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One

Elation and desperation – it all felt the same

Thursday 19 June 2014

Canary Wharf, London

Ben Lawrence sat in the quiet of his office, hovering his mouse over the subject line of an email that had arrived just seconds before. The new message had landed above thousands of others; collectively, they became a din of tiny imaginary voices, all screaming requests for things to be done, deadlines to be met, and promises to be fulfilled. But the only real sounds that could be heard were the gentle buzz of the workplace beyond his door, the feverish hum of phones ringing and the odd trill of soft, female laughter. Ben read the subject line once more: ‘Oil Campaign’.

His stomach flipped and sweat materialised on the surface of his palms. It filled the tiny creases of skin like miniature streams, connecting to each other to form a damp and tangible network of human fear.

He reached out and grabbed the plastic cup of water on his desk, taking a few cold gulps to calm himself down. It had the tinny taste that confirmed it had come from the water cooler in the modest staff kitchen, never really used because the building was surrounded with buzzing restaurants and wine bars.

Come on, Ben! Everything’s going to be OK … he told himself, breathing in deeply through his nose. It was his mantra, the words he needed in a career where so much was perched on his shoulders, and so much could be destroyed with just a simple mistake.

The email was from Dermot Frances. His boss was sixty years old and a loud, frightening PR veteran who had more money than he could possibly spend – even in a lavish lifetime. Dermot had a slight frame, possessing what one would imagine was a gnarled, rickety spine. His ageing body was draped upon it like a creased Burberry mackintosh, waiting to be flogged on eBay. But despite all this, and a swiftly receding hairline that he often tried to disguise with clever combing techniques and designer hats, he was still quite a presence, commandeering any room he entered. This probably accounted for why he was so successful. Ben had considered this on many a tense morning after the Board had slipped away from the main meeting room, loosening their collars and mopping small beads of sweat from their brows with the backs of their hands. Dermot’s fluctuating moods were felt across the building. He came down hard on failure and showered success with champagne. His employees left his office in tears or varying shades of elation – legs trembling like Bambi’s either way. He was whispered about most frequently during those idle water-cooler conversations. What made success? What made such a man – the kind of bloke you wouldn’t look twice at in a coffee shop or huddled under a bus shelter on a rainy London morning – so powerful?

Ossa PR was a pioneering beacon in the industry of saving face and glossing over detail, within a towering central London office that lovingly kissed the clouds and glittered proudly in the city sunshine. All the magic happened on two floors within a twisting glass and metal structure that held some of the greatest minds in public relations.

Many considered Ben the greatest young mind yet. He’d earned a name for himself and was reaping the benefits. Executives from other firms frequently discussed him over magnums of champagne in upmarket restaurants. He was a talking point, he had a reputation; he had the kind of career and life people envied.

From the outside everything was just perfect. His salary kept him dressed in designer labels, and had paid for his three-bedroom Dalston flat with its unintelligible modern art and fancy coffee maker. Yes, from the outside, Ben’s life was the ideal, and sometimes people resented him for it. He was a strikingly handsome man, a city slicker, young and free. Women lusted over him, licking their bottom lips while wondering what it would be like to kiss him. Men either despised him or sucked up to him.

But today was a big day. Today epitomised the real pressures in his life. The things that people didn’t see, or couldn’t imagine that he had to deal with.

Mr Frances’s office was down the corridor of a floor that felt very much like a rabbit warren thanks to the recent installation of numerous tall, brightly coloured space dividers. They had managed to disorientate even the company’s longest serving staff, who found themselves suddenly lost and irritable within their own stamping ground.

‘The campaign, shit, the campaign …’ Ben muttered, his heart thumping solidly beneath his crisp blue shirt. He bit his lip and ran a hand through his dark brown hair. It needed a cut. He was sporting a thick fringe comparable to a wave, and it was threatening to crash over his face. As his hair slowly fell back into place, Ben took another deep, cavernous breath.

This campaign had been his biggest yet. At just twenty-eight years of age, he’d achieved such unexpected success in his career that the demands placed on him only seemed to rise and rise – but even he had been fazed by this one.

It had been a difficult decision to take it on at all. An ailing oil company, found responsible for one of the twenty-first century’s most appalling environmental disasters, had come to his employer for a reputation salvation: a short-term plan that would turn the whole business on its head and see it out of the gutter and earning big money again.

It was a huge contract for Ossa PR. It was worth millions. The kind of project that landed unexpectedly as an initial query and was followed only minutes later by a meeting of red-faced executives in suits and braces, clucking over the scale of it all. Due to his exceptional creative talent, Ben had been selected as the light to lead Ropek Oil out of the dark tunnel it was currently stuck in: he’d been ordered to transform the company’s muddied reputation in just twelve months.

His mother, however, had been far from thrilled. She’d been to his flat for lunch the weekend after he accepted the brief, and berated him for his decision. As she’d violently pulled apart a langoustine – as if the crustacean were her own son, lying there defenceless on a thin bed of salad leaves and garlic oil, waiting for its grizzly end – Ben had winced. She’d been very clear about how she considered his taking the project was both immoral and unethical; she felt that the oil company had been so incompetent it didn’t deserve another chance. His father Michael had been busy playing golf that day, but Ben had been assured he was also ‘pissed off’ about his son’s decision. Even if  he was choosing to be so on the eighteenth hole of the village golf club.

Claire Lawrence was proud of Ben for all he’d achieved, but she wanted him to be ‘happy’. While his material success had been undoubtedly spectacular, she dreamt of the day he’d marry, live in the countryside with a family, and exist in a state of what she considered to be true contentment. She didn’t understand his life. There was nothing about it she could relate to, especially considering her working years, spent running an art gallery near Ashdown Forest, at the heart of a tight-knit community. She didn’t know how constant drinking and partying truly made him happy; she couldn’t comprehend how real joy could be found behind the dull eyes of the expensive modern portraits he purchased in heated auctions at Sotheby’s. ‘You need to start thinking about your future, Ben … you know what I mean, don’t you?’ she had said one Saturday afternoon a year or two ago, grimacing a little with the awkwardness of it all. Ben had sighed in response. ‘I’m sorry, darling, I just worry that one day all of this’ – she had gestured at his flat – ‘won’t be enough for you …’ He needed love – that was her opinion anyway. She wondered aloud whether his city-slicker life where everything was disposable would suddenly not suit him any more. She worried about what the future held. She worried about how much he drank, how stressed he was, how much he smoked, how he went through women as if there were no value in their feelings. She just … worried.

Ben had tilted his head to one side and screwed up his face in confusion as he watched her furiously disconnect another prawn’s head from its body, her brow furrowed in anger. ‘But that’s what PR is, Mum … I can’t just pick and choose … The company has accepted its role in the whole thing, they’ve been fined a huge amount of money, they’ve paid for what they did and they need to move on from that now. It’s not my business … I just have to do my job,’ he said gently, smiling at his mother as he fluffed up a halloumi salad with a large pair of wooden spoons. When he smiled, the left side of his mouth always rose a little faster than the right, making him smirk a little. He was very aware of it, because people sometimes pointed it out, rather fondly.

‘You can choose, Ben. That fire killed hundreds of people, and injured plenty more, and you will be part of the machine that just wipes over that now and actually gives them the chance to start earning big money again … By doing this, you are a part of it, and you’re going to have to live with that.’

Ben couldn’t really understand where she was coming from. She just didn’t get it. He had closed the conversation by taking some plates over to the sink, and talking about his latest date. He’d exaggerated just how much he liked her, because he knew his mother was keen for him to meet someone. He knew it would distract her. In reality, he hadn’t been at all bothered by the glittery-eyed woman who had sat before him in an East London bar just a couple of nights before, twisting a thick lock of hair round her finger and throwing her head back as she laughed. Still, they had swerved any kind of romantic tension by clattering back to his in a drunken frenzy and covering his flat in their clothes. He’d never heard from her again after that and it suited him just fine.

But here, back in his London office, the results were in. The culmination of months of hard work and strategising; the fruit of dozens of late nights that ended in him falling asleep on his keyboard clutching an espresso.

‘Come to my office now, please, Ben.’

That was it. Short and demanding. Very Dermot.

Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit, Ben thought, staring at the words for a few moments, the black lettering almost swallowed whole by the brilliant whiteness of the screen. He blinked hard, but the characters were burned into his eyes.

He pictured, for a moment, packing the meagre possessions that lined his desk – a stress toy shaped like a telephone, a copy of the Frank Ocean album, and a tiny radio with a broken handle – into a brown box and having to make his way out of the building, his eyes to the ground.

Ben got up from his chair and turned restlessly on the spot, as if in a strange bid to prepare himself for what was about to come. He smiled widely and chuckled to himself a little, like he often did when he felt a little out of control – there was a hint of madness to it all. He placed his hands behind his head and took a brief, panning view of the office – on floor forty-five of Tower 100.

Behind his desk was a huge window, looking out over the whole city from a breathtaking height. He’d discovered that if he stood against the window, face pressed to the glass, looked ahead to the Gherkin, and held out his arms, it felt like he might fall. He’d stared down at that scene in many moments of elation and desperation – it all felt the same.

He’d grown to learn that the more he accrued in life, the more frightened he became of losing it all: worry did not deplete as the noughts in his bank account multiplied.

He noticed the sound of his own heartbeat in his ears, but he was still smiling. He thrived on this stuff, this feeling. What was about to happen next would be a huge gauge of his future. If he had failed, things would be hard for him at work; if he’d succeeded, he would be trusted with more projects, bigger projects; and he would climb the ladder even further than he already had.

He composed himself, grabbed his suit jacket from a hook on the wall, slung it over his broad shoulders and marched out into the corridor. He donned his best ‘I’m cool’ face.

He was good at this. At pretending.

He had to be.

‘Ben! Hi, buddy, do you want to go for lunch later?’ his colleague David asked, pointing at Ben with both hands and shimmying a little as he walked. His cheeky grin and the nature of his movements implied that this wouldn’t be a quick ploughman’s and an OJ in the pub next door.

‘Not now, mate,’ Ben said, charging past him, looking ahead.

People moved out of his way. Everything was just noise. David said something in response, but Ben couldn’t hear properly for the blood thudding in his ears.

He reached his boss’s door, his name engraved in straight, gold lettering: D E R M O T F R A N C E S

Ben knocked but, just as he did so, the door was opened suddenly from the inside, causing him to knock on air for the last attempt. He was left hanging for a moment, a limp half-gesture dangling in the space between him and Dermot.

As usual, Dermot had made him feel small before the meeting had even started.

Ben quickly put his hand down and smiled.

‘Ahh, Mr Lawrence, just the man with whom I wanted to speak. Come the hell in,’ Dermot said. He gave nothing away in the tone of his voice, which was as flat as if it had been measured by spirit level. The expression on his face also failed to reveal the big result. He was very good at that. Hiding stuff.

This was PR, after all.

‘Take a seat,’ Dermot ordered, as he walked round to the other side of his huge, wooden desk. It was an old-fashioned thing, a weighty-looking table with a green leather surface nailed into the wood with giant gold studs. The room reeked of Mad Men. In fact, now that Ben came to think about it, the whole company did. There were hardly any women working in executive roles there: even though Ossa PR was a pioneering, new-age business, some of its values were lagging behind. Ben was sure that Dermot was the reason for that.

As Ben sat opposite his fearsome boss, he noted again how he was surprisingly small for his personality. Speaking to him on the phone conjured images of a large-built bloke, surrounded by a haze of steely strength; in reality, he was a rather stringy chap, just about clinging on to his last strands of wispy grey hair, which looked as if they would float away in a strong wind. But his build was certainly no barrier to his authority: he had the whole thing sharpened to a point.

Ben sat back in his chair – also leather – and shuffled his feet a little to hide his nervous energy.

‘So, Benjamin. As you know, I’ve had the results through today for the oil campaign …’

There was a pregnant pause, interrupted suddenly by a large bird flying directly into the window behind Dermot. There was no sound from the impact because the glass was so thick, but Ben clocked the look of shock across its beaky features as it face-planted the surface. He flinched a little and watched in horror as the creature bashfully peeled itself away from the building and began what he could only assume was a dizzy, jerky descent to an almost certain, painful end. He blinked.

‘Ben. Something bothering you, is it?’ Dermot asked, looking irritated and turning around to see what Ben was looking at.

Of course there was nothing left but a small, greasy smudge.

‘No, no … sorry. Please continue,’ Ben muttered.

‘I will,’ said his boss, crisply. ‘So … the results. The results … are what we are here … to talk about,’ he said, his deep voice dropping a couple of octaves to denote the discussion of a very serious subject. He was drawing  out each word like chewing gum, creating huge pauses between sections of sentences in the infuriating way adults do when talking to children and trying to do something else at the same time.

Come on, come on … Stop bloody well stringing this out! Ben thought to himself, an expression of false confidence plastered across his face. He made a mental note to bill his boss in advance for the nervous breakdown he would inevitably have in five years time, thanks to his position at the dizzy heights of Ossa PR.

Silence.

Dermot leant back in his chair, his face still holding secrets like a series of playing cards fanned out neatly in the frontal lobe of his brain. There wasn’t even a glimmer of something in his eyes. Ben wondered for a moment if he was a robot – a heart made of tin and battery acid for blood.

There was a knock at the door, which disturbed their strange stare-off.

First the bloody bird, now this! Ben thought.

‘DON’T come in!’ Dermot shouted furiously, the added volume on the word ‘don’t’ quite deafening. But the poor fool on the other side must have had selective hearing because the door slowly creaked open.

It was Gavin from IT. The only man who was stupid enough to call Dermot ‘Guv’ on a daily basis.

‘Hi, Guv, I just came in about the network issue,’ he said, fiddling nervously with his left earlobe.

‘I said DON’T come in, Gavin! There’s a massive difference, am I right?’ Dermot said calmly, his hands placed over his stomach in mock patience.

‘Oh, sorry. Right! I will, err, well, I’ll disappear then,’ Gavin stuttered, before swiftly extracting himself from the room like a snail retreating into its shell at a sign of danger.

‘Fucking moron,’ Dermot said, turning back to Ben, who was now feeling distinctly unwell.

Dermot seemed particularly vicious today, akin to an irritable bear, poked from a distance with a large stick, wound up to the very final point of snapping.

It wasn’t a brilliant sign.

‘Not very talkative today, are we, Benjamin?’ Dermot asked, drumming his spindly fingers on the desktop. They resembled the legs of an evil little spider.

‘Say less, mean more,’ Ben said, surprising himself with his outward calm. But he knew he was a smart talker: he always remained ice-cold on the surface.

‘Very wise.’ His boss looked at him, narrowing his  eyes slightly. ‘Well, as I said before, the results are in  and we do need to have a chat about this,’ Dermot went on, reaching down to something beneath his desk.

Ben gulped as time seemed to slow down into a thick, gloopy liquid. Ben wondered what his boss was reaching for, and pictured for a split second a revolver, or perhaps more realistically, Ben’s P45 …


Two

‘It’s all thanks to you and that brain of yours’

There were a few more seconds of silence before Dermot decided to put Ben out of his misery. ‘Well, of course you absolutely bloody smashed it, didn’t you?’ Dermot exclaimed, as if it were the most obvious and logical thing in the world. His face relaxed suddenly as he pulled out a giant bottle of Moët & Chandon from under his desk.

Just for a moment Ben felt a flicker of irritation at being kept in suspense for so long. How typical, he thought, suddenly noticing a feeling of relief weave through his  veins until it tickled at the tips of his fingers. He realised at that very moment that his boss was an actor, and that the company was his stage. He loved every minute of  it – the drama, the sweat, the tears. He played people in an almost pantomime way most of the time, and he knew exactly how to do it.

‘Your campaign has got that company well on course for a complete turn-around, and the directors at Ropek Oil are, naturally, very, very happy. We’ve earned more on this contract than initially expected, and it’s all thanks to you and that brain of yours,’ Dermot said, placing the bottle down on the table with a gentle thump.

‘Thank you,’ Ben replied, with a confident grin. He tried his hardest to give off the impression that he had wholeheartedly expected this result.

‘And here is an additional bonus for you … I will also be giving the members of your team a reward,’ Dermot gushed, pushing a thick white envelope across the surface of his desk. Ben half suspected it would be a few John Lewis vouchers. That was the usual thing.

‘Well, gosh. Thank you, that’s – that’s brilliant. I’m so glad to he—’ Ben started, but was suddenly interrupted.

‘Stop bumbling, Ben. I will send you the response so you can see it for yourself and then I would like you to piss off with the boys for lunch and celebrate your success,’ Dermot said, still smiling, but clearly keen to summon the next pawn in his giant game of chess.

‘Now leave, please, and, well, don’t come back until tomorrow. I don’t want you lot coming back here, smelling of booze and cigarettes and pretending to work, thank you very much,’ Dermot said, with a sly wink.

‘Right, er, OK … Thanks very much. I’ll see you tomorrow, then,’ Ben replied, grabbing the bottle and leaving the office.

He closed the door behind him, and leant his back against the gateway to Dermot’s hellish lair for a moment or two, his heart rate slowing and relaxing into a pool of wasted adrenalin. Ben wondered briefly where all that nervous energy went – he reckoned he could help out the National Grid with all of his …

David materialised in the corridor again, his small paunch folding over the top of a pair of black suit trousers, failing to be concealed by his jacket. ‘Ben! What a legend! Contract went well, I see?’ he said, eyeing the bottle of bubbly, then pulling Ben in for a man-hug and slapping him on the back so hard that Ben wondered if he would cough up a lung.

‘Yes, yes, it did, thank you. Does that lunch still sound good?’ Ben asked, choking slightly and smiling, but looking forward to celebrating his success.

‘Absolutely,’ David replied, as he continued on down the corridor.

Ben went back to his office, and en route several people high-fived him. Word travelled fast in his workplace.

He felt like a king as he shut the door of his office gently behind him, beautiful London sprawled out in the distance.

He sat at his desk and opened the envelope, the thick paper tearing loudly.

£40,000.

‘Jesus,’ he whispered to himself.

Friday 20 June 2014

Dalston, London

‘Don’t go, please,’ Marina said. Ben slid his arm a little tighter around her waist in response, a half-hearted gesture of reassurance. He could feel the soft hairs at the small of her back. The early morning sunshine was pouring through the tiny gaps in the blind, lighting up her features.

On waking, Ben had wondered for a second what on earth she was doing in his bed, stark naked, with him. Then his hangover had kicked in, like an off-tune brass band clunking away in his head, and he had felt sick, with a vile metallic taste in his mouth.

Guilt was also starting to creep in.

Ben had been out with his colleagues to celebrate the oil contract. The night was a blur: words and memories all smudged at the edges like a tea-stained novel. Inevitably it had ended in a midnight booty call, as his nights so often did. It had become as habitual to him as brushing his teeth. Marina had arrived at the softly lit doorstep to his flat at 1.30 a.m., tottering around on her heels like a newborn giraffe, equally pissed and full of laughter and soft kisses. Her curves had been wrapped in a black halter-neck dress, and Ben had felt that familiar animalistic wave of desire rush through him as her perfume drifted past his nose. She’d pushed him back gently against the door and traced her finger over his bottom lip, and Ben had felt as if he might melt into a puddle on the floor. He knew she would be his, entirely – well, for a few hours, anyway …

Now, Ben wanted to blur out the dull thump in the front of his skull by getting up and having a coffee and a couple of painkillers. He traced his mouth across the back of her neck, noticing again how impossibly soft her skin was. She giggled, and shuffled around until she was facing him, her eyes a limpid blue.

‘I’ve got to go to work soon …’ Ben said.

‘Oh, come on! You swagger in at ten thirty all the time, don’t you …’ she whispered, tracing her index finger down Ben’s nose and smiling.

He kissed her fingertip softly, as soon as it met his mouth. There wasn’t much he could say to that. She was right.

He studied her in the half-light, her thick brown hair splayed out across the pillow, a few burnished strands across her face. She was perfect, for now. For then. For those exciting city nights and those naked mornings they would spend together before she would become as much of a stranger to Ben as the people who pushed past him to catch the Victoria line in the morning rush-hour.

‘Very true.’ He sighed, theatrically. ‘But don’t you have to start soon? Save some lives or something?’ he joked, kissing her gently. He was sure she’d dashed off and brushed her teeth before he woke up: she was suspiciously fresh for the morning; a gentle hint of minty toothpaste tingeing her breath.

Ben was someone who managed to meet lots of women, despite his busy work schedule. He worked hard and played hard. Usually it happened when he was out drinking with friends. After several pints/glasses of wine/shots (deleted as applicable, according to the day of the week and nature of the drinking occasion), he would find himself propping up the bar in a fug of drunken glee, and that’s when he would spot her, whoever she was, usually coyly glancing at him over the top of a cocktail glass. Ben didn’t really have trouble attracting the attention of women; his looks did all the hard work for him. It both irritated and wowed his friends in equal measure.

He and Marina had bumped into each other in a Holborn bar six months previously, and met up occasionally for no-strings fun. Ben had spotted her immediately, dancing with a group of girlfriends with her arms up in the air and a wiggle in her hips. She had made him smile when she danced – she was his type: slim but not a rake, Continental-looking, and utterly mischievous.

He and Marina certainly got on well, but Ben was not in this for commitment. He didn’t feel ready, or able, to give anyone that much. Not Marina, not anyone. He always figured that some people were just like that, and as long as people were honest about their intentions then that was OK. Ben strongly believed that he had the right to desire independence as much as another had the right to desire commitment; it all just hung on honesty. But, unfortunately, things did not always run this smoothly, as he’d come to learn.

Lately there was something different in her eyes. He’d seen this before. Probably too many times. The subtle agreements had been made – that there would be nothing serious – but then, inevitably, feelings would change, someone would want more and suddenly there would be expectation, and with expectation came disappointment, and ultimately anger.

Ben had realised that it usually ended in tears, with one member of the party (always the woman in his case), hurriedly shoving on their underwear, usually back to front and inside out, and leaving the flat, the door slamming hard in its frame. Ben was no stranger to this and it looked like Marina would be the next to desert him, leaving him in a room full of crumpled bed sheets and a strange twinge of loss that would last for a week or so, maximum, before it just became another part of the patchwork of his strange and slightly dysfunctional love life.

Ben did not have the ability to love like these girls did. There was too much happening in his life. His career was too demanding. He worked ridiculously late and couldn’t cope with someone placing their needs on him in that way, and it would be unfair to let a woman think that he ever could. Plus there was other stuff …

‘Ben,’ Marina said, her voice turning serious. She bunched her eyebrows together in the way she did when she was angry.

Ben felt a little twinge of dread in his stomach: he knew for certain now that she’d misread him, despite what he’d said to her about wanting something casual. I don’t know why so many people take it as a challenge, he thought, as he studied the light flickering across her face.

He had thought Marina would be different. She had always come across as fiercely independent, so he’d thought the situation would work perfectly for her. Marina had told Ben her story on their second date, at a funky burger place in Chelsea. He’d loved how she’d ordered more food than he had. She was cool, but certainly had a bit of an axe to grind, he’d considered, as she blurted out her story between not-so-dainty mouthfuls of burger and lettuce, her arms gesticulating wildly as she animated her words with confident body language. But he liked that grit about her. Marina was originally from Italy, and had found herself in England after the umpteenth row with her teenage sweetheart forced her to do something dramatic. Because she was a dramatic kind of woman, she had felt that booking an off-the-cuff one-way flight to London at the age of nineteen seemed appropriate. She’d never gone back. Now, at twenty-six, she was a senior nurse at London Bridge Hospital, working all the hours in the day. And now, when she miraculously seemed to find more, she wanted to spend them with Ben.

‘Yes?’ Ben replied, kissing her again, hoping he could distract her. She ran her fingers through his thick hair and took a deep breath; he felt little shivers down his spine. Marina was bewitching, and enchanting, but that still didn’t change Ben.

‘What’s happening?’ she asked.

‘What with?’

‘Us,’ she said, pressing her lips against his nose. Her body language was that of adoration; he suddenly realised she was wrapped around him like ivy.

He feigned ignorance which, a small voice told him, might prove to be a mistake. ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ he replied, staring at a tiny mole just below her left eye.

He knew exactly what she meant.

Marina took a deep breath. ‘Listen, I know, I know … that this was supposed to be just for fun, Ben. But it’s been going on for a while now. I’m starting to feel … well … differently about you,’ she said, the sunshine lighting up her face as the blind wobbled a little in the breeze coming from the open window. Here we go, Ben thought, kissing her on the cheek softly.

‘Well,’ he replied, carefully, ‘I love spending time with you, we have so much fun, obviously … But I’m just not … you know … in that place …’ Ben felt a coldness swamp his stomach. It was uncomfortable. He hated this part, he genuinely did. But when it came to love, something inside him was dead – it wasn’t there … it didn’t exist.

He’d always quietly hoped his inability to love would be resolved when he met the right person, and he just hadn’t spotted that person yet, sipping a Long Island Ice Tea and looking over in his direction every few minutes.

Marina looked down at Ben’s chest and traced a manicured finger over his collarbone. It tickled a little.

‘Why is it so hard to be close to you, Benjy? Not like this, but actually close to you,’ she muttered, just a whisper away from his lips.

He knew why. Of course he did.

‘I’m sorry,’ Ben said quietly, kissing her again. He could offer no solution.

She sighed and pulled him closer to her, if that was even possible. Ben knew that this would be the last time he would be with her like this. He was trying to make the most of it. Even if she decided to continue things after this conversation, Ben wouldn’t allow it. He’d clearly become a person she could imagine loving wholeheartedly one day; maybe even one day soon. And he felt she deserved more than him, more than someone who was unable to love her.

‘I can’t carry on like this, you do understand that, right?’ she said, tracing her fingers down his back.

He knew he was going to miss her, of course, but it wouldn’t be fair to continue. She’d already made a vow to herself to remain composed; Ben could see it in her expression. It was in the language of her eyes, the way the laughter lines were creased at the sides; it was in her mouth, slightly turned down at the edges, but the stiff upper lip was there all right.

Like a lot of disappointed people, she would allow herself a cry in the toilet at work, and then that would be it. Maybe there would be another female colleague by her side, rubbing her back and making all the right noises. Then she would pad the tears away with a fistful of crumpled Blue Roll and she would move on. Which was, in his opinion, exactly what she should do, because a woman like Marina deserved nothing less than someone who would do anything for her. Ben tried to make himself feel better about it all, and thought back to her story. She’d survived this crazy city at the tender age of nineteen; she could survive this – it was just another bump in the road and he was fully aware of that.

Ben Lawrence was just another bump in the road.

‘Of course, I totally understand. I’ll be sad not to see you any more, but if it’s making you unhappy—’

‘I’ve got to go,’ she said, abruptly. As she spoke, Ben noticed her eyes already filling with tears and he felt like an absolute bastard, yet again.

Despite the fact that he’d always been honest with her.

She kissed him softly on the cheek. For the last time.

As she dressed, Ben sat up in bed, fiddling with his hair, which was sticking out and pointing in all directions. His headache was entering a whole new territory. He wondered what he should do. He couldn’t make promises he couldn’t follow through …

‘Bye, Ben, look after yourself,’ Marina said, looking at him and fake-smiling.

Ben thought in actual fact she probably hoped he’d  be hit by a bus.

He got up to see her out, but she pushed him gently back onto his bed, one hand on his chest. ‘Don’t. Please,’ she whispered, her eyes brimming with tears.
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