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Oxford, June 2004

Three undergraduates are sitting in a beer garden, wearing black tie. On their table are tickets to St Arthur’s College ball. The garden is full of other students due to attend the same event – young men interchangeable in their suits, girls’ make-up too visible in the late afternoon light. The air is thick with aftershave and anticipation.

At the table, one of the three undergraduates is recounting an awkward moment with an American visiting student. The two men opposite her laugh, as her eyes squeeze shut with re-enacted embarrassment.

‘Like, I’ve never even remotely flirted with him!’ she says, one narrow palm on her sternum. Her voice is like a newsreader’s on double speed, her hands fluttering everywhere like birds.

‘Rosie, you flirt with everyone! Men, women, children. Cats,’ says one of the men.

‘Daniel Pyke! You literally flirt with mirrors.’

‘Takes one to know one.’

The other man at the table, Caspar, says, ‘How do I not know this American guy?’

‘You do,’ says Rosie. ‘Nate. His room’s on my landing. Curly hair. But he’s never in college. He hangs out with the other international students.’

‘What does he look like?’ says Caspar. ‘Besides hair? Is he fit?’

‘He’s, um, quite skinny.’

Daniel says: ‘Nate Kennedy, yes sir,’ in an East Coast accent, narrowing his eyes and grinning. The impression is uncanny rather than cruel, as though he has briefly become another person.

‘Oh, that guy,’ says Caspar. ‘Gotcha.’

Another young man approaches the table, people greeting him or stepping aside so he can pass. He is very tall, and wearing Reebok Classics with his black tie. He has the same permanently surprised blue eyes as Caspar – his cousin.

Daniel opens his arms wide.

‘Sergio! Last night in this dump, mate! We’re going large.’

They greet one another with a mid-air arm-wrestle, clearly lifted from a film, revealing Serge’s monogrammed cufflinks.

‘Looking sharp, guys,’ he says, surveying the table.

His gaze rests on Rosie. Her pupils dilate.

‘Where’s your sister, mate?’ says Daniel, as Serge sits down. ‘She’s staying this weekend, right?’

‘Still getting ready,’ says Serge. ‘Which could take hours. Told her to come and find us.’

He blurs some, but not all, of his private school consonants, inadvertently making them more conspicuous.

‘Don’t get any ideas,’ he adds.

Daniel looks at him with mock affront.

Rosie pours Serge a glass of Pimm’s, and tops up everyone else’s drinks.

When Daniel puts his glass down only ice remains.

‘Rosie just friend-zoned that American guy, Nate,’ he says to Serge.

Serge raises his eyebrows at Rosie. Her face reddens.

‘So then what? After he lunged?’ says Caspar.

‘We had tea. In my room.’

‘Jesus! Now he’ll think he’s still in with a chance.’

‘We always have tea. That’s how we became friends.’

‘Guess you’ll never see him again, anyway,’ says Caspar.

Rosie looks suddenly wistful, as if this finality had not occurred to her.

‘But can a man and woman be friends?’ says Daniel.

‘Pikey’s going deep,’ says Serge, approvingly. ‘When Harry Met Sally.’

‘Not if he went to a boys’ school,’ says Rosie. ‘Which Nate didn’t.’

‘So you and I aren’t friends?’ says Serge, looking at her.

‘Single-sex schools must be so fucked up,’ says Daniel. ‘I’d have gone mental without girls.’

‘They are,’ says Serge. ‘You missed out, man. The masters would’ve loved you.’

‘Piss off, Sergio,’ says Daniel, jovially. ‘So is this why I’m still in the friend zone?’ he adds, looking at Rosie. ‘Cos I went to a sink school in Essex?’

‘You had your chance.’

Daniel winks at her, and she looks at him like a tiresome sibling.

‘Wait, what?’ says Serge, looking from Daniel to Rosie. ‘When was this?’

He is smiling, but his eyes look rattled.

‘Freshers’ week,’ says Caspar. ‘At the school uniform bop. How did you not know that?’

‘He wasn’t there. Too cool for that shit,’ says Daniel. ‘Right, Sergio?’

Serge laughs and says, ‘Can’t believe I never knew you two got it on!’

‘We didn’t “get it on”! We got it out the way. It was literally a two minute snog,’ says Rosie.

‘I’m too common for her,’ says Daniel, grinning. ‘And too short.’

Rosie gives him the sibling look again.

‘Genuinely,’ says Daniel. ‘I had to sit on a bar stool to reach her. I remember it well.’

Conversation moves on to the fact that freshers’ week still feels recent, and the startling truth that their time at university is over. The sky flares shocking pink.

They all speak with the easy assumption they will remain in each other’s lives.




PART ONE

NOVEMBER 2016

TWELVE YEARS AFTER GRADUATION

From: Caspar.Campbell@gmail.com

To: RosieLittleton81@gmail.com

Date: 13 November, 2016, 07.50

Subject: Serge

Hi hi, what’s up with your phone? Can you call me? It’s about Serge … Bummer you can’t join me and Daniel tonight. Sack off your folks!

Cx




SERGE’S BEDROOM

10 CHILTERN MANSIONS

8 A.M.

Rosie wrote three drafts, before she was satisfied. The final note said: ‘Morning … Had to leave for my sister’s thing, didn’t want to wake you. Good luck with the new film x’.

She knew she could have sent these words as a text. But her phone was out of battery, and the situation – in daylight – had a sordid quality that she hoped a handwritten note would elevate. It was intentionally bland, anything more might have implied feelings or expectations.

She placed the note on Serge’s bedside table, and studied his handsome face in the half-light. With his extravagant eyes closed he looked sterner than he did awake. The rim of his ear was fierily pink, like a conch shell. It still struck her as endearingly human.

The previous evening they had met at Serge’s local pub. This was their first contact since he had abruptly ended their relationship, two months earlier. Rosie had broken this silence – which she had instigated – on the pretext of returning a bag of his things. It contained an A.P.C. jumper, a copy of Why I’m No Longer Talking to White People About Race and some Bose headphones. These were the only possessions of his she had acquired, after two years as a couple. It had been a running joke that Serge never stayed at her flat.

They had settled into their preferred sofa in the pub, where it was as velvety and low-lit as ever. After a bottle of red wine they had gone back to his flat, so that Serge could return items of hers, and started kissing in the customary spot in the kitchen. Then they had moved to his bed. Afterwards, she found that the toothbrush she used to keep in the bathroom was gone.

All of this now seemed like a memory of two different people. Looking at Serge, she knew that the evening had been a one-off. He had voiced no regrets about their break-up – not that they had discussed it. He would not want to resume their relationship, and he would assume Rosie felt the same. She had assured him, when he ended it, that she understood. The phrase ‘last hurrah’ floated incongruously through her mind, and she imagined couples shouting ‘Hurrah!’ as they orgasmed.

She looked around the bedroom, the shadows familiar from waking there as his girlfriend. The whole flat was familiar from parties she had attended, pre-dating their relationship. She remembered the heady anticipation of these evenings, when Serge was not her boyfriend but her longest-standing infatuation. A melancholy feeling rose, and she turned to leave. Passing the chest of drawers, she paused. Then she suddenly swept a pair of cufflinks off its surface and into her bag.

Outside in the sunshine, she felt appalled. Her cheeks burned, and her heart was beating too fast. She had never stolen anything before, if this was stealing. She stood still on the pavement, while couples walked around her with coffees and dogs, wondering what to do. She could ring Serge’s doorbell, claiming to have forgotten something, and drop the cufflinks as she pretended to retrieve it. But it was so early. Ending the encounter this way felt unwise. She would be effusive and wretched and he would be too groggy to notice – making it worse. Her niece’s christening was at one, she would miss the train if she deliberated any longer. As she walked away Rosie wondered how, at thirty-five, she could be in this kind of situation.

* * *

The christening was at the church in her parents’ village. Eighteen months earlier her sister Kate had been married there – as if she were checking off adult milestones. Rosie’s phone was now charged, disclosing Caspar’s oddly urgent email, but she still hadn’t called. She sensed the information he wanted to share would be unwelcome, and she couldn’t face telling him she had slept with Serge.

She also knew Caspar would beg her to join his drink with Daniel Pyke. She thought of Daniel this way now, after so long, a first name and surname.

The godparents were summoned to the font, and stood in a row looking pious. Rosie thought of her own three godparents, and the ten-pound notes they sent every Christmas and birthday. Serge had seven godparents, all of them glamorous or distinguished. One was a national treasure. As she vowed to follow God she thought of the cufflinks, and felt unclean – as if her soul was itching. It was only when she held her niece that her heart rate slowed.

Afterwards, everyone walked to her parents’ house for drinks. The rooms were even tidier than usual, cushions standing to attention and the carpets like creamy golf courses. She began handing round crisps, hoping nobody would be sympathetic about her break-up. This latest romantic disappointment had cemented her family role as maiden aunt, a failure her parents blamed on her career in ‘the arts’. This was referred to with the same hushed dismay as if Rosie worked in pornography. She wished they understood that her job, selling foreign rights at a major publishing house, was often drearily corporate. But the combination of other languages and literary fiction still struck them as alarmingly exotic. Her father, a retired army officer, only read books about World War II.

She made an excuse to leave the conservatory, and retreated to her old bedroom. It had been redecorated, but the familiar space prompted a sense of life having stalled. She could hear Kate and her husband Matt changing the baby in the bathroom. A ‘bad nappy’ was still a family event.

‘Kate?’ she called, when the bathroom door opened. Her sister gave the baby to Matt, and lay on the bed. For a while they discussed how little sleep Kate was getting, and her daughter’s various habits and difficulties. Rosie asked and listened, without giving advice. It was strange to be relegated this way, by her younger sibling. It had started with Kate’s engagement, gathering pace with each stage she reached first.

‘How are you?’ said Kate, eventually.

‘Fine. I saw Serge last night.’

‘Serge? Why?’

‘I had some of his stuff to give back.’

‘Ah. That old line.’

‘I know. But I didn’t want to leave it on that note. That day on the heath.’

Serge had ended everything on a walk around Hampstead Heath, a week before her thirty-fifth birthday. She recalled sitting on a bench by the ponds while he talked about ‘timing’, and realising, through the wet heat of tears, that this was their first in-depth conversation about the relationship.

‘Sure. I had that with James,’ said Kate. ‘Like, when I dumped him I was crying, I looked like shit. So we did the stuff handover, and it was kind of closure.’

Her sister always returned to her own experience, however tenuous the link or universal the situation. It was her way of showing interest.

‘So how was it?’ said Kate.

‘Fine. I mean, a bit weird. Cos we hadn’t spoken since that day. But loads to catch up on.’

‘But did you talk about how he ended it? Or you two?’

They hadn’t at all. Serge had behaved like an old friend meeting up to exchange news, and she had followed his lead. In his kitchen she had commented, playfully, on his enlarged biceps and then they had started kissing as if they were on romantic autopilot.

‘It was more, like, a catch-up,’ said Rosie.

She knew already that she could not confess to sleeping with him. Her sister had always been suspicious of Serge.

‘So he didn’t say sorry, or anything?’

‘He kind of did all that at the time.’

Serge had apologised for dumping her – but Rosie had apologised more for crying.

‘I still think he should have got his shit together sooner,’ said Kate. ‘Like, don’t go out with someone you’ve known since uni, and give them this whole impression you’re up for settling down, and then suddenly discover you’re “not ready”.’

‘“Too busy” were his exact words.’

It was meant to sound wry, but it came out submissive. She wondered if Serge really had given her the impression he was ‘up for settling down’, or if Rosie had given this impression to everyone else. It had never felt wise to demand his long-term plans.

‘Too busy’s worse!’ said Kate.

She began advising Rosie on dating apps, her arms behind her head and her eyes closed – as if she were basking in her married status.

While Kate talked, Rosie thought about the risk she had taken by sleeping with Serge. But there had been no obvious moment to explain she was no longer on the pill, or to demand he find a condom. Perhaps, she thought, she had not wanted him to. She checked her phone, knowing he would not have called. There was only a text from Caspar.

Hey, sorry for stalker number of msgs! I just wanted you to hear this from me, not Facebook or wherever, but Serge is seeing someone. I’m sorry, I know it’s the worst thing to hear. She’s actually nice (they met at work), but it still pisses me off after his spiel to you about timing. You deserve better than my Peter Pan cousin. Call me Cx

For a second, she thought she might be sick.




WHITE CUBE GALLERY

BERMONDSEY

3 P.M.

As soon as Serge saw Isla waiting for him outside the gallery, he knew he couldn’t tell her about Rosie. There was something in the vulnerability of Isla glancing around for him that made him want to protect her from the truth. He also knew that if she were to find out she would not want to see him again. Serge had never felt on the back foot this way with any of his ex-girlfriends. Until now, this novelty had been exciting.

All morning, which he had spent in a nauseated fug of self-loathing, he had wondered how he and Rosie had ended up in bed. He had considered calling Rosie, to clarify the situation. But her note, he reminded himself, was a clear statement that she understood. He knew it was cowardly, as well as rude, not to even send a text. But a text would lead to further contact, and further complications. And he was so consumed with feeling guilty about Isla, and the risk of losing her, that he had no capacity for additional guilt about Rosie. She would be fine, he told himself. Rosie was the most competent person he knew. Perhaps, he wondered, worrying about Rosie was patronising – even vaguely misogynistic.

Serge had first seen Isla Malone on set. He was directing a short pro-bono film for a literacy charity, as part of a campaign to teach refugee children to read. The film’s premise was the transportive power of books, and various celebrities were acting classic literary characters peopling a Syrian child’s imagination.

Isla was part of the costume and make-up team. All week, Serge’s eyes seemed to track her involuntarily. There was an ease and conviction in her movements that was mesmeric. He watched other people relax when she touched their faces. She didn’t chat the way most make-up artists did, but there was something so assured and nurturing – goddess-like, he thought – about her presence that her subjects quietened too. He had watched a hyperactive child star fall asleep in the make-up chair, while Isla transformed her into Pippi Longstocking.

Serge liked Isla’s face when she was concentrating, her eyes narrowed and lips pursed, and the way her hands worked with tiny, painterly strokes. There was a photo on her Instagram of a melting foot, created with prosthetics, that was so real it was uncomfortable to look at. Even this was somehow sexy. Serge found himself questioning whether his own talent was in the same league, and how far his success was luck.

Inevitably, this sudden fascination with a stranger made him reconsider his relationship. He now saw the compliments he paid Rosie, slightly compulsively, as an attempt to convince himself of something. The fact that Isla didn’t look like Rosie, or any of his willowy ex-girlfriends, made her body more compelling. He started noticing other women with similar bodies, like discovering a new musical genre and listening to it obsessively. He realised that he had never wondered about Rosie. Even the things he did not know about her, he felt confident he could predict. Oddly, this did not equate to intimacy.

He and Isla had first kissed at the film’s wrap party, during a heated discussion about whether books or nature were more crucial to child development. Serge knew he was right. He had trained as a teacher after Oxford, at his grandfather’s insistence, though he had never worked as one. But Isla’s arguments for nature, involving her own dyslexia and rural childhood, had been persuasive. He had lost his thread watching her talk, her eyes fervent and smoky, her faint Somerset accent riper now she was drunk. When she invoked hypothetical children of her own, he had shocked himself by imagining how a child of theirs might look.

They had ended the evening in her bed, where the way their bodies melded had made sex with every other girlfriend seemed inferior in retrospect. Sex with Rosie, in particular, had always involved a gear shift – as if they needed to segue from two friends laughing at a New Yorker cartoon into animals. It had been physically enjoyable, because Rosie put so much effort into anything she did. But the shift back to two friends was jarring.

With Isla the animal feeling was always there, even when they were just shopping or eating or falling asleep or talking – often half-arguing. There was even a thrill to these conflicts, in their novelty. All his past relationships had been marked by harmonious laughter, and had ended amicably. He had definitely never argued with Rosie – a hangover from their sunny friendship.

He also found himself asking Isla’s advice about work, and then taking it, something he’d never done with other girlfriends. He loved her commitment to her craft. A large part of her job was recreating wounds on actors, so whenever she or a friend had an injury she photographed it for reference. The first time she showed him all the close-ups of scabs and bruises on her phone, it felt like entering an inner sanctuary. He half hoped to fall off his bike, so he could send her a really impressive photo.

They had seen each other several times a week after the first night together, mostly in Isla’s small, shared flat in Peckham. He wasn’t sure what she knew about his family, if anything. He had already decided that he wanted her to know it all, at some point. But it was easier, for now, to withhold the details. She often called Serge posh, half boasting about her state education. He had joked that a comprehensive in Somerset was hardly ‘street’, but he envied her having nothing to hide. Isla had a natural, classless cachet that he had worked all his adult life to ape.

‘I’ve missed you,’ he said, into her scalp, after they had kissed for a long time in the street.

‘I saw you forty-eight hours ago.’

He had told her he was meeting ‘a friend’, but had not explained that this friend was also his recent ex. It had not seemed necessary. Now he wished he had, as if this initial omission had led to greater dishonesty. They stood kissing for a while longer, leaning against each other like a trust exercise, until rain began spotting the pavement.

The exhibition, black and white photos of Mexican street life, was hung in a series of bare white rooms. The immaculate space was strangely oppressive. Isla stopped for ages at a close-up of a crucifix, and Serge stood just behind her, looking at the image without really seeing it. He felt clammily paranoid. Always, with Isla, he felt the need to be a better person than he feared he was, but now he had actually proved himself unworthy.

He had an urge to confess something else, anything, as if this might absolve him – and an even stronger urge to compensate Isla for his betrayal. He took her hand, and she looked up and smiled. This made him despise himself more.




HUGO’S WAGYU

PECKHAM RYE

5 P.M.

After the exhibition Serge suggested they try his friend Hugo’s new burger pop-up. Isla realised how accustomed she was, already, to Serge knowing where to go and having some connection to it. She liked the fact that he did not jump the queue, when she knew he could have.

Standing very close together in line, she felt – as she always did – that they emanated their own energetic field. She had never known a man who was as good at art exhibitions as sex. Serge had also shown himself to be good at protest marches, film premieres and parents – charming Isla’s mother by washing up and playing with her cat. She looked at the tan line on Serge’s neck now, and wanted to nibble it. Whenever she was with him she felt a need for contact, if only their toes in bed, all the time. That morning she had listened to the message he’d left her an embarrassing number of times. His voice could make her knees feel unstable.

Isla’s first impression of Serge Campbell was that he was the product of moneyed, metropolitan parents. She had met men like this at art school, and learned to avoid dating them. But Serge had quickly proved her assessment inaccurate. He had an obsessive drive that she recognised in herself, and an ability to lead a whole film set without domineering. His charisma was striking, in the same way as his height and blue eyes, but it was the interest he took in other people – not the interest they took in him – that touched her. He knew the runners’ names on the first day of shooting.

Once they were dating, it became clear how vastly different their lives had been. He had grown up in a huge house in London, she in a damp, rented bungalow near Frome. Serge had attended a famous boarding school and spent his holidays between his parents’ homes in Tuscany and Dorset. She had gone to the local comprehensive and spent her summers drinking cider in stone circles. He was part of a sociable clan of cousins, with conventional hierarchies of adults and children intact. Growing up with her young, chaotic mother – whose work as a ceramicist barely covered bills – Isla had often felt like the adult.

But these contrasts only made their connection feel more fundamental, as if they had fallen in love across foreign borders. Even their four-year age difference sometimes felt vast, he having come of age without a mobile or the internet. She loved his weekend hedonism too, like a wholesome strain of her own occasional urge to self-destruct. When she was with him she had a sense of ceding – perhaps the need to protect, or annihilate, herself. And when she fell asleep beside him she felt safe, perhaps for the first time ever. Nobody else she had dated, either the cossetted art students or the boys from her hometown, had absorbed her this way. With them she always anticipated time apart.

Today, Serge was hungover and seemed distracted. After congratulating his friend, and asking the nervous waiter for recommendations, he was quiet. She had missed his heat in her bed the previous night.

‘This is so lush,’ she said, when their food appeared.

Serge agreed, praising Hugo again, but she knew he did not view £18 burgers as indulgent.

‘Can I tell you something?’ he said, abruptly.

She swallowed. She sensed he was about to reveal something personal, perhaps a diagnosis or misdemeanour.

‘I mean, I hardly ever talk about this.’ He started massaging his temples, almost aggressively. ‘So, you know my surname? Have you heard of Campbell’s? Like Sotheby’s and Christie’s?’

She confirmed that she had heard of Campbell’s, the auction house.

‘OK, so Rory Campbell, the founder, he was my great-grandpa.’

For a second, because Serge looked so ashamed, Isla wondered if Rory Campbell had been a notorious fascist, or con artist. Then she saw that Serge was confessing how rich he was. His forehead was shiny.

‘OK. Wow. That’s cool. Did you know him?’

‘My great-grandfather? No. But I knew his son, my grandpa. Sterling Campbell. He was actually the one who made Campbell’s so big. My great-grandpa was more, like, a patron than a dealer.’

‘Is that where you get your entrepreneur spirit?’

She used a tongue-in-cheek voice, sensing that he needed her not to view him differently. She didn’t, or not drastically. It was already obvious he had money, from his flat and production company. But she saw, now, that he did not realise it was obvious. He hoped his curated accent and careful omissions disguised it, or mitigated it. The naivety could have grated but she felt protective instead, the way she hated to hear her mother’s dysfunctionality criticised.

‘Ha,’ he said. ‘Perhaps. Must have skipped a generation. With my dad.’

He still looked pained, so she asked what was wrong.

‘Nothing, just, it can complicate things. I’ve found.’

‘Why? Cos you have, what it’s called, a trust fund?’

It was meant as a joke, but she realised it was too direct.

‘No! There are no gatekeepers. And obviously we don’t get, like, an allowance or anything,’ he said, as if this was an important distinction. ‘I got my share outright, when I turned twenty-five. We all did. Me and my sister, and my cousin. It’s really unusual. Hardly anyone does it that way.’

‘Oh. OK. How come?’

She had not expected details, but now she was intrigued.

‘My grandpa hated the idea of adults going to a trust. The whole begging bowl thing. He wanted us to be in control. Or to piss it away, and deal with the consequences.’

She wanted to know how much he had inherited, but she knew she couldn’t request figures. Given the sums art dealers handled, his windfall must have been millions. Various things about Serge came into focus. His insistence on paying the bill with friends. An anxiety about being seen as posh, alongside a preference for organic groceries. The effusive sociability and curiosity, especially towards anyone serving him. His embarrassment about his Knightsbridge dentist.

‘So, are you in line to take over Campbell’s?’

‘Me? No! My grandpa sold it. Years ago. So, yeah, that’s where it’s from. The money.’

His shoulders were hunched. He kept stirring his virgin cocktail, as though he couldn’t look up. When he did, his oceanic eyes seemed to be pleading forgiveness.

‘I’m not judging, Serge. It’s not like it’s blood diamonds.’

He laughed, his shoulders loosening.

‘I know. Just, like I said, I don’t talk about it. With most people. The whole, silver spoon, thing.’

She took one of his hands between hers in reply. It was very big, and made hers on either side look stubby. She had artificial blood under her fingernails, as usual.

‘But you did your teacher training, right?’ she said. This had always struck her as incongruous, but impressive.

‘Right. Yeah. My grandpa had this thing about everyone needing a trade. We all trained in something.’

She knew she couldn’t tease him about using the word ‘trade’.

‘That’s cool,’ she said. ‘That it hasn’t made you—’

She hesitated.

‘Spoilt?’ he said, smiling.

‘Yeah, I guess. You work harder than anyone I know,’ she said, truthfully.

Hugo was walking over to their table. He had Serge’s self-assurance, but not his charm.

‘So Pikey’s back in town,’ he said, to Serge. ‘Caspar was down yesterday. He mentioned it.’

‘Really?’

Serge frowned and shifted. Isla wondered if he was more hungover than he had admitted. He had eaten very little. She felt an almost maternal concern for his wellbeing.

‘Yeah,’ said Hugo, over Isla’s head. ‘Apparently he’s been out of work for years. So wait, are you two not in touch?’

‘Not regularly. Now he’s in LA.’

Serge turned to include Isla.

‘Just this guy we were at Oxford with,’ he said. ‘Actor. Daniel Pyke.’

‘Daniel Pyke? In Riptide?’

‘You’ve seen that?’ said Serge.

She considered revealing that Daniel Pyke had been her first on-screen crush – expecting Serge to affect playful jealousy. But he looked vaguely impatient, so she didn’t. Conversation turned to Hugo’s artisan ketchup.

When Hugo had gone Serge reached for her hands again, enclosing them both between his. With anyone else she might have wanted to break free, but it felt nice, as if her hands were treasure.

‘Anyway, look, there’s something else I wanted to say,’ he said. ‘Can we – I guess – make this official? Us.’

His eyes were earnest, but she had assumed their relationship was already exclusive. There had been no time to date anyone else.

‘We’re having “the chat”?’ she said. ‘I haven’t been shagging around. Have you?’

The teasing voice she often found herself using with Serge was back. The power she felt was intoxicating.

He blanched, and she realised she had undermined his sincerity.

‘No!’ he said. ‘Of course not. I just, I don’t want this to be casual.’

‘Do I have to sign a prenup?’

He laughed, and said, ‘Please?’

‘Yes, then.’

He leaned forwards to hold her face in his hands and kissed her for ages – their tongues tangling, so that she began to think about sex. When he said, ‘I love you,’ onto her lips, she said, ‘I love you too,’ and it felt as if there were no longer any barriers between them, as if every possible channel were wide open.




THE LADBROKE ARMS

LONDON

6 P.M.

Daniel was back from Los Angeles for a week, for his mother’s sixtieth. He sat waiting for Caspar in the pub where they always met, poised to make life in Hollywood sound – if not dignified – at least funny. He had already drunk a large vodka tonic, and wanted a cigarette.

Caspar walked in and said, ‘Here he is!’ and they hugged for a long time. Halfway through, Daniel was shocked to find his eyes prickling. He clapped Caspar on the back, prolonging the embrace until he had regained control.

Daniel had moved to LA soon after Oxford, for a part in a sitcom pilot. The move was meant to be temporary, but twelve years later he was still there, still hoping for a life-changing role. There had been other reasons to leave the UK in 2004, besides the sitcom, but he tried to forget them.

With Caspar’s Coutts card behind the bar, they covered the fundamentals of their lives in London and LA. Caspar talked about a house he was hoping to buy, and Daniel mentioned a call back for a new series called The Runes Of Gorm. He was not drunk enough to talk about how desperately he needed the work.

After the second glass of wine they were both giddy.

‘OK, so I also have news,’ said Caspar. ‘D’you remember Nate Kennedy at St Arthur’s? American, visiting student. Huge crush on Rosie.’

Daniel immediately felt uneasy at Rosie’s name, or perhaps at Caspar’s determinedly casual tone. It signalled that the group’s fracture was never to be discussed, even though Daniel had lived abroad too long for it to matter on a practical level. There was no chance of seeing Serge at a party. Or Rosie, though he would have liked to.

‘Nathaniel Kennedy, yes!’ he said. ‘Nice bloke. Big hair. Really skinny?’

‘I mean, I guess. He’s pretty ripped now.’

Caspar poured more wine, affecting bashfulness.

‘So he works for the New York Times, and he randomly got in touch with me for this piece he’s writing about auction houses. Anyway, we’d been emailing loads, so when I was just in New York we met up—’

For a second Daniel feared that Nate Kennedy had come out, and that Daniel had implied he was unattractive.

‘—and he introduces me to his friend, JP. His name’s literally “John-Pencey Delahunt”, amazing, and we all go on this ridiculous night out. It was Halloween so we’re in fancy dress, properly raucous. And I go back to JP’s … ’

Daniel raised his eyebrows, and almost said ‘Bunga bunga?’ – in reference to an old in-joke.

But Caspar said, in an excited rush, ‘And we basically spent the next twenty-four hours together and now he’s coming to stay, next week. At mine!’

Daniel clinked his glass against Caspar’s. Behind the triumph, he knew, was Caspar’s yearning to be half of a couple. While he talked about JP’s job at the Met Opera, Daniel wondered when he would come to crave monogamy himself. He always found the first stage of romance addictive, in a similar way to audience laughter. But as soon as things progressed, he fled.

Caspar enquired after Daniel’s love life, and he told Caspar about a date with a barista and how they had gatecrashed an A-lister’s pool party. The original anecdote had been hugely embellished, but he had told it so often it had come to feel like memory. He had never called the barista, and now had to patronise a different coffee shop. Los Angeles was full of bars he had to avoid for this reason. He imagined a mob of beautiful, wronged servers, coming for him. ‘But you’re still enjoying it? The American dream?’ said Caspar, when they stopped laughing. He had always had an instinct for doubt behind bravado.

Daniel was about to protest, but seeing his old friend in a British pub made him candid.

‘Mate, I dunno. It’s been over a decade. Jesus.’

‘But this Runes thing sounds like a big deal?’

‘Maybe. Just, clock’s ticking, y’know?’

‘You’re only thirty-four!’

‘Geriatric, in LA.’

‘It’ll happen, buddy. Keep the faith.’

‘How’s Serge’s sister?’ said Daniel. ‘She’s still acting, right?’

He heard the same, forced casualness in his voice as Caspar had used about Rosie.

‘I mean, there’s a lot of resting. God, I don’t know how you guys do it. I’d go insane.’

‘We’re already insane. It’s an Equity prerequisite.’

‘Did you hear about Serge and Rosie?’

‘No – what, they broke up?’

It still felt odd to be asking about former friends’ lives this way.

‘Yeah. He dumped her, totally out the blue. Like, I had no idea he even had doubts. And she was completely blindsided. He just invited her to the heath for this walk. She thought he was going to propose!’

‘Shit! Poor Rosie.’

‘I know. She’s gutted. I think the way everyone was so excited when they got together – this whole One Day idea – she was so caught up in that.’

Daniel had not felt excited when Rosie and Serge got together. Mostly, he remembered his shameful, spiteful hope it wouldn’t last – as if the relationship had cemented his position as an outcast.

‘What happened?’

‘I mean, you never get the full story with Serge. He gave her the timing line, but he’s already seeing someone else. Who’s only twenty-eight.’

‘How’s Rosie doing?’

‘Not great. Freaking out she’ll never meet anyone. Planning to freeze her eggs.’

They both sipped their drinks, and Daniel thought how Serge must have derailed Rosie’s plans. Once, during a student dinner party, he had found a comically precise To-Do list in her kitchen – working back from pudding like a countdown. He had teased her about it for months.

‘But, were they solid, as a couple?’ he said. ‘Like, if they were so meant to be, what took them so long? I mean, clearly she was always obsessed. I just never fully got that vibe from him.’

‘They were both always with other people,’ said Caspar. ‘Serge was, anyway.’

Daniel remembered the way Rosie used to morph around Serge, laughing excessively and suppressing any opinions. Daniel had pointed it out to her once, in what turned out to be their last ever conversation.

‘Look, correct me if I’m wrong,’ he said, ‘but was it that Serge was in his thirties, he knew Rosie was holding a candle and suddenly she seemed, all, “good on paper”. After that hot mess model.’

Before Rosie, Serge had dated a Burberry model called Olympia Harrod. The relationship had resulted in some blurry pap shots of Serge – envied by Daniel from LA.

Caspar looked doubtful.

‘I’m just saying,’ said Daniel. ‘I don’t reckon they’d nail a chemistry read.’

‘OK, someone’s been in Hollywood too long. Forget what I said, run away!’

At closing time, Daniel took the train back to his childhood home in Southend. He googled ‘Nathaniel Kennedy’, and found several widely shared pieces on US healthcare, focusing on addiction. A ‘long read’ about a famous dynasty profiting from ADHD medication had gone viral. Daniel thought he would need some amphetamines to read the whole thing.

He bought a G&T and bag of Twiglets and called his mother, knowing she would be waiting up. The terraces rattling past triggered a bleak, anticipatory homesickness. A part of him hoped he wouldn’t get The Runes Of Gorm, so he could give up and come home.




Oxford, June 2004

Rosie, Serge, Caspar and Daniel are still waiting for Serge’s sister to arrive so that they can go to the St Arthur’s ball. It is dusk, and Daniel keeps flicking his lighter on and off. Rosie looks at Serge often, as if she needs to check he is still there.

A blonde girl walks into the beer garden, adopting a catwalk sashay when they see her.

‘Here she is!’ says Caspar.

‘Cazzy Cuz!’ says the girl, hugging her cousin Caspar from behind. Her fragrance announces itself.

Serge introduces his sister, Allegra, to Rosie and Daniel. She has the same long-haul tan and surprised eyes as Serge and Caspar, but a different, more theatrical manner. When she laughs she flings her whole head back, like a demonstration of whiplash.

Allegra opens a packet of Marlboro Lights and offers it to the group. Only Daniel takes one. She leans towards his lighter, her breasts brushing the table, and thanks him through her first inhale.

Rosie compliments her dress, and Allegra says it is ‘just Portobello’.

‘I actually prefer vintage,’ she adds conspiratorially. Her bracelets clatter as she lifts and lowers the cigarette. ‘It’s the story. Like, who wore this? How did they feel?’

Rosie agrees animatedly, adjusting her pristine dress.

‘You look really familiar,’ says Allegra, turning her breathy focus to Daniel.

‘Do I?’ he says.

‘Don’t be coy,’ says Caspar. ‘Daniel’s our resident act-or. Daniel Pyke. He was in that film, Riptide. He hates that I fancied him.’

‘No way!’ says Allegra. ‘I fucking love that film! That’s amazing. Serge! Why have you literally never told me this?’

She is staring at Daniel now, in open admiration. His whole face has lit up, though he dismisses the film as ‘practically straight to DVD’.

Allegra begins to ask him about Riptide, a cult arthouse film in which Daniel played a troubled teenage surfer. Daniel answers by praising the director, the script and his fellow actors. Serge says, to his sister, ‘There’s literally nothing this guy doesn’t know about cinema. Like, if you thought I was a film geek.’

‘And Serge tells me you two are collaborating?’ says Allegra, as if she is a mother cajoling children to disclose a secret.

‘That’s the plan,’ says Serge.

‘Don’t get them started,’ says Caspar. ‘Please. I feel like I’ve already seen this bloody film.’

‘Can I be in it?’ says Allegra.

She blinks at Daniel, and he laughs appreciatively.

‘It’s about a guy,’ says Serge. ‘So no. Daniel’s going to play the lead, anyway. Right, Danny?’

‘Shotgun,’ says Daniel, grinning at Allegra. ‘We haven’t written it yet, though. So we can write you in.’

Serge frowns.

‘You two in one film – that’d be a nightmare,’ he says. ‘But yeah, no, we’re going to bash out the script this summer, then we pitch it in September. Daniel’s the lead, we both direct.’

‘So you write, too?’ says Allegra, looking at Daniel.

‘Yup. But yeah, I want to direct, ultimately.’

‘Same!’ says Allegra. ‘I would love to direct. And produce. Serge’s godfather Miles is an incredible producer. Miles Whitehall. He owns Reel.’

‘I’m aware,’ says Daniel.

He half smirks, as if Serge’s famous godfather is a source of amusement.

‘Hey, you should come to Italy!’ says Allegra. ‘He’s staying this summer. Miles.’

Daniel looks at Serge, as if for confirmation, or permission.

‘Is he?’ says Serge, casually. ‘Then yeah, come stay, Pikey. Writers’ room!’

‘La dolce vita?’ says Daniel.

‘May your creative partnership be long and fruitful,’ says Caspar, raising his glass.
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