb, too. Straight away, she knows.

‘Who is she?’ Noémie says to Nimesh, despite herself.

‘Long story.’

The newcomer greets Maisie, then crouches to wish Finn a happy birthday, handing him a present and a card and asking if he’s having a nice time. All the while, the red-headed child keeps her mouth clamped firmly shut. Eventually, when it seems like the woman has done her rounds of everybody else in the room, when she has exhausted every other option, she approaches Seb.

‘Hi,’ she says. ‘I didn’t know if you’d be here.’ Her eyes flicker downwards, up again. ‘I didn’t realise your parents would be. The boys from the band.’

‘It’s Finn’s birthday,’ Seb says, eventually, dumbly.

An awkward silence. Then Seb finally acknowledges the child. ‘Hello again,’ he says.

The child looks up at Seb with unsure eyes, then looks back down, fiddling with the zip of her mother’s jacket as she mutters a quiet ‘Hello.’

Noémie has stiffened. Nimesh is looking at her, because he must have picked up on that same word. Again. It had seemed strange to her, when Nimesh asked Seb to be Finn’s godfather, because Seb doesn’t typically have much to do with children. He avoids them, doesn’t know what to say around them. He gets this glazed-over look in his eyes when he holds Finn, when he talks to Nimesh about being a dad. Seb and Noémie have never spoken about kids, and she has generally assumed that Seb is like her: indifferent, unbothered, untouched by the parental urge. A ship that has all but sailed, and one that she was not particularly sad to see disappearing over the horizon. Now, looking at him and this little girl, she wonders if there’s more to the story.

‘Thanks for coming all this way,’ Nimesh says, joining the bridge between conversations, trying to smooth something over, though Noémie isn’t sure what. He gives the woman a hug. ‘It’s been a while.’ He waves at the girl. ‘Hi, Nora.’ His own son is running past, so he scoops up the boy like an offering. ‘You remember Finn?’

If she does, she doesn’t make it known. But there are toys and picture books in one corner of the room, and the girl is just about content to be placed down on the carpet, to play with the birthday boy. Even with the kids occupied, Seb seems unable to relax. If anything, he’s more tense. Looking at his face, the worry lines on his forehead, Noémie feels uncharacteristically protective. The newcomer has eyes like a wolf’s, and she trains them on Seb. Noémie steps forward, clears her throat. She takes Seb’s hand, looks down on the newcomer, makes a challenge with her own eyes.

‘Hello,’ she says. ‘Who are you?’

To have known Seb in Italy is to have known that he was running away from something. From someone. Noémie had just assumed that this someone was consigned to Seb’s past, like the skeletons in her own closets in Paris and San Francisco. It is near-impossible to unbalance Noémie. And yet, this is how to do it: with the startled look on the newcomer’s face, and the pained one on Seb’s, and the complete lack of expression on Nimesh’s, as he begins backing away towards the bar. Noémie’s confidence falters, and she has a sense that she has not been let in on something, that conversations have taken place behind her back. She can tell, from the woman’s flushing cheeks, that until now they were each just as unaware of the other’s existence. And just like that, Noémie is standing out in the open, exposed, once again that silly little French girl who first visited England as a teenager and burned with shame when the English boys mocked her for dropping the ‘H’ in ‘Hello’. She wonders if this is a cruel country. If Seb has been oblivious or unkind, and if one is worse than the other.

‘I’m Clara,’ says the woman, extending a hand.

‘I’m Noémie,’ says Noémie, taking it.

And like that, the moment is diffused, because neither of them will look a fool on Seb’s account, not here in this room in front of everyone. He and Noémie will speak about this on the train back to London. One glance at Seb’s face would tell you that he knows this. For now, the group fractures. Seb looks towards the children, seems to prefer the prospect of conversation with toddlers. Clara heads towards the bathroom, and Maisie, who has just revealed that she’s pregnant again, who is only just starting to show, peels off from a group on the other side of the room to follow her. Noémie needs a stiffer drink, so she goes to the bar. She passes Clara and Maisie on the way, hears them speaking quickly, in hushed tones.

‘When you told me he was coming, you didn’t tell me about—’

‘I didn’t know he was bringing her,’ Maisie says. ‘I swear.’

The door swings shut behind them. Noémie makes it a double. Across the room, in the kids’ corner, Finn and Nora have been sizing each other up, exchanging toys, waddling around one another in circles. Finn says something to Nora, and then Nora is looking around the room, realising her mother is gone, and panic flashes over her face. Then Seb arrives, sitting surprisingly delicately in a child’s chair far too small for him. He says something to Finn, ruffles the boy’s hair, gives him a hug. Finn runs to find his father. Only when Finn is gone does Seb make a funny face, and the girl seems to appreciate this, a private joke, the conspiratorial nature of the gesture. She warms to him, climbs carefully on to a tiny chair of her own. The sight of it is ludicrous, one of those optical illusions at a museum that plays with perspective to make neighbours seem outsized. The girl so small and slight, her tiny knees knocked together, her hands crossed in her lap like a little old woman. And Seb so cartoonishly large, his long legs bunched up and buckled beneath their black jeans, a half-drunk pint of Guinness in one fist. Seb stares off across the room. He says something, though Noémie is too far away to hear what. The girl says nothing. He says something else, and the girl responds this time, kicking her legs in front of her, staring at her shoes. They talk in this manner for a minute or so. Then Maisie and Clara come back through the doors, and the girl runs to her mother, and Seb stays sitting in his tiny chair for quite a long time.

Later, when the sun has begun to set and the candles on the cake have been blown out, while Noémie is making dutiful conversation with Seb’s parents, she sees him follow Clara out to the corridor. Noémie excuses herself under the pretence of wanting a cigarette, stands silently in the shadows and listens to what her partner does not want her to hear.

‘You didn’t tell me you have a girlfriend.’

They’ve stepped outside, into the evening. Seb is still silent.

‘No, right,’ Clara continues. ‘Why would you?’

‘I should have told her,’ Seb says. ‘About you.’

‘Might have been smart.’

A long silence. Noémie wonders what passed between them. How much of it is still out there, waiting to pass.

‘Forty,’ Seb says. She can hear that he’s lit a cigarette. ‘Did you celebrate?’

‘Are you asking if I had a party and didn’t invite you?’ Clara says. After a moment, she modifies her tone. ‘My party days are over,’ she says. ‘And Nora’s haven’t started yet.’

‘She’s doing well in there.’

Clara doesn’t seem to know how to respond to this. Noémie can hear in Seb’s voice that he’s had more to drink than she realised. He wouldn’t be speaking like this, without lubrication.

‘I’m sorry about your mum,’ he says. ‘Augie told me. I should have messaged.’

Clara’s voice becomes brittle, bound to snap. ‘Why would you?’ she says. ‘We’d broken up.’

Noémie feels something in her palm. She looks down, realises that she’s crushed her own unlit cigarette. She grinds the tobacco into powder between her fingers. On the other side of the threshold, her boyfriend and his ex stand in silence. You’d only know that they were there from the crackling embers, the occasional long exhale.

‘When do you leave?’ Clara says.

‘A couple of months.’

‘What will you do there?’

‘I don’t know,’ Seb says. ‘I need to change something. I need to do something. Ever since—’ He breathes out slowly. ‘I’ve spent the last five years wandering around, wondering what it’s all for. Sometimes I think I’ve spent my whole life like that.’

Clara says nothing. It’s unlike Seb, to fill the silence.

‘I was thinking about what you said,’ he says. ‘About not forgiving me.’ Another pause. ‘I wanted to know what for.’

Clara snorts. ‘You want specifics?’

‘Well, you did something specific,’ he says. ‘When I said I don’t forgive you, you knew what I was talking about.’

Clara sighs. ‘I don’t forgive you for what you said, when you left. And what you did before that. How you acted, on set. How you were with me. How you made me feel, for the longest time.’

‘I suppose I could say the same to you.’

Clara continues as if she hasn’t heard him. ‘Mostly, I don’t forgive you for leaving.’ Her voice turns, suddenly, tearful. ‘And I know that it’s not my right, because of what I did. But I needed you more than ever, and you left, and then you never came back.’ She sniffs, tries her best to compose herself. ‘And now you’re leaving again.’

Seb has finished his cigarette. Noémie hears the sound of his boot grinding against the pavement, and she realises that she’s biting back tears herself. The worst thing isn’t that Clara wants to ask him to stay. It’s that Seb wants her to ask, too.

‘I regret it,’ Seb says, into the silence.

‘What?’

‘What I said,’ he says. ‘Before I left the chateau.’

Clara’s response comes a moment late. ‘You said you wished you’d never met me.’

‘It’s how I felt,’ he says. ‘At the time.’

‘And you said I’d be a terrible mother.’

A long silence.

‘I didn’t mean it,’ Seb says, after a while. ‘I didn’t know.’ A pause. ‘I couldn’t have.’

‘No,’ she says. ‘Neither of us could.’







nora, 3

Who is my dad?

Nora asks questions all the time, and she asks this one more than most. It is not one she has given much thought to before now, because she was only dimly aware of the concept of dads and the fact that she doesn’t have one. But since Finn’s birthday party, she has started to notice that everyone seems to have a dad but her. The other kids at the playground have dads as often as mums. There are dads at cafés, dads on film sets, dads on TV when Nora is allowed her screen time.

‘That’s my dad,’ Finn had said at his party, pointing. ‘Who’s your dad?’

Finn has a dad. Even Finn’s dad has a dad. So where is Nora’s dad? Nora had looked around, thumbs twiddling, cheeks inflated with air, because she didn’t know the correct answer. She wanted to ask her mum, but then, she didn’t know where her mum was, either. She began to panic. Then, a man appeared, a familiar man, the man who’d been speaking to her mum moments before. He sat in a tiny chair, made a funny face.

Seb. Maybe Seb is her dad?

Nora can talk about things that happened before she even learned to speak. She drew in the sand on a beach once, and though the waves washed it away, a trace remained. She knows Seb. Not as a person, but as a presence, and a name that comes up often. A name always attached to her mother’s.

‘Seb and Clara’s old flat,’ grown-ups say.

Or, ‘When Clara and Seb were in France.’

Seb is big and has a beard and gave her pizza, though the episode is blurry in her mind. Clearer is this: Seb sitting next to her at Finn’s birthday.

‘Your mum is brave to come here,’ Seb had said. ‘But your mum has always known what she’s doing.’

Nora hadn’t really understood, so she’d kept her eyes in her lap.

‘How is she?’ Seb had added. ‘Your mum.’

Nora had understood this. ‘She’s sad.’

Seb was quiet for a bit. ‘How can we make her happy?’







his mum

Some things never change. Seb has never given his parents advance warning about his visits, nor told them how long he’s planning to stay. It’s half-term, hence why his mother is here in the kitchen and not at school, trying to teach a bunch of bored teenagers about the Warsaw Pact. It’s raining again, and Enzo is preparing for the Friday deluge in the shop downstairs. So it’s just Helen and her son, sitting at a kitchen table that hasn’t been replaced since he once sat at it in a high chair.

‘When are you leaving?’ she says, into the silence.

‘Thursday,’ Seb replies. ‘First thing.’

She taps a finger against the outside of her mug. ‘So why are you here?’

‘Can’t a son come and say goodbye to his mother?’

She gives him a look, and he gives her one back. Her son. It still shocks her, to see the white hairs in his beard. Nimesh’s hair is going grey. He and Maisie come round for lunch sometimes, and he complains about his knees when he crouches to pick up Finn. Seb would never have settled here. There’s always been too much pain associated with this place, too many splinters hidden in the happy memories. It’s a quarter of a century since it happened, and Helen still struggles to talk about it. What is there to say? I had a daughter, her name was Eleanora, and she died just before her ninth birthday. Enzo has always been better at conjuring their beautiful girl into words, his eyes shimmering as he describes the sound of her chuckle, or what it felt like to take her tiny hand during her first, tentative steps out on to a shingled beach. Helen is like Seb. She prefers to keep the big stuff inside.

It was Enzo who told their son what was going on with Ellie, taking him out for ice cream like they were characters in an American film. When your twelve-year-old son asks why his sister is dying, what are you supposed to tell him? It wasn’t an accident. It was barely an act of God. They lost Ellie because sometimes things happen and you’re powerless to stop them. Sometimes people get ill, and those people are too young to even know that’s what they are. Young, and ill. Ellie used to make Seb smile. He forgot how to, once she was gone.

‘What’s happened, Seb?’ Helen says, because there’s no point skirting around it. ‘I know you’re not just here to say goodbye.’

Seb swirls his coffee, takes a sip. ‘No small talk?’

‘When have we ever gone in for that?’

Seb stops swirling, puts his cup down. He sighs a deep sigh. Then he reaches into the inside pocket of his flannel coat, places something on the well-worn tabletop between them. A box.

‘We were packing,’ Seb says. ‘And she found this.’

Helen’s breath catches. She knows what kind of box it is. And when she opens it, she’s surprised by the beauty of the ring, even in the circumstances.

‘I thought she knew that was a possibility,’ Helen says. ‘For the visas.’

Seb says nothing.

‘She changed her mind?’ Helen says. ‘Decided you were moving too fast?’

Seb still says nothing. He rubs the back of his neck.

‘Oh, Seb,’ Helen says. She takes his hand. ‘How long have you had this?’

‘A long time,’ he says. ‘Too long.’

Helen nods. ‘It wasn’t for Noémie.’

She had often wondered if Seb would propose to Clara. One Christmas, while pleasantly tipsy, he’d told Helen that they were trying for a baby. Then he’d never mentioned it again. And while Helen has never found Noémie quite as easy to make conversation with, the thought of this breaks her heart. She pictures Noémie, pulling the box from the back of a sock drawer. The smile on her face as she turns to Seb. The horror on his.

‘We haven’t broken up,’ Seb says, quickly.

‘You haven’t?’

‘Not yet,’ Seb says. ‘Not at all, hopefully.’ He stares into his coffee. ‘She’s given me an ultimatum. If I’m going with her, I have to promise that I’m going to leave the past in the past.’

The past has a tenacious grip. Even now, it’s as if Helen could squint and still see Clara with them, half a lifetime younger, sitting anxiously at this very table, swearing like a sailor and clamping her mouth shut when she caught herself. She’d spent that same Christmas here, not to mention every Easter weekend for the best part of a decade. There was a time when Helen and Clara were as close as a mother-in-law and her honorary daughter could be. And all that time, it had never seemed in doubt, that Clara would be part of their lives forever. Helen and Enzo had a running joke that Seb and Clara never stopped talking to each other. That you’d hear them through the bedroom wall until the early hours, talking; that you’d never want to go to the cinema with both of them because there they’d be, the whole time, talking. Seb, that stern and silent teenager, had suddenly seemed as if he’d never run out of words. Now he’s gone quiet again.

At Finn’s birthday, Helen and Clara had greeted each other like polite strangers. The last time Helen had seen her was on the cover of The Times Magazine, talking about her latest film, brushing off questions about her personal life. And a review in the Sunday paper, the very next day, that said she’d lost her way. Helen thought that sounded familiar. Everyone knows why Seb seems less steady by the day. Clara has a child, and the child isn’t his.

‘The thing is,’ Seb continues. ‘It’s not about Clara.’

Helen puts her cup down carefully. ‘It’s not?’

‘It is and it isn’t,’ Seb says. ‘It’s about my life. Where I am. Where I’m going. And why.’ A pause. ‘It’s hard to describe.’ He wrestles with what he wants to say. ‘Clara and I didn’t break up because of one mistake. We had problems, before. It wasn’t meant to be. And we’ve both spent time coming to terms with it. Becoming our own people.’ His voice quietens. ‘I don’t want to hurt anyone again,’ he says. ‘But I don’t want to leave again, either.’

They sit in silence for a moment, the ring box still on the table between them. Once upon a time, Helen had thought that she and Enzo were over, too. After Ellie, they couldn’t bear each other. It makes a loud noise, when two lives collide. It leaves the ears ringing. If it weren’t for Seb, they wouldn’t have made it. She wonders how she’d feel if they hadn’t, twenty-five years down the line.

‘Sometimes I think that’s all I am,’ he says. ‘Someone who runs away.’ He circles the rim of his coffee cup with one finger. The tattoos on his knuckles are faded. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever been particularly good at anything. I wasn’t a great actor. I was even worse, as a model. I liked drumming, but it’s not like I had a special gift for it.’

Helen’s heart aches for him. She goes to speak, but she stops herself. He doesn’t need to hear it. And it’s best not to interrupt him, on those rare occasions he decides to be candid.

‘Clara has talent,’ he says, his voice gaining some distance. ‘She always did. Watching her work, I sometimes wished I had what she had. I couldn’t direct a film. I couldn’t even write a song, no matter how hard I tried.’ He clenches his jaw, clasps his hands together. ‘Not everyone can make great things,’ he says. ‘But I’ve been trying to tell myself that not everyone needs to. That I’ll be happy if I can just be a part of it.’ He looks at her. ‘Other people can write the music. I just want to listen.’

Seb has always been hard to read. Helen knows he became an actor because it’s easier to talk when wearing a mask. His true self sat at a drum kit, surrounded by friends. Jasper came into his life like music. Clara was a song he couldn’t get out of his head. Perhaps that’s what he’s missing.

‘What will you do?’ Helen asks.

‘I don’t know.’

‘Noémie deserves an answer.’

‘I know.’

Helen looks at him for a long while. ‘When will you give her one?’

‘Thursday, I guess,’ Seb says. ‘She’s going with or without me.’







a pair of prying eyes

A little girl with ginger hair is drawing stars in the condensation on the bus window. The woman in whose lap she sits is messaging someone. A man called Seb, according to the name at the top of the screen. If she’s texting in public, she’s taking the risk that someone might snoop. And there’s nothing that her seatmate loves more than to snoop.

Who is this? the message says.

Her hands are frozen for a moment.

It’s Clara, she types. Do you really not have my number saved?

He takes a moment to respond. I was kidding.

Clara shakes her head, chews her lip. You’re up early, she types. What time is it in New York?

Ellipses appear, disappear again. I’m still adjusting, he says.

What are you doing there?

Still deciding that, too, he says. Maybe I’ll take up modelling again.

Because that went so well last time.

A delay, on Seb’s side. Then: Ha.

Clara taps out another message. You were always more of a musician than a model. She hesitates, then adds: To me. She deletes this last part.

He changes the subject. I finally saw your new film.

She rubs her brow. She types and deletes several things. Finally, she says: Oh god.

I liked it.

No you didn’t.

I did, he says.

That makes you the only one.

They’re just reviews, he says. Ignore them. A moment. Those same reviewers used to call me wooden.

Clara’s face is buried in her scarf, so it’s hard to see a reaction. She types out her response.

You were wooden.

Her thumb hovers over the screen for a while. Then, finally, she presses ‘send’.

…

She looks like she regrets what she’s written.

Eventually, he replies. I blame the director.

The woman looks stunned for a moment. Then she begins to smile, and she hides the smile in her scarf. Another text comes in. Another change of subject.

How’s Nora?

The woman types. Inquisitive. She pauses over her next message. She thinks you might be her dad.

Another pause.

…

Seb stops typing.

…

He starts again.

Why would she think that? he says. Then: Don’t answer. We’re not friends enough for that kind of chat.

The woman exhales. She narrows her eyes.

We’re friends, are we?

She sends the message. For a while, nothing.

Then,…

‘What are you doing?’ her daughter says, suddenly bored of the window.

‘No one,’ her mother replies. ‘I mean, nothing.’

She slips her phone into her pocket, still hiding a smile.







another estate agent


A railway arch property in a hip inner-city location. Traditional vaulted ceilings create a varying height throughout the premises, providing plenty of unusual character.



The tall man had already been here when the estate agent had arrived, vaping on the doorstep, craning his neck up at the bare exterior. He’s got a good poker face, this guy, and he doesn’t crack the entire time he’s pacing the rooms, leaning over the bar, running one hand up the cold, slightly sweaty brick of the curving wall.

The estate agent is about to offer to turn off the lights, to show what the place might look like at night, when he’s distracted by the sound of approaching footsteps. Heavy boots on wrought-iron stairs. The viewer turns to the estate agent, arches one of those dark eyebrows.

‘One of yours?’ he says.

The estate agent begins to shake his head, but the person is already peeking around the door. Two people. A short woman with tangled blond hair and piercing eyes, and a curly-haired ginger toddler trailing after her. A train passes overhead, and the whole room shudders. The viewer’s façade has finally cracked.

‘Clara?’ he says, his voice uneasy.

‘Seb.’ The woman shakes her head. ‘I don’t believe this.’


Once-thriving basement nightclub in an east London weekend hotspot, with an established audience and a late-night licence. Perfect for a party crowd.



‘You lied to me,’ Clara is saying, as they reach the door of the second venue.

‘I didn’t lie to you,’ Seb replies, over his shoulder, as he clunks down the stairs. ‘I just didn’t tell the truth.’

They’ve been fighting ever since she arrived. The estate agent is trying to find a gap in the argument to point out some features of the property, but he’s had no luck as of yet.

‘You pretended you’d moved to New York!’ Clara says.

The estate agent raises his eyebrows. Even the woman’s daughter makes a face. From Seb’s expression, it’s clear that he doesn’t have a leg to stand on.

‘I didn’t know what to say,’ he stutters. ‘I didn’t stay because—’ He gives up. ‘Why are you here, Clara?’

‘I had to see for myself.’

‘Well, here I am.’

Seb gestures around the dark room in which they’re all now standing. It still smells of the last patrons’ drinks, and the place hasn’t been open for almost a year.

‘How did you even find me?’ Seb sighs. ‘Maisie?’

‘Nimesh.’

‘I’m going to kill him.’

Clara shakes her head. ‘So, what?’ she says. ‘You’re staying? Buying a bar?’

‘Something like that.’

‘Well, I’m sorry for interrupting.’

The estate agent isn’t sure who looks angrier. Clara, or Seb. At least the little girl seems to be enjoying herself. She’s found a still-functioning set of disco lights in the corner.

‘I don’t know what you think we are,’ Seb says. ‘But I don’t think we’re this.’ He sounds almost desperate. ‘This is my life. You can’t just turn up unannounced.’

‘Are you fucking serious?’ snaps the woman. She remembers her daughter, lowers her voice. ‘You’re the one who leaves whenever he wants. Or stays, then keeps it a secret.’

The estate agent sighs, props himself up. They could be here for the long haul. He wishes the optics above the bar weren’t empty.

‘It wasn’t a—’ Seb grits his teeth. ‘I’m trying to do something, here. To work something out for myself. I still have money from the film.’ His face darkens. ‘Though you could probably buy this place outright. The famous Clara Cowan.’

She scowls at him from the sticky dancefloor. Her daughter is still in sight, illuminated by multi-coloured lights.

‘Cut the silver-spoon bullshit,’ Clara says. ‘I’ve worked hard for what I have. Every hatchet-job review still hurts.’

Seb shrugs. ‘No one is forcing you to be a director.’

The woman’s eyes glint in the darkness. ‘So I should be like you?’ she says. ‘Do nothing with my life?’

Seb flinches. The little girl is standing up now, making her way back towards them.

‘There are different kinds of happiness,’ Seb says. ‘Different kinds of fulfilment.’

‘But you’ve never been happy,’ Clara says. ‘You never allow yourself to be totally happy, because that would mean allowing yourself to be totally sad, too. You’d rather temper everything. Close yourself off to all of it.’

Seb says nothing. Clara takes a measured breath.

‘This is pointless,’ she says. ‘I just—’ She searches for the words. ‘I expected it from the critics. Not from you.’

‘You shouldn’t expect anything from me,’ Seb says. Then he walks out of the door.


Traditional-style pub on a lively side street with an upstairs function room providing a potential second revenue stream. Original carpets.



The estate agent lets them into the next venue, busies himself with the light switches as the dust settles. Seb goes on ahead, quietly contemplating the moth-eaten curtains and the dark wood panels. And though Clara offers no opinion, she and her daughter are still present. They traipse around the space, Clara crouching intermittently for the child to whisper into her ear.

‘Does she like it?’ Seb says, his hand upon the glossy wooden bar. He doesn’t look at Clara.

She won’t look at him, either. ‘She thinks it’s haunted. She’s asking about ghosts.’

Seb nods slowly, casts a glance around the cobwebs in the cornicing. His eyes settle on the rusted mirror behind the bar, in which he briefly makes eye contact with Clara. Her mouth parts slightly. Then she looks away, her daughter tugging at her jacket, trying to drag her towards something she wants her mother to see. When Clara looks back at the mirror, Seb is still looking at her.

‘They weren’t all bad,’ he says. ‘The reviews.’

‘Stop it,’ she says, averting her eyes.

‘Stop what?’

‘Stop pitying me.’

‘I don’t pity you,’ he says. ‘I just—’ He looks for the words. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. About New York.’

Clara waves the apology away. ‘You don’t need me and my problems. You’ve got your own.’ A sad smile. ‘I presume. Or maybe you’re problem-free. I hope you’re problem-free.’

‘Well,’ Seb says. ‘Apparently I’ve got ghosts.’

They smile. Taking advantage of what seems like a truce, the estate agent suggests that they head upstairs and check out the venue room. Under high ceilings, Seb makes silent calculations. The little girl is spinning about across the dusty floor, her arms spread wide, her curls wild. Clara has taken a seat on an old chaise longue in the corner. Her eyes are closed. Seb watches her for a while. Then he crouches and gently catches the girl. The girl lets him.

‘What do you think, Nora?’ he says. ‘Could we host gigs up here?’

Nora frowns. It’s unclear if she knows what gigs are. She goes all shy, all of a sudden. So Seb stands, looks down at the floor, then stamps his foot. She watches him. He looks down at her. She stamps, too. He jumps. He jumps again. He’s jumping up and down, sending plumes of dust up into the air, and the little girl is laughing, and now she’s jumping with him. When they stop, while the air settles, a suspicious creak sounds beneath the length of the pitted carpet.

‘No,’ says Seb, out of breath. ‘I don’t think so.’

He hasn’t noticed that Clara is watching them.


A new ground-floor property, carefully designed with a commercial or bar function in mind. Licensed to play live music until almost midnight.



‘This isn’t it,’ Clara says.

Seb looks at her. ‘What?’

‘Do you really see yourself here?’

The room is a bright and airy shell, admittedly more appropriate for a coffee roastery or a Pilates studio than a haven for greasy-haired rockers. Nora is diligently searching the squeaky-clean corners for ghosts that aren’t there.

‘No,’ he says. ‘I don’t.’

The estate agent exhales, shuffles some papers. This venue was the last good option on their books. Seb had said he was serious about his search, but all afternoon, he’s only had eyes for Clara.

‘What problems?’ Seb says, to her. ‘You said you had problems.’

Clara looks at him as if to ask if he really wants to know. His face says that he does.

‘I can’t work like I used to,’ she says. She looks down at her boots. ‘It isn’t easy, with Nora. Italy almost broke me, and the result was a half-baked film.’ She runs her fingers through her knotted hair. ‘I’m trying to direct the odd episode of TV now, and even that I can barely manage.’ She looks over at her daughter, as if to check she’s out of earshot. ‘Nora isn’t easy. Nursery is never going to happen at this point. It’s almost two years until she starts school, and the thought of that still terrifies me.’ She closes her eyes. ‘But she didn’t ask to be born. So what can I do? Give it all up?’ She opens her eyes again, looks to the wide windows. ‘If I let two more years’ worth of opportunities pass me by, I don’t think my career will ever recover. Just as I was starting to—’ Her voice cracks. ‘I’m so tired, Seb.’

Seb’s wrist twitches, as if he wants, more than anything, to reach out and take her hand. To draw her in, to hold her. The estate agent stares down into his binder, willing himself to become invisible.

‘You were right about one thing,’ Clara says, with a sniff. ‘I am a terrible mother.’ She stops herself. ‘I’m sorry, that wasn’t fair. I’m not at my best.’

‘You look pretty good from where I’m standing,’ Seb says.

A blush reaches Clara’s cheeks. She waves at Nora, if only to avoid Seb’s eyes. On the other side of the room, Nora waves back. Then she returns to her search.

‘I knew you’d make me feel better,’ Clara says, to Seb. She laughs, apparently at the absurdity of it. ‘Maybe that’s why I came. We used to discuss everything, didn’t we? You were terrible at making decisions. But you’d always be the one to talk me up. To say I’d got this, that I was going to blow people away.’ Her voice falters. ‘If anything goes wrong, you’re still the first person I want to tell,’ she says. ‘That’s weird, isn’t it?’

‘It’s not weird,’ Seb says. He’s the one looking at his shoes, now. ‘You ruined my life, and the only person I want to talk to about it is you.’


A former pub-venue in a beloved character building, this once-popular nightspot has a colourful history. In need of modernisation.



Last stop. They stand on the pavement of Hoxton Street, staring up at a place that clearly means something to both of them.

‘Well,’ says Clara.

‘I’ll be damned,’ says Seb.

The estate agent covers his mouth when they step inside. Wallpaper peels from the walls. Mouldy old newspapers hang from the windows. Rattling and scuttling suggests life in the old sofas, beneath the built-in tables. And yet, Seb and Clara walk as if in a trance, trailing the dust on a specific booth near the front, heading into the back room and looking up towards the hanging lights.

‘It looks exactly the same,’ Seb says, his voice dreamy.

‘A little older, maybe,’ says Clara, eyes on him. ‘But that’s the charm.’

Nora looks like she’s seen a thousand ghosts, and she’s fascinated with all of them. Clara stands in front of the crumpled stage, perhaps remembering something, swaying ever so slightly. Seb is close behind her, looking like he might move closer. The estate agent coughs, steps into the shaft of dusty light that filters down through a hole in the high ceiling.

‘It needs a renovation before a refit,’ he says. ‘But we could always—’

‘It’s the one,’ Seb says.

The estate agent splutters. ‘Are you sure?’

‘I’ve never been surer.’

The rest is a matter of formalities. They shake hands, agree on a time frame, decide to head straight to the office on Great Eastern Street to iron out specifics. As the agent gathers his things, he sees Seb and Clara move towards one another, hug tentatively. It’s stiff, awkward. It doesn’t last long. Seb holds briefly on to Clara’s arm.

‘I can’t believe I’m about to do this,’ he says. Then he turns away from Clara, crouches once again on the grimy floor. ‘Nora?’

The girl is still gazing upwards. Now she turns towards him. She has her mother’s eyes. Under that shaft of light, her hair blazes orange.

‘Yes?’ she says.

‘How would you like to hang out with me sometimes?’ Seb says. ‘Who knows, maybe you can help me rescue this place.’ He glances to Clara. ‘While Mum is at work.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Clara begins, from behind him. ‘I’d never ask you to—’

‘OK,’ Nora says. Then she returns to what she was doing.

Seb stands. Before Clara can say anything, the estate agent steps between them. He needs to get Seb back to the office before closing time. He opens the door and the light from outside rushes in, a blast of winter air with it. He ushers them out.

‘Seb,’ Clara says, outside. ‘Do you want to go for a drink after? To celebrate?’

Seb doesn’t say anything for a second. Then: ‘I can’t. Sorry.’

Clara nods silently. Seb grimaces, rubs the back of his shaven head. He glances at Nora, who is lingering back in the doorway. He glances at the estate agent.

‘I’ll get out of your way,’ the estate agent says.

He steps away. But not so far away that he can’t listen in.

‘You asked if we were friends, when we were messaging,’ Seb says, quietly, to Clara. ‘Well, what if we were? What if we could be?’

‘Friends?’ Clara says. ‘I once stormed out of a pub at that suggestion.’

A tense silence, punctuated by the rush of traffic.

‘That was a long time ago,’ Seb says. ‘But, you know…’

The estate agent checks his watch, then glances back at them. Seb is giving her the opportunity to walk away. She doesn’t take it.

‘I hate to say it, but I think you’re right,’ she says. ‘I think we should be.’ She extends her hand. ‘Friends.’

They shake on it. They take a little too long to let go.

‘Maisie and Nimesh will be thrilled,’ Clara says, eventually.

‘I think they’ll be hoping for more.’

Another moment passes between them. Clara tucks her hair behind her ear. Seb watches her do so, his jaw flexing beneath his beard.

‘It’s better this way,’ Clara says, eventually. ‘We’ve hurt each other enough. Right?’

Nora is coming over. Seb watches her. ‘Right,’ he says. ‘This is better.’

Now Nora is tugging at her mother’s hand. Now Seb is saying goodbye to the little girl, and Clara is steering her towards the road.

‘Clara,’ Seb says, after her.

She looks back.

‘Text me,’ he says. ‘About Nora.’

And all the estate agent can think is: I don’t look at my friends like that.







a passenger

It is not the best weather for an open-top bus tour, but everyone back in Seoul had told her to expect rain. So, she wears a poncho, and she spreads her arms wide to welcome it, feels privileged to experience all of this under an authentic London downpour. And yet, for everything she sees – from the Marble Arch to Sherlock Holmes’s house on Baker Street and on towards Piccadilly Circus and Big Ben beyond – nothing will touch her quite as much as this: the sight of a father and daughter, sitting in their raincoats at the back of the bus.

The girl’s red hair pokes out from beneath her hood, and she is held rapt by everything her father says. The father points to old buildings with his tattooed hands and tells her stories.

‘That got blown up in the Blitz,’ he says. ‘That, too. And that.’

‘What’s the Blitz?’ the girl says.

‘A time when a lot of things got blown up,’ the man replies. ‘I was in a film about it. A lifetime ago.’

The girl nods thoughtfully. Then she puts her small hand in his, and a smile cracks through his beard.







another passenger

A tube train, deep beneath the city. The mother and daughter opposite have been onboard for a while, chatting quietly. The mother, in a black dress covered with black feathers, has taken care to twist further feathers into her tangled hair, to black out her eyes with enormous kohl wings. The daughter is dressed as Pippi Longstocking, and swings her stockinged legs back and forth.

‘I wanted to be the Hulk,’ she says.

‘It’s a book theme,’ says the bird-woman. ‘Although I suppose that is a comic book.’

They’re pulling into a station, and a flurry of passengers head out on to the draughty platform and up towards the cool spring evening above it. Only a few people board. The passenger sitting opposite the mother and daughter watches one of them with bemusement. He’s a lot taller than the rest, and he’s painted green, wearing a black blazer with tin-foil bolts on either side of his neck. He grabs a railing with one big, green hand, surveys the carriage for a seat. When he sees the girl, when he sees her avian mother, it’s as if he’s seized by rigor mortis. He glances, briefly, back towards the doors, but they’re already closing, and Pippi Longstocking has already seen him.

‘Seb!’ Pippi yells, waving her hand.

The man grimaces, waves his own green hand. He takes the free seat on the other side of Pippi while the bird stares down into her feathered lap.

‘Are you the Hulk?’ Pippi asks.

‘I’m Frankenstein,’ he says.

‘Monster,’ the bird can’t help but add. ‘Frankenstein’s monster.’

‘Right,’ Frankenstein’s monster says, without looking at her. ‘And you’re—’

‘The Raven,’ says the bird. ‘It’s a poem. By Edgar Allan Poe.’

He nods. ‘I should have gone with a poem. Knowing Maisie.’ He leans in a little, as if he doesn’t want to be overheard. ‘There’s no business doing fancy dress when it isn’t Halloween. People are staring.’

‘You should have come as Scrooge,’ the raven says, with a smirk. ‘Or maybe Heathcliff.’ She’s getting into her stride. ‘Dark and stormy. Back after a long absence, shrouded in secrecy.’

There’s a pause. Frankenstein’s monster turns stiffly, as if in character. ‘I understood the Scrooge bit.’

Pippi kicks her colourful legs. She looks like she’s in her happy place.

‘You know, we could avoid these awkward meetings,’ the raven says. ‘If you ever told me when we were going to bump into each other.’

‘He told me,’ Pippi chimes in.

They both look down at Pippi. Over the top of her ginger pigtails, they now look at one another.

‘I did tell her I was coming,’ Frankenstein’s monster says.

‘You two are keeping secrets from me now?’

The monster looks like he might smile.

‘So, you’re back above the pub?’ the raven asks.

‘The flat is part of the property,’ the monster replies. ‘The rats, too.’

‘Is it still a single bed?’ she says, picking at one of the black feathers on the tight sleeve of her dress.

‘I’ve got a new bed.’

The only sounds are that of the rushing tube and Pippi’s legs kick, kick, kicking the seat beneath her. The bird gets to work nervously on another feather, right at the hem of where her short dress meets her dark tights.

‘Do you like our costumes?’ Pippi asks.

The monster nods. ‘I do.’

‘Mummy’s a very pretty bird.’

There’s a silence. Very briefly, the monster’s eyes flicker upwards, to the girl’s mother.

‘She is,’ he says.

The raven is staring down at her heavy black boots. Beneath her dark lipstick, her smile is conspicuously bright.







a fellow guest

A cocktail bar, high above the city. It’s Maisie’s fortieth birthday, the grandparents are here as childcare, and she and Nimesh are making the most of it. The venue is a fancy one, high above the city in which they used to live. It’s filled with guests milling about dressed as Mad Hatters and mediocre Gatsbys, Little Women and large white whales.

The guest and her husband did NCT classes with Maisie and Nimesh a few years ago, and have been firm fixtures at the same local soft-plays ever since. And because she and her husband don’t want to break a streak that has lasted their entire marriage, they are once again in matching costumes. Their twins, Thing #1 and Thing #2. Her husband, the Cat in the Hat. And she, making the most of her pregnant belly, is the Fish in its Fishbowl.

‘Thanks for coming,’ says Maisie, after removing her Sherlock Holmes pipe from her mouth. ‘Sorry you can’t plunder the open bar.’

Nimesh, Maisie’s own Doctor Watson, is already co-opting the Cat in the Hat to make plans for their next Tough Mudder, so Sherlock takes the Fish to meet some of her friends: a half-arsed Willy Wonka, a sexy Jane Austen, a Lord of the Flies who clearly hasn’t read the book in question. Her kids are busy overstimulating a Dracula-fanged Finn and a fretful-looking Pippi Longstocking, so the Fish gets talking to a pair whom she presumes are Pippi’s parents.

‘Where did you get so many feathers?’ the Fish asks.

‘She works in films,’ Sherlock chimes in.

‘You’d be surprised what a good costume department can get their hands on.’

The raven is called Clara. The monster over her shoulder is called Seb. And it’s because Seb won’t take his eyes off Clara, because of the way in which Clara inclines her head towards Seb’s broad chest, that the Fish has made her assumption.

‘So, are you two—?’ she begins, intending to ask if they’re local.

‘No,’ Seb says, too quickly.

‘God no,’ Clara says, just as suddenly.

‘God no?’ Seb repeats, sounding offended.

‘Just,’ Clara begins, a blush spreading beneath all that eyeliner. ‘No.’

The Fish is confused. But, as the night goes on, she begins to wonder if she should have been Sherlock Holmes after all, magnifying glass in hand rather than fishbowl over stomach. She’s sober, so she notices things that perhaps even the raven and the monster themselves don’t. Like the way that Seb cuts every conversation a little bit short so that he can find his way back to Clara, or the way that Clara stares at Seb with something deeper than gratitude when she sees him twirling her daughter around on the dancefloor. Or this, after half the guests have gone home and the others have long since lost their ability to see clearly: Seb and Clara, close together by the long windows, talking like they’ll never run out of words to say, the twinkling lights of London beneath them. Clara’s fingers grazing the back of Seb’s hand, and Seb reaching up to brush a stray feather from the pale skin by Clara’s mouth. Holding his thumb there for just a moment. Leaning closer, no longer talking. Clara reaching upwards, Seb being pulled downwards—

And Pippi coming between them, the pair suddenly breaking apart and looking away as if nothing at all was about to happen. Clara scoops up her daughter, and the little girl rubs her eyes and nuzzles into her mother’s neck. Neither of them notices that Seb is already headed for the door.







a builder

There’s still a long way to go until it’s ready. The roof has been repaired, the broken and boarded-up windows replaced. The floors have been relaid, and he replastered the ceiling himself. Refitting the bar is his next project. It’s goodbye to the old booths and the old stage, too, but Seb is taking care of that. As capable a workhorse as he is a project manager, you’ll often see him lugging slabs of old tables or chunks of dividing wall to the skip out front. Usually, his daughter is right by his side. Stepdaughter? Nora doesn’t look much like him, but she’s just as stoic as he is, silent behind her dust mask as she stomps about the place. Smudge, the guy Seb brought on to help out with the sound, has taken to the whole thing like an overconfident crowd-surfer. Word has it that he sold his van to help fund the music-and-lighting grid system that was, only yesterday, hoisted into place over a new stage halfway through its assembly.

They still need to secure all the correct licences, to appease the right local councillors and soundproofing tsars. The place is still empty, devoid of décor, in need of some personality. A soft launch before Christmas might be just about achievable. Until then, the builder is hard at work, and Smudge is calling Seb’s name. Now they’re clambering on to the stage together, testing its sturdiness, treading the boards. They look out over an empty room, imagine a crowd filling it.

‘Hello,’ Seb shouts, testing the acoustics.

‘Hello!’ Smudge yells, louder, letting his voice echo around the walls.

‘Hello?’ says Nimesh, poking his head around the door.

This mate of theirs lives up in the Midlands, but once he caught wind of the project, he started visiting on all his spare weekends. His wife, Maisie, is with him this time, as well as their kids. And someone the builder has never met before. Someone short and blonde.

‘I still can’t believe how much it’s changed around here,’ Nimesh says. ‘They’ve closed down the feminist sex shop. It’s called Big Daddy Vapes now.’

‘Dad,’ says his son. ‘What’s a—’

‘Hey,’ Nimesh cuts in, quickly. ‘Nora’s going to show you where the rat king lives.’

The boy shares a look with Nora. She gives a short nod, then they scamper off in search of adventure. The lads are still up on the stage, staring down at their new visitors. The arms of Seb’s filthy T-shirt are rolled up. The blonde woman looks a little flustered.

‘Seb,’ she says, looking up at him.

‘Clara,’ he says, stepping down to meet her.

They share a brisk hug. He says something quietly, and she laughs a little too loudly. Nimesh and Maisie smirk at each other. The builder keeps on scraping old wallpaper. Smudge is still up on the stage.

‘Just like old times?’ Maisie says, bouncing the baby on her hip.

Smudge has a broad smile on his face. ‘Better.’

One thing about working in a place like this is that you’ll overhear a lot of conversations behind half-finished walls. The builder is lying behind the bar, screwing in some shelves, when Seb and Clara pause by one of the old booths. He can see them through a hole made for cables. Seb is holding a sledgehammer, still covered in plaster dust. Clara is looking him up and down.

‘You seem happy,’ she says.

Seb looks around at the thousand things still left to do. He nods. ‘I am. Thank you.’ He swings his hammer idly. He gives her a look. ‘And you,’ he says. ‘You seem happy, too.’

‘I am, I think.’ She puts a hand on his arm. ‘Thank you.’

Seb looks at the hand. His eyes track slowly up her arm. They make eye contact. Then they both break away, as if expecting to be interrupted. But Nora is still running around with Finn, and no one else is expecting anything of them. They linger, neither of them seeming to know what to do next.

‘You want him.’

That’s what Maisie says, afterwards, in the barren ladies’ bathroom. The builder is crouching behind the flimsy divider between what will soon be two properly functioning toilets, trying his best to fasten a pipe into place.

‘That is not true,’ Clara replies.

‘It is,’ Maisie says. ‘I can hear it in your voice.’ By the sounds of it, she’s changing her daughter’s nappy. ‘Please don’t shag him at the barbecue.’

‘Maisie!’

They both laugh. The builder stifles his own. Maisie hands the baby to Clara, begins washing her hands at the sinks.

‘It’s not as easy as that,’ Clara says. ‘It wouldn’t be fair on Nora. He’s good for her.’ A pause. ‘And it’s been nice, having him around. Even as a friend.’

‘Even as a friend,’ Maisie repeats, in a mock-sexy drawl. ‘You want him!’

‘Trust me, it couldn’t be further from my mind,’ Clara says. She lowers her voice to a near-whisper. ‘I haven’t done it since, you know…’

‘What?!’ Maisie says, and her voice is loud enough to echo around the entire venue. ‘Since Nora?’ She goes quiet. ‘That’s insane.’

‘Where would I have found the time?’ Clara says, exasperated. ‘Or a willing participant?’ A pause. ‘Not everyone has a rota.’

It’s Maisie’s turn to sound embarrassed. ‘We don’t have a rota.’

‘You’re married to Nimesh,’ Clara says. ‘You definitely have a rota.’

Nimesh’s head appears around the doorway. ‘All OK in here?’

They tell him, a little too enthusiastically, that they’re fine. After he’s retreated in confusion, Clara lowers her voice.

‘OK,’ she says. ‘If I tell you something, you have to promise not to laugh at me.’

Maisie makes no such promise. ‘Go on.’

‘I had a dream about him.’

‘A sex dream?!’

The builder almost fumbles the pipe. Clara hides her face, groans.

‘That means something,’ Maisie says, leaning in close. ‘It means you want him.’

Clara pushes her away, but doesn’t protest. ‘What can I say?’ It seems that she is still searching for the words as she and Maisie head back to the main room. ‘With him, it was better than anyone.’







nora, 4

Nora has all the answers, now. She knows things, notices things. She can tell the difference between a costume and the person underneath it. She can understand when someone is playing pretend.

She’s in her garden, now, playing pretend with Finn. Nora’s house is tall and the garden is long, so there’s lots of space, although she prefers it at Finn’s because Finn has lots of dogs. Finn’s dad doesn’t eat meat, so Smudge is grilling veggie burgers on the barbecue, his big tummy out for all to see. Seb is puffing on his vape.

‘Those things will kill you,’ Nimesh says.

Seb blows out smoke. ‘Smudge used to smoke far stronger, and he’s still here.’

Everyone laughs at this, and Nora laughs too, though when she asks why they’re laughing, Seb winks and says it’s a secret. Nora has a secret too, and the secret is to do with Seb. She’d sussed it one day, when her mum was hot and sweating and having an important conversation on the phone. Nora and Seb were watching from across the patio. Nora’s mum kept tucking her hair behind her ear over and over again with nervous fingers.

‘She’s always done that,’ Seb had said. Nora had noticed his smile.

Nora doesn’t worry any more. When Nora and Seb ‘hang out’, she knows that her mother will always come back, and that Seb will be here until she returns. She also knows that her mum is at her happiest when Seb is around. So, she tells her mum all the nice things Seb says about her. And she tells Seb all the nice things her mum says about him, the things she makes Nora swear that she will not tell Seb. She asks why Seb can’t just live with them, seeing as it would make it soooooooo much easier when he has to come to pick her up. And when he does come to pick her up, she likes to leave them together in the same room for a long time, saying I really, really need a wee, then taking ages in the toilet.

Nora knows things. And she knows that all they need is a little push.

Here in the garden, the burgers are ready, and Seb is carrying the heavy platter over to the table, and Nora’s mum is looking at Seb’s big arms and her face is doing something Nora has never seen it do. Nora brings her a cold glass of water, and Finn’s mum laughs so much that she almost drops Baby Priya out of her lap. When Baby Priya is down for a nap, they all heap their plates, and Nora and Finn sit at the big table with the grown-ups.

Nora notices things. Specifically, she notices two things.

One: Finn and Priya’s mum quietly telling Finn and Priya’s dad that this is perfect, that this is almost like it always was.

Two: Seb taking her mum’s hand beneath the table, as everyone is talking, as easily as breathing. Her mum’s face, at first surprised, then smiling, not letting go.

Nora wants this to continue, so she pretends not to notice. She wonders if everyone else is pretending not to notice, too.







her friend’s wife

On the jetty, on the lake, Ivana lies back with her eyes closed and allows the sun to wash over her. She can hear the gentle lapping of water, the sound of a child laughing. A man’s steady voice, in the distance. And this: the whack, pause, whack, pause, whack of arrows thudding into wood. She props herself up on her elbows, wipes her brow. Sweat pools in the dimple of her brown belly, on the crest of her top lip. She squints over the water, towards the treeline.

‘Is she old enough to be using weapons?’ Ivana asks.

Clara, lying on her front across the jetty, doesn’t open her eyes. She waves a nonchalant hand. ‘Don’t question it,’ she says. ‘If they’re busy, they’re not bothering us.’

Ren, who has been seemingly asleep under a heavy pair of sunglasses, sits up a little and smiles. ‘Listen to you,’ she says to Ivana. ‘Always the lawyer.’

Ivana elbows her wife, then kisses her, and they melt back down on to the wood beneath them. The late-summer getaway had been Clara’s idea. The location, Ivana’s. She’d suggested a cabin on the Plitvice Lakes, in her home country. At first, it was to be the four of them. Then Ren had ventured inviting Maisie and family, and the numbers had swelled to eight. The ninth name was put forward by Nora, and Clara hadn’t protested.

‘Who the hell is Seb?’ Ivana had asked.

Ren had found this hilarious. ‘How long have you got?’

So many names. So much baggage. Ivana wonders if love is simply messier when you’re no longer young, when you’ve collected years of make-ups and break-ups and you’re all tangled up in them. A spider’s web of broken hearts and hungry eyes – and at the centre of it all, this guy, who was apparently once an actor, with his matinee-idol face and his brooding stare. They’d all arrived at the cabin earlier that day, bags hoisted over sweaty shoulders, Maisie wrangling an overtired Priya, Nora and Finn bouncing ahead of them in search of their room and the bunkbeds they’d been promised. Nora had picked Clara’s room. Then she’d picked Seb’s, its door directly opposite. Ivana has kept her promise to Ren, which was an extension of Ren’s promise to Clara: they will not ask what’s going on between the two of them.

Now Seb stands in the woods with Finn and Nora, shooting handmade arrows at the stump of an old tree. In the swampy sun, Ivana feels as if she’s expiring. While Maisie lies under a parasol and keeps Priya occupied with the occasional spurt of a bubble gun, Nimesh swims lengths of the lake.

‘Does he ever stop moving?’ Ren asks.

‘Seb says he hates going on holiday with Nimesh because he can’t just lie on a sunbed,’ Clara says. ‘He has to be hiking or running or blending up smoothies.’

Maisie can’t resist. ‘Seb says that, does he?’

Clara bites her tongue.

‘Seb made the bow?’ Ivana asks.

‘The arrows, too,’ Clara says. ‘Reclaimed wood from the bar.’

‘That’s sweet,’ says Ren.

‘It’s psychotic,’ says Clara.

Maisie nods. ‘He could have made drumsticks.’

‘He’s good with his hands, then?’ says Ivana.

Maisie snorts, and Clara tells her to shut up.

‘Jesus was a carpenter,’ Ren says.

Clara looks between the three of them. ‘If you’re going to do this all week, I’m drowning you in the lake.’

Nimesh swims over to Seb and the kids, beckons them in. They scream and splash, and then they’re swimming towards the jetty, Seb cutting a path through the still water with Nora hanging off his broad shoulders. When they reach the ladder, he deposits her on to the wood above, then emerges himself, dripping wet and bare-chested, running his fingers over his shorn head as rivulets of water travel the length of his arms, his tattooed chest, his tanned belly. Clara can’t keep her eyes off him. Ivana, Ren and Maisie can’t keep their eyes off Clara, though they break away briefly to share a look. Then Seb stubs his toe on a splintered rung, and his Mr Darcy moment is broken as he windmills his arms and crashes backwards into the water. Maisie bursts into laughter, and the baby in her lap chuckles along with her. Nora runs to the edge in panic, but starts giggling when she sees that Seb is alright. Clara makes no sound at all. She’s staring at Seb, running her fingers over the seersucker fabric of her swimsuit, lost in her own train of thought.

‘Nice trip?’ Ren asks Seb.

He whips her with his towel. Clara manages to capture Nora for just long enough to reapply her suncream, rigging her up with a network of armbands and rubber rings. Then the girl is plunging back into the lake, Nimesh taking lifeguard duty. Seb sits beside Clara for a moment. Then, he lies beside Clara.

Time passes. In the water, Nora and Finn shriek with delight. Maisie sits cross-legged and feeds Priya, running a finger through her dark, curly hair. The trees at the edge of the lake sway lazily as if slow-dancing with one another.

Ivana doesn’t notice the moment when Clara shifts so that she’s lying with her head in Seb’s lap. She’s not sure Seb or Clara notice, either. It’s like these things just happen, with them. Now she’s propping herself on one elbow, tracing the tattoos on Seb’s bare arms and torso with a slender finger, taking extra care over the ones she doesn’t recognise. A new date, beneath a pre-existing canine scribble. A tombstone on his chest, with words inside. Everything was beautiful, and nothing hurt.

‘Mum!’ Nora calls, and Clara knows her time is up. ‘And Seb,’ Nora adds.

Clara rises, pads slowly to the end of the jetty. Ivana watches Seb’s eyes travel just as slowly up the backs of her pale legs, coming to rest on the window of bare skin cut out of the back of her swimsuit. Clara turns, does not seem surprised to find him looking. She runs her fingers through hair that is tangled, salty with sweat. She smiles at him.

‘Are you coming?’

As if it was ever a question. Seb leaps up, and she jumps into the lake, and he plunges in after her. The sound of gasping, of breath catching.

‘That water looks cold,’ Ren says.

‘Nice cold,’ Ivana says.

Ren sits, leans over and kisses her. ‘It’s nicer up here.’

Ivana runs a finger over Ren’s shoulder, which is already turning pink. ‘You shouldn’t be out in the sun.’

Ren rests her head on Ivana’s shoulder. ‘Why do you take such good care of me?’

As if that was ever a question, either. When they’d first met, Ivana had had the sense that Ren didn’t know what it was like, to be looked after. She has seen photos of a younger version of her wife, her dark fringe swept over one eye, always looking so unsure of herself. Clara was Ren’s best friend, before Ren had moved abroad, but she was not always the best of best friends. Ren says that Clara has often had a blind spot when it comes to her nearest and dearest, failing to recognise that they have lives of their own that continue without her after a door is closed or a phone call is ended. Lives that are worth something, even when Clara isn’t in them. It had been during those years without Clara that Ivana and Ren had met. Of course Ivana sees that meeting through rose-tinted glasses, but it would look like the plot of a movie to anyone. Not the kind of movie that Clara would direct, but one of those schmaltzy Christmas films that Ivana’s mother watches back in Rijeka. Ren with her practical pixie cut and overalls, running her own floristry shop in Amsterdam, content that she was becoming exactly who she was supposed to be. And Ivana bursting right into it, the overworked attorney in heels and a pencil skirt and a hurry, looking for a bouquet to gift to a long-standing client and knocking over a display with her handbag. Both of them, crouching to recover it, then locking eyes. Ivana has always been clumsy. Ren has never been good at maintaining eye contact.

Their eyes meet again, now, over the cluttered table in the dining room of a candlelit cabin. Nimesh can’t seem to help himself from starting to tidy before everyone else has finished eating. Seb’s food was delicious, and a half-drunk Maisie keeps enthusiastically declaring so. Priya is down for the night, after a battle. Even Finn and Nora have stopped trying to climb out of their bunks and join the adults. Ren launches into conversation with Clara, and Ivana can picture them as young women at university back in London. She’d noticed Clara on the balcony earlier, in a quiet moment, drawing something in a sketchbook, and there had been something so peaceful about the image. She can’t imagine Ren falling out with anyone, but sometimes you have to blow something up to expose its foundations. Strip everything back to its roots, the gardener in her wife might say. Then it can grow back stronger.

‘It’s not a good name,’ Nimesh is saying, when Ivana tunes back in. ‘And you know I loved the guy.’

Seb looks affronted. ‘What’s wrong with a bar called Jasper’s?’

Ivana’s had a few drinks, too. She’s feeling bold. ‘Sorry, Seb,’ she says. ‘He’s right. It’s not a good name.’

Seb clutches his chest as if wounded. Ren laughs, then taps her glass.

‘A toast,’ she says. She looks to Seb. ‘To a new bar.’ Then, to Clara. ‘A new film.’ To Maisie and Nimesh. ‘A new baby.’ Finally, to Ivana. She nuzzles in. ‘And a new wife.’

Clara raises her glass. ‘To new beginnings.’ She’s addressing everyone, but her eyes are on Seb. ‘And old friends.’

After the plates are cleared away, they fire up the ancient stereo system and they laugh and they play games and, eventually, they dance. Then, like people who woke up at the crack of dawn to travel here, they flop on to sofas and, eventually, after nightcaps, peel off towards their bedrooms, their beds. Nimesh and Maisie are down the corridor, nearest the kids. Ivana and Ren bid Seb and Clara goodnight, hear the click of two separate doors on two separate sides of the kitchen, then brush their teeth side by side in their en suite. Ivana is only planning to head back out for a glass of water. But when she opens their bedroom door, she has the perfect vantage point for what’s about to happen. She watches, and she sees.

A door on one side of the kitchen clicks open. Seb emerges from it, still dressed, rubbing the back of his shaved head with one hand. Ivana pulls her own door slightly closed, hears another click as a second door opens. As Seb stares towards this other door, the door opposite his, he does not notice Ivana. He sees only Clara, emerging in pyjama shorts and an oversized T-shirt, looking only for him. They forget themselves. They are drawn together. Seb crosses the room towards Clara, and Clara meets him halfway, and they crash into each other by the dining table. He picks her up by the hips and she wraps her bare legs around his waist and they kiss, hungrily, impatiently, against the table behind them, knocking over candlesticks and flowers in the process.

‘We shouldn’t do this,’ she says, her voice muffled by his mouth.

‘No,’ he replies. ‘We shouldn’t.’

Ivana, open-mouthed, closes the door softly. She grins to herself as she slips into bed beside her wife. Ren can’t ask what she’s smiling about, because she’s already wearing a padded silk eye-mask, already halfway to sleep. On the other side of the wall next to them, Ivana hears Clara’s door clicking shut again. A moment. Then, the thump of a back against the wall, the sound of clothes being torn off and thrown to the side, of mouths meeting, of hands exploring places at once familiar and entirely new. Seb groans with relief. Clara cries out like someone who has waited too long. Ivana muffles a giggle, and elbows Ren like a schoolgirl, and whispers in her ear that she won’t believe what’s happening on the other side of the wall.

Ren reaches up one sleepy hand, puts a finger to her wife’s lips. ‘Shhhhhh,’ she says, with a dreamlike smile. ‘I’m trying to sleep.’







an exec

Gregg arrives on set as he does everywhere: in a hurry. He leaps over someone laying cable, refuses to be deterred by the runner who runs after him, suggesting he might be more comfortable watching the next take on a small screen somewhere else. He has places to be, someone to see. Agathe told him off for coming today. No one wants a studio bigwig hanging around. You’re a bigwig, too, he’d told her, because he knows when people are trying to fob him off. He swerves a swinging camera rig, ducks under a dipping boom mic, thinks about dodging bullets. Clara’s new script is ambitious. He isn’t entirely sure it will work, but then, one person’s favourite film will be someone else’s hate-watch. We can only see the world through one set of eyes, and Gregg’s eyes have been rolling with dollar signs ever since that email pinged into his inbox.

When Clara Cowan sends you an email, you sit your ass up and listen. Or, you read. That’s how Gregg had felt, that day Agathe’s assistant had forwarded his assistant the email she’d been sent by Clara’s assistant. He’d drained his adaptogen tonic, made a call to send an email to set up a call. Gregg thought Clara had given up on directing. But one blip wouldn’t make anyone forget the veritable sack of awards won by The Sons, or the fact that An Enormous Mind has gained even more of a cult status since it’s been rediscovered on streaming. Even Malcontent has its fans. Gregg would have given Clara the rights to whatever IP she wanted, if he thought it would bring her back into the fold. But that’s not how Clara works. When she turned up out of the blue, she already had an entire script, already stamped with a name.

That was months ago, and now they’re here, Gregg’s carte blanche written large all over this hard-to-secure slice of central London. Clara insists on shooting on location, in natural light, even though Gregg would rather have built a replica of this square on the backlot. He might already have one. He asks a script supervisor if she’s seen Clara, but she’s already shaking her head, so he frowns, carries on, tries to peer over a gaggle of schoolchildren who might just be extras dressed as schoolchildren, dodges out of the way of an animal handler getting a semi-famous dog in the zone for his big scene.

‘There she is!’ Gregg says, to no one in particular.

A set-dresser gives him a strange look. One of the grips takes a few cautious steps away.

Clara is at the centre of it all, talking to Agathe. Neither of them have seen him yet, and they remain deep in conversation.

‘I guess I’m just waiting for him again,’ Clara is saying. ‘I don’t know what he thinks. It’s more complicated with Nora in the picture.’

Gregg reaches them, neckline damp, struggling to catch his breath. The two women raise their eyes, then their eyebrows.

‘Clara,’ he says, cheerily. Then, less cheerily, ‘Agathe.’

Clara and Agathe share a look, then Clara smiles. Gregg is mentally preparing his notes.

‘We’re just finishing up,’ says Clara, taking Gregg’s elbow. ‘Let’s walk.’

So, they walk, and she lets him talk, and she nods along with a thoughtful expression as she steers him back the way he came, the crowd parting for them this time. It’s only when they near the edge of the square that her expression changes, her face brightening in the fading light.

‘So, what do you think?’ Gregg says.

Clara is looking at a random man crossing the road with a ginger-haired little girl.

‘It’s perfect,’ she says.

Gregg beams. ‘You think so?’

‘What?’ She looks at him. ‘Oh, yeah. It’s really useful. I’ll need to think about it, obviously.’

‘Of course,’ Gregg says. ‘Of course.’

She gives him a million-dollar smile, and he gives her a billion-dollar smile, and then she opens his door, and it’s only then that he realises that she’s led him back to his car. Halfway to the airport, he’ll begin to wonder if she was even listening at all.







his best friend

How many people has Nimesh been over the course of a lifetime? When he was younger, it would frustrate him, the idea that he’d only get to live one life. He wanted to do all of it. He didn’t want to choose between university and the band, between being a vet and being a rockstar. He would have been a thousand different versions of himself, if he could. So, he grew his hair, because if he didn’t, he never would have. He got one tattoo, at Seb’s insistence, so he wouldn’t be someone who never had. He became a vet, but because he became a vet, he never found out what his life would be like as a playwright, or a political activist, or a parish priest. It seemed like a tragedy, back then. Now he’s starting to think that every one life contains many, and that one might be enough.

Nowadays, Nimesh is a runner. His younger self would make fun of him for getting into triathlons, for wearing Lycra and putting tape on his nipples. But Nimesh is a father now. Less prone to embarrassment. More motivated to keep fit. That’s the noble reason. Really, he enjoys the escape. Kids are tiring. He gave up his job as a head vet for this, trading time with animals for time with his family. He bores himself with his clinical director chat, talk of inspections and applications and endless stacks of paperwork. But he no longer works weekends, and that alone is worth being boring for.

This Saturday night, dinner has happened, and bathtime is yet to come, because Finn is busy kicking a ball about in the garden, and Maisie is keeping Priya occupied with finger paints at the kitchen table. Nimesh will take a moment to be himself. He leans forwards into a calf stretch, hears his phone vibrating on the windowsill. He knows who it will be, despite the fact that he never calls. Tonight is a big night for Seb.

‘Hi, mate,’ Nimesh says, taking the call through his running headphones. ‘I can’t pick you up, no matter how scared you are.’

‘That’s funny,’ Seb says on the other end of the line.

‘Seriously,’ Nimesh says. ‘You nervous?’

‘Tell you the truth?’ Seb says. ‘I’m shitting myself.’

‘You’ve done it all before,’ Nimesh says. ‘Just think back to everything awkward you did on your old dates with Clara. The stuff that’s kept you up at night. Then, don’t do that stuff.’

Seb breathes heavily. ‘That doesn’t help.’

More than anything, Nimesh has tried to be someone helpful. He spends half his time being Seb’s therapist, half being Maisie’s creative sounding board, and the other half trying to be a half-decent dad. He knows that’s more than two halves. He is full to the brim, and yet he feels like he still has so much more to give. He has kept up his habit of adopting dogs, and now there are too many for this house, a veritable pack of them circling his legs as he tries to warm up, to work some life into his sluggish muscles. It was a joint decision, to move up here. Maisie’s PhD, an opportunity for Nimesh at a local practice. More space than they’d ever have found in London. Back then, they’d been living together in the flat that used to neighbour Seb and Clara’s, drawn together even after those two had split apart.

‘The divorce rate for vets is very high,’ Nimesh had warned Maisie, right at the start.

‘That’s fine,’ she’d replied. ‘All the best poets die alone.’

They’d survived. Each still regularly tells the other that they’re the smartest person they’ve ever met. It was exhilarating, conducting their kind-of affair, texting in secret before her boyfriend became her ex-boyfriend. He’d been awful to date, always cancelling with a grovelling apology because of another surgery, another overrunning shift. It was Maisie who helped Nimesh realise that life wasn’t just work, that there was more to one than the other. He’s a better husband than he was a boyfriend, just as he was a better vet than he was a trainee. He was a terrible roommate, once, to a man and his dog. Nimesh still can’t talk about Jasper without crying. He’s never been able to think about work without getting stressed. People have always said he cares too much. He was a vegan before it was fashionable. Girls used to like it when he brought out his acoustic guitar. Now he’s taken it up again, to play for his kids. Soon, he’ll be closer to fifty than forty. And forty already felt fucking old.

‘It isn’t like old times,’ Seb says. ‘Or maybe it is. The stuff we didn’t talk about then, we still haven’t talked about. Clara’s obsession with work. Me wanting…’ He still can’t say it. ‘Other things.’

‘But now you have Nora,’ Nimesh says.

‘Do I?’ Seb says.

Nimesh is surprised. ‘You love Nora.’

‘I do,’ Seb says, his voice heavy. ‘But it doesn’t make it any easier.’

‘She’s a kid.’

‘She’s a constant reminder,’ Seb says. ‘Of what we could’ve had.’

‘It’ll pass,’ Nimesh says.

‘That’s easy for you to say,’ Seb says. ‘It happened for you.’

Nimesh holds his quad stretch for a little longer than planned. On the other end of the line, Seb clears his throat, shifts a little.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says. ‘That sounded bitter.’

‘It did,’ Nimesh replies. ‘But you’re nervous for your date. It’s like talking to a thirteen-year-old.’

Seb laughs. Then he sighs. ‘That’s it, though, isn’t it?’ he says. ‘One day, Nora will be thirteen. What am I going to do when she starts asking about him? When she gets to the age where she can just look him up?’

‘I think you’re getting ahead of yourself.’

‘Or I’m getting out ahead of it.’

‘You’re doing that thing,’ Nimesh says.

‘What thing?’

‘The thing where you talk to me instead of the person you’re supposed to talk to,’ he says. ‘Clara needs to hear all this. You’re not going to scare her away.’

‘She doesn’t have the time,’ Seb says. ‘It’s not going to be an easy conversation.’

‘Which is exactly why you need to have it.’

The sound of Seb scratching his beard. ‘When?’

‘Tonight,’ Nimesh says.

‘Cheerful first date.’

‘Is that what we’re calling it?’

Seb laughs. It still gives Nimesh a flutter, when he manages to make that happen. They were barely teenagers when Seb’s sister died, and for a long time, it had seemed like Seb would never come back to him. Nimesh would do a funny impression or butcher a joke from a film they both liked, something so trivial there was no chance of him remembering it now. But it had made Seb laugh. And Nimesh had thought, at the time, that he could devote his entire existence just to this. Because it was so hard to do, but it felt so rewarding to do it. After Ellie, Nimesh had sworn to himself that his friend would never have to go it alone. Three decades later, he thinks he’s done a pretty good job of keeping his promise.

‘Why are you really calling, mate?’

Seb takes a moment to respond. ‘I wanted your opinion,’ he begins. ‘Not as a mate. Not as Clara’s mate, either, and not as Maisie’s husband, and not as the sensible vet who gives out advice like he’s writing prescriptions for a fucking guinea pig.’ He breathes slowly. ‘You’re my brother, so you have to answer as a brother would.’

‘I’m not hearing a question,’ Nimesh says.

‘Am I making a massive mistake?’

Nimesh exhales slowly. He thinks long and hard.

‘I think you need to take a step back,’ he says, eventually, into his headphones. ‘This isn’t about some bigger story, or what’s happened before. What you’re worried might happen next. It’s about how you feel when you walk into a room and she’s there.’

‘You’re right,’ Seb says on the other end of the line.

‘And how do you feel?’

A pause. A long pause. Nimesh stares off down the road, pictures his running route ahead of him. He imagines Seb waiting for Clara’s arrival, tattooed fingers drumming nervously against a crumpled bouquet of flowers. The image makes him smile.

‘I love her,’ Seb says, eventually, as if it’s the most obvious thing in the world, as if he’s said it a million times before, and not only a lifetime ago. ‘I’ve always loved her.’

‘Well,’ Nimesh says, ‘what the fuck are you telling me for?’

The day is losing its heat, which couldn’t suit Nimesh better. When he says goodbye, when he sets off and starts running, he becomes a heartbeat, a cool breeze, a pair of trainers on a road. He takes his usual shortcut and finds himself on a dirt track and then, shortly, in a wide-open field. The sky is turning pink above him. He’s playing music, the kind of thing he used to listen to back when he was young and still trying to convince girls in smoking areas that he was the guy from the Horrors. Perhaps Priya will be in a band one day. Finn is already a better footballer than he ever was. What did Nimesh want, as a child? His early years in Leicester bleed into one. His dad took him to Sri Lanka as a kid, and he remembers only vague flashes. The steaming mounds of kottu, the deafening caw of the house crows, the stray dogs on the street and his fervent desire to patch them all up and bring them home. His ailing grandfather told him that elephants in captivity live longer for having dentists, because they don’t grind their molars down and starve to death like the happier ones in the wild. It’s funny what sticks with you. It’s funny, the paths a life can take you down.

Nimesh is sweating. He stops for a breather, resting his hands on his knees and closing his eyes. Seb is probably already at the bar with Clara, mumbling his way through some pre-prepared speech that she’ll no doubt recite to Maisie in the morning. He laughs to himself, but the sound is more like a grunt. He rubs his chest with the knuckle of his thumb. He’s tired, feels an overwhelming need to rest, doesn’t feel surprised to realise that he’s taking a seat on the grass.

He can’t catch his breath. He should have, by now. But there’s something here, and it’s something that lingers. A constriction, a weight, pressing into his ribcage. Then, heavier. An elephant sitting on his chest. Nimesh has always been quick to diagnose, medical professional being one of many mantles he has worn, but it takes him a fraction too long to diagnose this. He looks around, but there is no one else in the field, no one even on the periphery. He taps his smart watch, tries to make a call, but his arm drops,  a failure of muscle rather than will.  He’ll have a lie down. Gather his strength.  He is on his back now, the evening air swimming above him,

iridescent,  and it’s as if he’s forgotten something,

 as if he’s trying to get to the bottom of something,

   as if something is not adding up.

 It hurts in his neck,   and his jaw,

and he thinks he knows why  and he’d tell someone why

 if he could only get their attention.

But he can’t shout,   and his eyes are heavy

and he just about manages to turn over on to one side

to see a plane overhead  to smell his own sweat

to taste something metallic  t o feel the grass

 ag ainst his face and a d og barking

  in the distance now as if

s a y i n g   get up

  wake up wake up

   w a k e u p

the breeze is licking him

  and the grass is cradling him

 and  Nimesh doesn’t think about

who will find him  even if he already knows

 that he will have to  be found

 because  he

won’t   can’t

  get   up

    and it feels a shame

 but

he has been

 everything

   and then

suddenly

    nothing







the bartender

The sign above the door says ‘The Black Dog’, and though they’ve only been open a few months, plenty of customers have already passed beneath it. Seb refuses to label tonight an ‘indie disco night’, even though that’s what they call this kind of music nowadays, when they’re not calling it indie sleaze, indie landfill. They kick off with ‘Chelsea Dagger’ and end with ‘Mr Brightside’, and a certain crowd go mad for it. ‘Retro night,’ Bea had suggested, and Seb had hated that even more.

‘Leave it,’ says Bea, nodding at the tray of glasses Seb has just pulled out of the washer. ‘We can manage without you for one night.’

Seb looks like he’s about to protest, but he’s distracted by the woman who has just walked in.

‘You’re here,’ says Seb, setting down the tray, stepping out from behind the bar.

‘I’m here,’ she says. ‘And Nora is in her uncle’s capable hands.’ She breaks away from him. ‘She was very excited when I said I was going on a date.’

‘Is that what this is?’ Seb says.

She punches his arm. ‘It’s a long time coming.’

‘Nineteen years,’ he says. ‘Since our first one.’

‘Did that one count?’ She smiles. ‘The karaoke was a nice touch.’

‘You lassoed me the moon.’

Their voices are dreamy, their memories especially vivid under these particular lights. Even Bea, who considers herself uniquely unsentimental, cracks a smile.

‘We should celebrate,’ Seb says. He looks to Bea. ‘This is Clara. Do we have champagne?’

‘You don’t drink champagne,’ Clara says.

‘I know,’ he says. ‘Two black velvets.’

Bea tells him that they’re not allowed to do that kind of thing any more, whether he owns the bar or not. Seb rolls his eyes, then orders a Guinness, a glass of champagne, and two empty flutes to decant into.

‘Cheers,’ he says.

‘Cheers,’ says Clara.

They’ve barely clinked glasses before Clara’s phone starts ringing. She cringes, fishes it out of her bag, looks at the name on the screen. She cancels the call.

Smudge has emerged from the back room. He casts his eyes over the bouquet of flowers on the side, then picks up the half-full Guinness glass beside it.

‘Alright, lovebirds,’ he says, taking a sip. ‘We’ve got this. Get out of here.’

Clara shakes her head at him, then downs the rest of her drink. Seb hasn’t touched any more of his, because his phone is ringing now, and he’s trying his best to retrieve it from his pocket. He looks at the screen, but he’s already missed the call. Clara frowns. Smudge’s phone is going off behind the bar, too, and he’s already answering it, already heading back out of view with one finger in his ear.

Clara’s starts up again. She answers on the first ring.







the landlady

She has known these boys for forty years. Their dads own restaurants on this same street. Their band played some of their first gigs in this very room. She hosted Seb’s eighteenth birthday and his parents’ thirtieth wedding anniversary. She’d never expected a wake.

She has already passed on her respects to Nimesh’s wife, to his beautiful children. The young boy took himself off to the toilets and has not returned, but Maisie doesn’t seem to have noticed. Grief is blindness. She stares into the middle distance, her daughter trying desperately to get her attention. Viraj can’t seem to grasp what’s happening, needs Enzo to prop him up. Sujani weeps on Helen’s shoulder. Smudge has not left his place at the bar, leaning on his elbows, Ryan sitting silently beside him on a stool that swivels slightly beneath him. They don’t say anything. They drink.

Behind them, Seb. The woman by his side is stroking his arm, saying something quietly in his ear, hovering not too close but not too far, not knowing how to make this better, not wanting to admit that she can’t. To Seb, she isn’t even there. He tugs at his starched collar, at the black tie around his neck.

Then, he follows his godson’s lead and runs away.







his godson

Finn doesn’t really understand what’s going on, why everyone keeps talking to him. Their thoughts are with him, they say, but he doesn’t want thoughts. Finn sits, his tie abandoned on the floor, and pretends that the cubicle is a spaceship in a far-off galaxy. Up in space, no one will talk to him, and he has a dad waiting for him back on Earth.

The bathroom door booms open. Finn holds his breath, but it’s not someone looking for him. On the other side of the cubicle door, he hears pacing, heavy breathing.

‘Seb,’ a voice says, as someone else enters. Though this is the boys’ toilets, the voice does not belong to a boy. It’s Nora’s mum.

‘Seb!’

A silence. The door swings shut behind her.

‘I can’t do this.’ It’s Seb’s voice, but it doesn’t sound like Seb.

‘I don’t know what to say,’ she replies. ‘It’s an awful day. It’s just—’ She can’t go on. ‘It doesn’t make sense.’

Finn can hear Seb wheezing. ‘I should have been there,’ he chokes out.

‘You wouldn’t have been,’ she says. ‘You couldn’t.’

‘I could have been there more.’

‘You’re always there,’ Nora’s mum says. ‘For everyone.’

‘Not for Finn,’ Seb says.

At the mention of his own name, Finn tightens his grip on his legs.

‘He’s my godson, and I barely know him,’ he says. ‘It’s all been about—’

Seb doesn’t finish his sentence. A silence hangs in the air. Seb sniffs, tries to pull himself together.

‘Nora?’ her mum says.

‘I didn’t say that.’

There’s a long silence between them. It’s Nora’s mum who eventually punctures it.

‘Back then,’ she begins, her own voice wobbling. ‘When you said what you said.’ A slow breath. ‘Do you know why it hurt so much?’

A pause. Finn imagines Seb with his eyes shut tight, shaking his head.

‘Because I knew, even then,’ she says, the tears now coming, ‘that you’d have been the opposite. You’re brilliant at it.’

‘Clara—’ Seb says, as if trying to stop her. He’s struggling to breathe again. His voice sounds even more strangled than before.

‘You’re a good person, Seb,’ she says. ‘People might not say it enough, because you’re not showy about it. But you’ve always been there, holding everyone up. Nora, Augie, me. Nimesh, just as much as he did you. Finn, even if you don’t realise it. We love you, Seb. God, I lov—’

‘I need to get some air,’ Seb says, and suddenly he’s gone, the door banging open and swinging shut behind him.

Finn can hear Nora’s mum, breathing fast. Then she goes, too, and Finn is left alone, though he’d already stopped listening. Because they’d said Nimesh, and Nimesh was his dad, and he’s screwing up his eyes and trying to bring his dad to mind: the scratch of his stubble after a day of work, the smell of aftershave that still lingers at home. A conversation they’d had, when he’d woken up scared and his dad had lain beside him in bed and Finn had asked if heaven was real. And his dad had answered, in his classic fashion, no.

‘But where do we go after we die?’ Finn had said, trying to hide the fear in his voice.

His dad had thought about this. ‘Somewhere else,’ he’d said. ‘Somewhere close.’ He’d smiled that calming smile of his. ‘Do you really think I’d leave you behind?’







the porter

The bins are in the same alley as the fire exit, and he’s pouring out a sack of empties as the emergency door slams open. The man comes first, fists clenched and pressed hard into his eye sockets. The woman follows, calling after him. The porter steps back into the shadows and stays to watch, because his exit is blocked, and because anything beats going back to work during a wake.

‘Seb,’ she says. ‘Come back in. We can talk.’

‘Please, Clara,’ the man replies. ‘Leave me alone.’

‘Don’t shut us out,’ Clara says. ‘We need you.’

‘No one needs me,’ Seb says. ‘And I don’t need anyone.’

‘Everyone needs people.’ She sounds like she’s trying to keep her voice steady, to stop herself from crying. ‘What can I do?’ she says. ‘How can I make this alright?’

‘I can’t—’ Seb tries to speak, but fails. ‘How?’ He’s not making sense. ‘I think about Ellie every day. And now—’ He can’t say it. ‘Now—’ The words won’t come out. ‘He was my brother.’

The porter realises that the man is crying. It surprises him, that a man with that beard and those tattoos and this height could break down in such a primal, pitiful way.

‘Please just go,’ he says, eventually. His voice is barely audible. ‘I can’t do this.’

‘I can’t leave you,’ Clara replies. The tears are spilling out now. ‘I need you. Nora needs you.’

Seb shakes his head. ‘Why?’

Clara looks surprised. ‘Why?’

‘What am I, to her?’

‘You’re her—’ Clara begins. ‘You know what you are.’ She throws her arms up. ‘You love her.’

‘Do I?’ Seb says, seeming blinded by emotion. ‘Why do I?’

‘She loves you.’

‘I don’t have anything,’ Seb says, not hearing her. ‘It doesn’t make any sense.’

‘You have us,’ Clara says, quietly.

‘I don’t.’

Whatever Seb means, Clara seems to understand it. She can’t seem to say anything in return. Her lip quivers. Tears roll down her cheeks.

‘I wanted it so badly,’ Seb says, his voice breaking.

‘I know you did,’ Clara replies, arms wrapped around herself. ‘Sometimes I felt like it was all you wanted.’

Seb has no response to this. He looks detached from reality, his red and bleary eyes trained on Clara but not quite seeing her.

‘I know you’re hurting,’ she says, with a sniff. ‘But we can talk. Let’s go back inside.’

Seb looks over her shoulder, at the door through which they came. The porter watches him from the shadows. All three of them are rooted to the spot.

‘It’s never going to be the same,’ Seb says.

‘No,’ Clara replies. ‘It’s not.’ She looks down at her feet. ‘But we can try—’ Her voice falters. ‘We could be happy. The three of us.’

‘I can’t be,’ Seb says. ‘I can’t lose anyone else.’

He shakes his head. Words fail him. He turns from her, scans the fence as if looking for another exit. His eyes pass over the space where the porter is. He sees nothing.

‘I’m here, Seb,’ Clara says, suddenly, desperately. It’s like she knows he’s going to leave, even before he does. Panic rises in her voice. ‘Please don’t do this.’

When Seb looks back at her, his whole face has hardened. He stares out through black eyes. ‘I’m sorry,’ he says, his voice flat. ‘I can’t be around you. Or her. It’s too much.’

The look that she gives him is that of someone fatally wounded. He’s already pushing past her on his way to the exit.







nora, 5

They don’t see Seb any more. And though they do see Finn, he’s not the same as he used to be. This new Finn can’t smile, won’t talk and doesn’t want to play. Overnight, Nora goes from having two best friends to having none. Like this, her world suddenly becomes small.

Where is Seb? After he disappeared, Nora’s mum spent weeks trying to reach him without answer. Then she’d left him one last message before deleting his number.

‘Do what you like to me,’ she’d said into the phone, not knowing that Nora was listening in. ‘But I’ll never forgive you for doing this to her.’

Nora’s mum can be stubborn. But no one can be as stubborn as Nora. She is expected to forget that Seb ever existed, but she will not be told what to do, nor whom she can or cannot talk about.

‘I hate you!’ she says, at one point.

‘I hate him!’ she says, at another.

‘I hate this,’ she hears her mother say, while crying on Finn’s mum’s shoulder.

They have to be there for each other. They can’t rely on anyone else to stick around. Nora’s mum’s film almost stopped entirely when Finn’s dad died, but it was Finn’s mum who made her carry on. Nora has started school now, and she’d never seen her mum cry as much as she did when she first saw her in her uniform. And yet, Nora doesn’t mind school, actually quite likes school, even if it is sometimes scary, even if it is often overwhelming. She is a different person to the one she used to be.

Nora still doesn’t know where Seb came from, or even who he really is. She just knows that there was a before Seb, and an after. Now Nora has a mother who schedules time for their Saturday movie nights, who puts up a tent and a projector and makes popcorn, who cuddles with Nora in their matching dressing gowns, who talks over the film but only to tell Nora that she’s perfect, that she’s limitless, that she never thought she’d be so lucky as to end up with someone like her.

Nora is coming together. Her memories have begun to stick. In years to come, when she’s older than her mother is now, she will stare out of a window through semi-transparent curtains and be surprised by what she can bring to mind. Feelings of loneliness, of apathy, of her mother crying in cars and keeping her at arm’s length. But also these movie nights, the brightest parts of her very early past, and her mother, her fixed point, right there at the centre. She will understand, then, that the greatest love story of her life might just be that of herself and her mother.

‘What kind of films does Seb like?’

It’s been six months since Nora last saw Seb, and his name is already so alien that the question is genuinely offhand. Autumn has come and gone, the edit with it. Nora’s mind is more elastic than her mother’s, and her world is already expanding again. She’s got a new focus. She’s devoting her entire existence to making Finn laugh, saving up jokes and stories for every single one of their visits. Sometimes, just sometimes, it works – and sometimes is more than enough.

‘Where did that come from?’ her mum says.

And it’s not like she chokes on her popcorn or bursts into tears, but she starts doing that thing she does with her hair when she feels like she’s being watched, tucking it behind her ear over and over again. She’s always done that.

‘He was around,’ Nora says. ‘Then he wasn’t.’

‘I’m surprised you remember.’

‘Of course I remember,’ Nora says. ‘We love Seb.’

‘It wasn’t very nice,’ Nora’s mum says, ‘the way he left.’

Nora shrugs. ‘I forgive him.’

Her mum laughs. ‘Oh, do you?’

‘Yeah.’

Her mum looks sad, now. ‘I don’t know what Seb likes any more,’ she says. ‘I don’t suppose it matters.’

Nora thinks hard about this. Then she shrugs. ‘I’ll ask him.’

Nora’s mum hasn’t stopped looking at her. ‘And how will you do that?’

Nora turns back to the film, reaches for another piece of popcorn. ‘He’ll come back,’ she says. ‘He wouldn’t leave us behind.’







a dog walker

He sits alone at the summit of a hill, supported by the weathered wood of an ancient bench. Ahead, a patchwork of bright green stretches out under a March sky that has only a smattering of clouds. Between him and the Cotswolds hills, his dog, sniffing about in search of snack wrappers left by other walkers who were here brighter and earlier.

He hears the children first. The dog hears them, too, his pointed ears pricking up in apprehension, then delight. People to play with. The three boys arrive as one, a cartoon cloud of grazed knees and unruly hair, tugging at each other’s collars and tumbling towards the rest area. Behind them, a little girl with a pale face and tangled ginger hair that blows in all directions. She has her hands stuffed into the pockets of an anorak, gives the dog walker a look older than her years. A roll of the eyes says boys will be boys.

The adults lag behind, but the dog walker can hear their conversation carrying up the hill.

‘I still can’t believe he’d just leave,’ the first woman is saying.

‘Can’t you?’ says the second woman. ‘It’s what he does.’

‘And you have no idea where he is?’ the first woman says. ‘Augie?’

A man’s voice pipes up, defensive. ‘Woah,’ he says. ‘I don’t have some secret line of communication with him.’

The first woman comes into view. Her tight ponytail hangs from the back of a baseball cap. She wears durable leggings, a breathable zip hoodie tied around her muscular waist. The ascent doesn’t seem to have fazed her at all.

‘How long has it been?’ she says.

The second woman is struggling considerably more. She is not dressed for hiking, clad in jeans and Doc Martens. At the top, she catches her breath, wipes a sweaty brow beneath hair even more unruly than that of the little girl ahead of her.

‘Ten months,’ she says. ‘Give or take.’ An exhausted smile. ‘Who’s counting?’

‘I’ll kill him,’ says the first woman.

‘He used to say you were the only person in the world he was scared of,’ says the second. She sounds like she’s remembering something both funny and sad.

‘A lot of people say that about me,’ says the first woman, with a serious nod.

They look like siblings, these two. The same slight shoulders, the same dark-blond hair, the same sharp features.

Laughter arrives behind them, and a man with it. Old trainers, a moth-eaten jumper, a threadbare rucksack. A familiar, elfin face. Augie, they’d called him. The youngest, if the walker is making a guess.

Ahead of them, the kids are clambering all over the massive stone marker. The walker’s dog has joined them, is circling the plinth and yapping with delight. The siblings nod hello, then survey the view.

‘It’s funny,’ says the younger sister. ‘I feel a clarity about it now. Maybe it’s the new year. Or the film being finished. Getting it all out of my system.’ She takes a long inhale through her nose. ‘I’ve accepted that it’s over. I’m not going to waste any more time being sad about Seb.’

The other two share a look. She watches them do so.

‘I mean it,’ she says. ‘I’m done. I actually do think I deserve better, and it’s taken me a long time to realise that.’ She watches the children laughing, tumbling, picking themselves up. ‘We had our chance, and it passed us by, and I’ve made peace with it. At this age. With so many good things in my life.’

Augie rests his head on her shoulder.

She smiles a half-smile. ‘Besides,’ she says. ‘I think I was looking at it all wrong. My whole life, the big, long story of it. I don’t think it was ever about me and Seb.’

‘What was it about?’ the older sister asks.

The younger sister takes her hand. She takes her brother’s hand, too. ‘This,’ she says. ‘All of this.’

They share a moment. Then, still smiling, the younger sister begins to cry.

‘Oh, Clara,’ Augie says, folding her into a hug.

The older sister looks sympathetic, an expression the walker suspects she doesn’t wear often.

‘It was a bit about you and Seb, wasn’t it?’ she says.

Clara nods through her tears. ‘A little bit.’

Over at the marker, the kids are laughing. While Clara wipes her tears, Augie reaches into his rucksack and pulls out a Tupperware. He hands it to the oldest sister.

‘You do the honours, Cee.’

She unclasps the lid. All three of them stare down into its powdery grey contents. It doesn’t take too much imagination for the dog walker to connect the dots.

‘Does Dad know we’re doing this?’ Augie asks.

‘He doesn’t know much of anything any more,’ Cee answers.

‘Just think of this as us liberating her,’ Clara says.

A long silence. Three half-smiles.

‘I can’t believe it’s taken us so long,’ Cee says.

‘Why here?’ Augie asks. ‘Did it mean something to her?’

Both sisters look at him.

‘She took us up here once,’ Clara says. ‘Don’t you remember?’

‘No,’ Augie says, quietly. ‘She doesn’t seem the type.’

Cee nods. ‘People can surprise you.’

The siblings share a look, and they huddle together. Then they move away, for privacy, to find the perfect spot. The walker watches from a distance, hears Augie says, bye, Mum. He sees them throw their mother to the wind.

Up here, the kids are taking it in turns to climb the stone plinth. Each boy takes his place, one after the other, and roars as loudly as he can, desperate to outdo the brother before. The girl shakes her head at them. But when it’s her turn, she still begins her scrabble to the top.

The grown-ups have returned, dusting off their hands, wiping their eyes.

‘That looks like fun,’ says Augie, nodding at the children.

Then he takes a long, deep breath, and lets out an even longer, impossibly loud howl. The sound echoes, and he ululates the dying notes to make himself sound as wolf-like as possible. The sisters look shocked. The kids are loving it. The walker’s dog is howling in imitation, and the walker himself can’t help but crack a smile.

Augie grins. ‘Your turn, Cee.’

Cee doesn’t look keen. She adjusts her hat, her ponytail, lets out a half-hearted ‘Aaaah.’ Her brother says that won’t cut it. So she grits her teeth, clenches her fists, summons a noise from the base of her diaphragm and bellows, deeply, loudly, a commanding sound that carries. It shuts the boys up. Augie grins. Clara is shaking her head. But the little ginger girl is on top of the plinth now, is holding her eye.

She smiles. She roars like a wild thing. And so her mother roars, too.







an old friend

They’ve known each other for years. And though they haven’t seen each other in months, she knows immediately that it’s him. He always knocks instead of using the doorbell, and even through the fogged glass of the front door, he’s taller than the frame itself.

‘We’ve missed you,’ Maisie says, as she opens the door.

‘I know,’ Seb replies, and he hugs her, so tightly he almost crushes her. ‘I’m sorry I haven’t been here.’

Seb says he’s going to stick around, this time. Does Maisie believe him? Her only clue to his recent whereabouts has been the international dial tone on their twice-weekly calls. It doesn’t matter. What matters is tomorrow, the steady step that comes after this one. Finn has taken an interest in his dad’s old team, and next weekend Seb will take him to his first game. When she pictures them in the stands together, Maisie imagines an empty seat next to them. This won’t be the case. The world moves on, with or without her.

‘Thanks for doing this,’ Maisie says, still muffled by his hug.

‘Let’s get it over with,’ says Seb.

Finn is at school, Priya at nursery. The house is empty. On their way up the stairs, Maisie grills Seb on the past few months. While he’s been away, he’s organised constant care packages of sweets and toys for the kids, bouquets of flowers and boxes of doughnuts for Maisie. All ordered online, distinctly lacking in a physical presence. She much prefers this. Talking in person. Finding him decidedly, refreshingly, open.

‘You know where I was,’ Seb says. ‘You must have known.’

‘Sri Lanka,’ she says. ‘The dogs.’

‘The same sanctuary we always planned on working at,’ he says. ‘It’s still there.’ He casts his eyes down. ‘It felt like the best way to honour him.’

‘How was it?’

‘Exactly as we expected,’ he says. ‘Mad. Peaceful.’ They stop at the top of the stairs, Seb turning to Maisie with an apologetic look. ‘I couldn’t be here,’ he says. ‘And then, one day, I was sitting in this yard with all these dogs, talking out loud to all of them, and I just thought: what am I doing? Why am I talking to you, and not—’ He shakes his head. ‘It just suddenly seemed so stupid. And that’s when I knew it was time to come home.’

‘We all cope in our own way.’

The Auden poem is a cliché, but the clocks really did stop when Nimesh died. Then they sped up, and suddenly a year had passed, and Maisie has found herself living in a space frozen in time, a house still overflowing with him. She has kept his clothes hanging in the wardrobe, his razor balancing on the edge of the sink, his shoes in the rack by the front door. Clara has been here constantly, playing the part of art therapist. They’ve been doing angry paintings together in the garden. They’ve been writing poetry, then burning the poems. Apparently, it’s supposed to help, but the real help has been the company, the presence of someone who sees Maisie as more than a widower. The kids are muddling through. Nora has done more for Finn than Maisie ever could.

But Seb is a different kind of presence. She needs someone solid. She generally avoids this room, except for when she’s forced to fetch some form or file pertaining to the will or the insurance, the bureaucracy that takes all of the life out of death. If she stays away, if she stays quiet, she can imagine that she hears Nimesh behind the door, tapping away on his keyboard, snoring lightly in his office chair. When they enter his office, she’s surprised by all the dust.

‘I don’t know where to begin,’ Maisie says.

It’s time to make some changes. To move forward. What will she use the room for? That’s all in the future. For now, Seb is already assembling boxes, pulling down entire shelves of bric-a-brac. She watches him go. The work isn’t intolerable, to him. It’s an escape. After a while, she joins in. Starting with the shelf that always embarrassed her, the one that Nimesh had devoted entirely to her pamphlets, the magazines that printed her poems. She stops for a little cry. Neither of them can bring themselves to remove the medical certificates from the walls, but they make good progress on Nimesh’s meticulous files, on Priya’s ambitious drawings, on Finn’s football trophies. All will be redistributed throughout a house that has to be different. Nimesh’s acoustic guitar sits in one corner. Seb stares at it, looks like he might finally cry.

‘You can have it if you want,’ Maisie says. ‘I’m hopeless. And you’re too old for the drums.’

But he’s not looking at the guitar. He’s looking at Nimesh’s lucky guitar pick, tucked behind the strings, so old that the bronze has gained a rusty patina. He’d had it since his days in the band, carried it through all his exams, clutched it in his palm on the day Finn was born. When Maisie presses the pick into the palm of Seb’s hand, he accepts it without a word. They continue without speaking until the room is almost empty, at which point they begin to sort the files into piles on the floor. One pile resists categorisation, a miscellaneous collection of memories. Museum tickets. Father’s Day cards. Wedding invitations. And this.

‘He kept it,’ Seb says, his hand trembling, his voice unsteady.

He’s holding a faded ink drawing. A man and his dog, sitting at the foot of a statue.

‘He was always more sentimental than you.’

Back down in the kitchen, Seb gives each of the dogs a fuss in turn. It’s like Nimesh had planned it, the menagerie he has left for them. Four dogs, two cats, a litter of rabbits and guinea pigs, and the odd goldfish or two. Maisie and the children will never be alone. Now Maisie sits at a dining table long since ruined by crayons and felt-tips, drinking black coffee and watching Seb drift around the room.

‘Smudge hasn’t burned the bar down, then?’ Maisie asks.

‘Not that I know of,’ Seb says. ‘He might actually be a better manager than me.’

He’s not looking at her, but at a particular photograph, sitting on the shelf in front of the cookbooks. He picks it up, smiles. Then he brings it over to Maisie, though she knows exactly what it is. The four of them, in their twenties, out on the decking at the back of Seb and Clara’s old flat. Seb’s messy hair is hidden beneath a baseball cap. Clara is wearing one of Seb’s old band T-shirts with the arms cut off. Her hair is intact, the undercut a while off. Nimesh has a man bun and a boyish smile. Maisie’s hair is mousy brown, her expression awkward, her teeth bared in something like fright. She has not yet become herself.

‘Our first photo together,’ she says. ‘I didn’t know Ryan was taking it. I didn’t know Ryan. I didn’t even know Nimesh, not really.’

She smiles, caught in the past. Seb puts his arm around her.

‘He always made fun of me for looking so shocked in the picture,’ Maisie says. ‘Like I didn’t want to be caught with him.’ She shakes her head. ‘I didn’t. And I did. Cam must have known what was going on.’

‘Cam!’ Seb says, and it breaks the moment. His laugh surprises both of them. ‘That guy sucked.’ They’re both laughing, now. ‘You really traded up.’

The laughter subsides.

‘Yeah,’ Maisie says. ‘I did.’

Seb takes the seat next to her. The photo sits on the table between them, a porthole to the past.

‘Have you been keeping up with her?’ Maisie says.

Seb’s heavy eyebrows furrow in the same way they always have. ‘We don’t talk any more.’

‘You think I don’t know that?’ It comes out curt. ‘I meant, have you been keeping tabs on her?’ She stops him before he can interrupt. ‘Don’t say you don’t use the internet. That act doesn’t cut it any more.’

Seb looks down into his coffee. He can’t answer, seems ashamed about it.

Maisie looks into her own cup, speaks matter-of-factly. ‘She’s been drawing again,’ she says. ‘They’re talking about an exhibition.’

‘That’s good,’ Seb says, eventually, quietly.

‘And the film is finally coming out,’ Maisie continues. ‘The one she was working on, before—’

‘I know.’ He’s still looking down.

‘So you’ll know that there’s a screening,’ Maisie says, eyes still focused on her cup. ‘Small. Relatively small. She wanted it that way. Cast, crew. Friends, colleagues. Et cetera.’

Seb looks at her. ‘Maisie,’ he says. ‘Please.’

‘I don’t get it,’ she says. ‘Things were going so well.’

‘That’s the problem,’ Seb replies. ‘It always is, until it isn’t.’

‘What a stupid way to look at the world.’

Seb looks surprised.

‘What?’ Maisie says. ‘It is. Not everything’s about you.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Leaving isn’t noble,’ she says. ‘It’s selfish. You make people happy.’ She smirks. ‘Some people.’ She reaches for his hand. ‘And you deserve to be happy, too.’

His eyes grow misty. ‘I’m not sure I do,’ he says. ‘I’m not sure I know how.’

‘You know exactly how.’

Seb rubs his brow, as if his head hurts. ‘How is she?’ he says.

‘Ask her yourself,’ Maisie replies. ‘At the screening.’

‘She wouldn’t want me there.’

Maisie nods. ‘She probably wouldn’t. She’d say she didn’t, at least.’ She takes a sip of her coffee. ‘As far as she’s concerned, you’re done.’

‘As far as I’m concerned—’

‘You’re back,’ Maisie says, cutting across him. ‘And we both know you’re not back for me.’

Seb doesn’t contradict her.

‘Do you really think she won’t leave a ticket for you?’ Maisie says. ‘That she won’t put your name on that list?’

Seb clasps his hands in his lap. ‘I couldn’t,’ he says. ‘I can’t. It’s not fair on Nora.’

Three hearts broke when Seb walked away. It’s no wonder what Clara said to him, that message that Maisie had heard from both sides. I’ll never forgive you for doing this to her. There’s a shift in one of the old floorboards upstairs, and Maisie allows herself to imagine once again that it’s her husband, stepping out of his office to pad down the stairs and steal the dregs of their cafetiere. She imagines him entering the room, bare feet in Birkenstocks, his lips kissing the top of her head, his hand drumming on the top of Seb’s. Nimesh would know what to say. She sees him everywhere, at the edges of the garden or around the corner of every street, or lingering behind the fogged glass of the front door, never quite putting his key in the lock. She feels him in everything she does. She sees him in all the empty spaces.

‘I met you and Clara at the same point in your lives,’ Maisie says. ‘Back when you were young and stupid.’

‘What are we now?’

‘Older,’ Maisie says. ‘And stupider.’

Seb nods. ‘Harsh.’

‘It’s true, though,’ she says. ‘You were never going to be friends. Nimesh said it himself.’ She smiles at the memory, brings his voice to mind. ‘“This will all end in tears.”’

Seb smiles a little. ‘He always had the measure of me.’

‘All that time,’ Maisie says. ‘I’ve earned the right to speak my mind.’ She takes a careful breath. ‘Nimesh was mine. Yes, you knew him longer, and you loved him deeply. So he was yours, too. But he was mainly mine. And I’ll never get him back.’ She grasps her voice and steadies it. ‘Nothing will ever be worse than losing him. But what comes quite close is knowing that the pair of you have the same thing we had, and watching you throw it all away.’ A pause. ‘Not even the same thing. A bigger thing. Everyone wants the love you two have. The kind of love you see in movies.’ Maisie shakes her head. ‘Our love was quiet. Yours is too loud to ignore. She’s right there, and you’re right here, and it’s like the world is screaming at you and you can’t hear it. Or, worse, you choose to ignore it.’

Seb is gripping his mug so hard that she half expects it to crack beneath his fingers. She looks at him for a long while, tries to see him as he once was.

‘I’ve known you longer than I knew my own husband,’ she says.

Seb takes a while to respond. ‘I’ve never thought of it like that.’

‘And you’re still just as stubborn,’ she says. ‘You both are. I’ve spent half my life wanting to bang your heads together.’ She chokes out a laugh, and tears spill out of her eyes as she does so. ‘Nothing is keeping you apart but yourselves. So, please. For his sake. And for mine. Stop wasting time.’

There’s a very long silence.

After a while, Seb sniffs, wipes his own tears from his cheeks. ‘Can I think about it?’

‘No, you can’t,’ Maisie says. ‘You’ve had enough time to think.’

And Seb laughs, because he knows that she’s right.







a journalist

Clara Cowan isn’t stuck in the past.

That will be the first line of the piece the journalist is going to write, because it’s clear that all the early buzz for her new film has misunderstood something fundamental. This isn’t some confessional about what happened on the set of The Sons. It’s not a retread of An Enormous Mind, either, nor is it a self-conscious pivot from Malcontent. It’s something else entirely. Something great.

‘She’s ready for you.’

The journalist has been sitting in the lounge section of a suite at the Soho Hotel, waiting nervously for the publicist to call her in. She was a huge fan of Cowan even before she was allowed to see a top-secret, hush-hush screener of the new film in the production company’s private screening room this morning. Tonight, the movie will screen to its first proper audience. The journalist stands and smooths out the raw silk trousers she has painstakingly selected for the occasion of interviewing her idol. She is led into a room where the lights seem brighter than they are, is seated on a sofa that feels deeper than it really is.

What does Cowan look like? The journalist’s eyes adjust. Smaller than you’d expect. Older than a lot of the familiar photos. Immaculate style, expensive-looking jewellery, that loosely buttoned linen shirt that has become a trademark look for a whole generation of female film students. Something in her eyes that suggests she’s never going to tell you the whole story.

The journalist is already writing the piece in her head. Clara Cowan isn’t stuck in the past. Even when she’s fixing me with those famously piercing eyes in the interview room of a Soho hotel, I get the sense that she’s looking forwards, not back.

There’ll be time to edit. The sensibility is what matters.

‘It’s a pleasure,’ the journalist says. ‘I loved the film.’

‘Thank you,’ says Cowan. ‘It was a joy to make.’

‘That comes across.’ Right into it, then. ‘What did you draw on, for all that joy?’

Cowan is surprisingly unguarded today. The journalist had been told she was a difficult interview, but right now, she talks about her daughter, about the happiness she has brought into her life. About love, and about how every different kind of it informs every other. The Dictaphone sitting on the coffee table between them does all the note-taking, so the journalist takes a moment to wipe her brow, to scan down the list of questions she’s prepared. The ones her editor made her put in, about Jacob Steele.

‘What inspired the story?’

Steele has been back in the headlines recently. It must have been vindicating, for Cowan, that her name was rarely mentioned. No one cares about the drama behind The Sons any more. The film took on a life of its own, and such stories became footnotes. It’s a dramatic industry, and a fickle one. Of late, the journalist’s colleagues are far more interested in the catastrophic failure of Steele’s directorial debut, a film shot pompously in black and white, a script so clunky that it practically shot sparks as it scraped towards the end of its two-hour-and-forty-minute runtime. Cowan doesn’t seem the type to gloat. She’s never said anything in public about her relationship with Steele, nor did she address the rumours about her daughter’s parentage. She quietly reclaimed the name of the first short film she’d made with Steele, used it to christen her fledgling production company. Sonder. Directing pays well, but directing scripts you’ve written, with an exec producer credit, pays better. Clara Cowan has a net worth you can google, and has probably earned the right to step back for a bit. She wants to incubate other writers and directors. To bring their ideas to the screen.

‘It’s a love story,’ Cowan says. ‘And when you write a love story, you draw on this vast wealth of love stories already out there. And some of your own experiences, of course.’

They talk about her favourite love stories. They talk about the convention of the rom-com, about the condescension around art made for women, by women. They talk about more than this. As the analogue clock on the wall ticks away, the journalist circles certain questions, crosses others out. She taps her pen against a certain one, near the bottom of the page. Whatever happened to Seb Bonami?

‘Does it annoy you?’ the journalist says. ‘Everyone assuming it’s your life, up there on the screen?’

Cowan smiles. ‘It used to,’ she says. ‘But I haven’t exactly helped to dispel those assumptions.’ A knowing look. ‘It is my life. In an abstract sense, at least. When I write a script, when I turn it into a film, I’m saying, this is how I see things.’ She gestures with her hands, rings on every finger. ‘If someone else feels seen by that, then I guess I’ve done my job.’

The journalist doesn’t say, I felt seen, because she fears it would be ingratiating, unprofessional. ‘So it’s not a true story?’ she ventures, instead.

‘If it’s true to anything, then it’s true to a portion of my life that has been and gone.’ Cowan’s voice is suddenly sharp-edged. ‘I made it before—’ she begins, but the sentence peters out. ‘It belongs to the time in which I made it. Which is fine. That’s the reality of art.’

‘Would you change it?’ the journalist asks.

‘No,’ Cowan says. ‘I wouldn’t change a thing.’

The publicist is looming by the door, but there’s still time for one more question. She knows the one she wants to ask.

‘You’ve been a lot of things,’ the journalist says. ‘An artist, especially in your early days. An animator, an illustrator. A puppeteer.’ This elicits a smile. ‘You’ve been a screenwriter, you’ve been a director, now you’re a producer. Of course, you’re a mother.’

‘When you put it like that, it sounds exhausting.’

‘Well, I think people would like to know,’ the journalist says. ‘Who is the real Clara Cowan?’

Cowan thinks about this for a moment. With one hand, she tucks a few strands of hair behind her ear. She smiles a weary smile.

‘It changes,’ she says. ‘My forties have been a learning curve so far. I never expected to be a working mother. In my thirties, I think I lost myself a bit. More than I realised.’ She’s deep in her own thoughts. ‘My twenties. That was me. I had such a hunger. I was having so much fun. Back when it was just me and a camera and—’ She trails off again. She averts her eyes, plucks at the cuff of her shirt. ‘When I was a student, I didn’t think I’d amount to much. I told everyone I would, because I thought I might manifest it. But I didn’t really believe in myself yet.’

‘What changed?’ the journalist asks.

‘I realised who I am,’ Cowan says. ‘Who I always was. Not a job title, or a role in a family, or a reaction against something or a desire to be someone else.’ She looks up. ‘A person. A flawed, fearful, fucking insecure person. But a person who could make herself proud, too.’

The room is quiet.

‘How did you find that person?’ the journalist asks.

Clara’s eyes are bright. ‘I guess someone else had to see her first.’







a drummer

The lights lower on the stage, and the drummer knows that sound check is about to begin. Playing at the Black Dog is a privilege. And though they’re at the bottom of the bill tonight, though they’ll probably be playing before most of the crowd has even arrived, it doesn’t matter. It’s their first gig, and they’ve got a whole lifetime after it.

In front of the stage, in front of the band, stands Smudge. He’s a bit of a legend, the newly christened co-owner of this place, the guy who books all the right acts and puts them in front of all the right people. The drummer goes about his duties, chatting diligently to the tech guy, testing the lead singer’s mic, getting the guitarists to play separately, then as one. He only stops when the front door swings open, and in steps someone else about Smudge’s age. Tall, tattooed, deeply tanned. This must be the guy he’s heard so many stories about, during the countless gigs he’s attended in the time that Smudge’s business partner has been away.

‘Here he is,’ Smudge bellows.

Behind the bar, Bea rolls her eyes. She runs her workstation like a pirate ship, orders barked over endless shots of rum. The drummer is scared of her, of what she’d think if she knew how he felt. He’s scared about tonight. About no one coming. About embarrassing himself in front of everyone. In front of Bea.

‘Hey,’ says the co-owner to the drummer. ‘I’m Seb.’

The drummer looks around, as if he can’t believe he’s being spoken to. But Seb is indeed speaking to him. He must have climbed up on the stage while the drummer’s mind was drifting.

‘I used to be in your seat,’ Seb says. ‘I was fucking terrible at my first gig.’ He laughs. ‘Don’t think about them,’ he says, pointing towards the space where the crowd will be. To the bar beyond, and Bea. ‘Just you and the music.’

Now it’s the drummer’s turn to test his sound, so he thanks Seb, and Seb nods and slaps him on the shoulder, then jumps back down and takes his place beside Smudge. The drummer looks at the pair of them, their arms crossed, a sureness behind Seb’s crinkled eyes. He hopes that one day he’ll have that.

The drummer presses his foot on the bass pedal, lets out the first thump thump thump of a rhythm that will build into a roar once the crowd arrives. Seb nods along, taps his fingers against his forearm. He looks like he’s home, like he’s in his rightful place. Which is why the drummer is surprised when Seb turns to Smudge, when he points towards the door.

‘You’ve got this,’ Seb says. ‘There’s somewhere I need to be.’







the audience

What do you want to see?

It’s not an easy question to answer. But it runs through your mind, as the auditorium doors open and the ushers usher you in. Something spectacular. Something which won’t disappoint. A hush descends over the audience when the director appears, but she doesn’t have much to say. Only this: she hopes you see what she sees. Then she leaves the shallow stage, and the lights dim, and a title appears over a black screen. Golden Square.

It is a love story, from two points of view. One lover, the man, tells the story in linear fashion. The other, the woman, tells it in reverse. Their versions of events differ. Sometimes, you see the same thing twice, through totally different eyes. Because of the nature of the story, you know from the beginning that they are doomed. You know, also, that they will fall in love, and that this love will burn brightly for a while. It all begins with a break-up, as seen through her eyes. Through his, it begins when a woman puts pen to paper in Golden Square.

‘I wish I’d never met you,’ the man says, in the future.

In the past, the woman begins to draw.

Which version of events is correct? She is the artist, constantly sketching and resketching things, painting people and then painting over them to try to find something closer to the truth. He is more literal, so perhaps you should trust him. Trust neither. Trust both. There aren’t only two sides to every story. There are sides, and there are sides, and there are sides.

Ask the director, watching from her seat in the front row. Ask her daughter, sitting beside her. The assembled cast and crew are watching, too, as is her producer and her agent and her editor, the make-up artist and the casting director and the grip. And more, her brother, her sister, her brother-in-law, a therapist and an old friend, a nurse and an estate agent, a barista and a passenger who you may once have sat next to on a bus. They are all here. They have all been watching. And right in the middle, right next to you, he is here, too.

The man wears a black T-shirt, faded jeans. He has dark eyebrows, a thick beard, a metal guitar pick on a chain around his neck. He has tried his best to watch in silence, but now, as the screen fades to black, he comes undone. He cries quietly, but he isn’t alone in this. You wipe your eyes as one. You rise, applaud, shake the foundations. Only one person doesn’t stand, and it’s this man, because he’s too busy staring around the room as if he’s just been woken up. It seems to take him by surprise, to witness the applause. To see the story through your eyes.







a stranger

He’s looking at them, but they can’t see him.

Golden Square, at that golden hour. Not sunset, during the rush hour stampede, but later, somewhere between evening and midnight, that odd time when the older people have already gone home but the younger ones aren’t out yet, and so places like this stand strangely empty. He works on the door of a nearby nightclub, and because they are not yet open, he is stretching his legs in one shaded corner. Their twenty-something clientele will arrive soon. For now, a mother and daughter traverse the cobbles, in the direction of the tube. The woman is short and smart, blond hair and a billowing coat. Her daughter’s hair glows red under streetlights. They pause beneath the faceless statue, then move on, crossing under trees that, even in the darkness, are in bloom.

He’s looking at them, because they’re the only two people in the square. Until—

‘Clara,’ comes a voice. The man shouts louder. ‘Clara!’

The little girl turns. Her mother turns, too, shock passing over her face.

‘Seb?’ says the woman.

‘Seb!’ shouts the little girl.

She looks overjoyed. Then she looks up at her mother, who does not look overjoyed, and she copies her mother’s expression. She frowns, crosses her arms. This Seb is out of breath. He’s been running after them. Finally, he’s caught up.

‘I looked for you,’ Clara says. ‘Where were you?’

‘I stayed for the credits.’

‘I don’t mean tonight,’ she says, brusquely. ‘How many times can you leave?’

Seb is still catching his breath. ‘Third time’s a charm.’

Clara makes a face. ‘You’re doing jokes now?’

‘I’m trying to take a leaf out of your book.’

‘I prefer you serious.’

A silence. She’s waiting for him to talk.

‘There were too many people,’ he says. ‘Back there, in the lobby. I had to see you alone.’

‘You’ve been following us?’

‘I’ve been walking,’ he says. ‘Thinking.’ His voice takes on an embarrassed edge. ‘I thought you might come here. I wanted to catch you, here.’

‘I’m not alone,’ says Clara.

‘I know,’ Seb says. He looks at the girl. ‘Hi, Nora.’

‘What have you been thinking about?’ says Nora.

‘I hadn’t really thought about the fact that I’d be doing this in front of you both.’

Clara looks, suddenly, alarmed. ‘Doing what?’

The stranger has never noticed before, but the square is slightly elevated above the level of the streets around it. He feels as if he’s watching them on a stage.

‘Look,’ Seb says. ‘I—’ He pauses. ‘It’s just—’ He tries again. ‘I can’t—’ One more time. ‘I’ve never had the words,’ he says. ‘I was never good at saying how I feel.’ A pause. ‘But I’m here, aren’t I?’

‘You are,’ Clara says.

‘And you’re still listening.’

‘It’s too late,’ Clara says. ‘We waited long enough.’ She looks like she might be about to leave, to take her daughter with her.

‘I was scared,’ Seb says, before she can. ‘I ran away. But I don’t want to run any more.’ He looks back to where he’s run from. He looks at who he’s run to. ‘It’s easier to pretend that something isn’t good enough,’ he says. ‘Right? Especially when the alternative is admitting that it’s so good, you can’t bear to lose it.’

The windows over the square are dark. The night is clear. Clara doesn’t say anything. When Seb speaks again, his voice echoes.

‘That was us, up there,’ he says. ‘You got so much of it right.’

‘It’s just a film,’ Clara says.

‘No, it isn’t.’

She doesn’t protest. ‘So much of it?’

‘I was too likeable,’ Seb says. ‘In reality, you’re well within your rights to tell me to piss off.’ A pause, as if he’s worried she might. ‘I got it all wrong,’ he continues, when she doesn’t. ‘I thought that if you don’t have anyone, you can’t lose anyone. But you can lose people even when they’re not yours.’ A silence. ‘I don’t know if it’s too late to change. But I’d like to. I’d like to try.’ He takes a deep breath. ‘That means saying how I actually feel,’ he says. He hesitates. ‘Just because I don’t talk about it, doesn’t mean I don’t feel it. I love you, Clara. I never stopped loving you, not once, not through all of it.’

Clara is silent again. Her daughter is watching her carefully.

‘You said you felt like it was all I wanted,’ Seb continues. ‘It wasn’t. Not always. There was a time when all I wanted was you. I think, when it comes to it, all I’ve ever wanted is you.’ He shakes his head. ‘It’s not about how we got to this point. It’s about walking into a room and—’ His words fail him. ‘Yours is the face I want to see.’ He remembers Nora. ‘Both of you. Both your faces.’ He grimaces, groans a bit. ‘You’re the writer. What I’m saying is, I want to be in your lives. So there’s nowhere else I’d rather be than right here, in this square, on my knees, begging you both for another chance.’

‘You’re not on your knees,’ is what Clara says, when she eventually answers.

‘They’re not what they used to be.’

Clara’s expression is unreadable.

‘So…’ says Nora.

‘So?’ says Seb.

‘So,’ says Clara.

As she weighs up her response, it’s like the entire city is holding its breath. The stranger is holding his breath, too. He checks his watch, lingers a little longer. He wants to know how this ends. Clara takes Nora’s hand, and though the girl looks like she wants to stay, they turn to leave.

But they don’t leave. Not yet.

Clara is looking back over her shoulder. She’s looking at Seb.

‘Are you coming?’
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Books Build Bright Futures

Thank you for reading this book and for being a reader of books in general. We are
so grateful to share being part of a community of readers with you, and we hope
you will join us in passing our love of books on to the next generation of readers.

Did you know that reading for enjoyment is the single biggest predictor of a
child’s future happiness and success?

More than family circumstances, parents’ educational background, or income,
reading impacts a child’s future academic performance, emotional well-being,
communication skills, economic security, ambition, and happiness.

Studies show that kids reading for enjoyment in the US is in rapid decline:

« In 2012, 53% of 9-year-olds read almost every day. Just 10 years later,
in 2022, the number had fallen to 39%.

« In 2012, 27% of 13-year-olds read for fun daily. By 2023, that number
was just 14%.

Read to children in your life daily.

Model reading as a fun activity.

Reduce screen time.

Start a family, school, or community book club.
Visit bookstores and libraries regularly.

Listen to audiobooks.

Read the book before you see the movie.
Encourage your child to read aloud to a pet or

Together, we
can commit to
Raising Readers
and change

this trend.

How? | stuffed animal.
Give books as gifts.
Donate books to families and communities in need.
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Books build bright futures, and Raising Readers is our shared responsibility.

For more information, visit JoinRaisingReaders.com

Sources: National Endowment for the Arts, National Assessment of Educational Progress,
WorldBookDay.com, Nielsen BookData’s 2023 “Understanding the Children’s Book Consumer”
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