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Whir, beep, click, breath. Whir, beep, click, breath.

Pippa Gallagher is rushed in to hospital following a traffic accident.

As Pippa lies unconscious, fragments of the past flash through her mind. The day she met Steve Gallagher, the man who would become the love of her life. The heartbreak she felt tonight as she got into her car, her eyes blurry from tears.

Meanwhile Steve sits at her bedside, his eyes fixed on her pale, still face. He has no idea where his wife was going when she crashed. No clue as to why she became distracted behind the wheel. All he knows is that she is his world. And that he wasn’t there when she needed him most.

For the next twelve hours, Steve tells Pippa all the reasons he loves her.

But is it too late? Can Pippa find her way back to him?




For our fathers, Peter and Roger, for believing in us.
And our mothers, Katie and Rebecca, for helping
us believe in ourselves.




Prologue

May 1997

Pippa

Bet Claire Danes didn’t have to deal with any of this. Bet Leo was the consummate pro. Seamless connection in the casting, respect and deep admiration from the film studio and effortless communication with Luhrmann. The two will have demonstrated supreme support and onscreen kinship from day one.

Not like Jonty Ronson, who smoked a loaded skunk spliff on the way to the dress rehearsal, pulled a cataclysmic whitey and hadn’t even learned his lines till yesterday. Jonty Ronson, whose flirty attention had led me to believe that he only had eyes for his Juliet, but who quickly became a plague on both the households, promptly marking his territory by snogging the Nurse, then fondling Lady Capulet’s bounteous buttocks, and now trying it on with Lady Montague as she carries out her extensive (and exposing) physical warm-up. How am I supposed to move my audience to tears when my Romeo is too busy nuzzling his mother stage-left to run lines with me?

Deep breath, Pippa. And release. I shall not be dragged down by a lack of professionalism in others. I will give my all. I will sail over any troubling impediments thrust in my path. I will rise up like a phoenix from the dust. This is my big chance. This is the night I put any doubt aside and prove to my parents that I, Pippa Lyons, their only kith and kin, am destined to be a great actress. After all, it’s not every day that a fifteen-year-old gets the lead role in the centenary play, is it? And it’s certainly not every day that the show is taking place in the local boys’ school that my dad just happens to be the headmaster of. If there could ever be more reason for me to dazzle, I couldn’t conceive of it. And boys playing boys!? Now there’s a novel concept. Up until now, I’ve cornered the market in those roles: from Mr Bumble, to John Proctor, to Worzel Gummidge (okay, maybe the latter wasn’t my finest hour), usually sporting a supremely itchy false beard and gamely kissing my own thumbs during any girl-on-girl embrace. But this is different. This time we have the full gamut of the sexes covered! This time I’m in a costume that actually fits! This time thumbs are to be replaced by human lips! And this time I’m playing the lead! And not just any lead – Juliet!

I spot Tania on the other side of the stage. She is as jittery as I am, hopping from foot to foot, fiddling with her cravat and occasionally throwing nervy punches into the air. Tania Marley. My partner in crime. My stubborn, excitable, ferociously loyal best friend from day one of junior school, when the deal was indelibly sealed over a swapped friendship bracelet and a shared passion for Garbage Pail Kids. The only girl from All Hallows Girls School who had insisted she play a boy’s role despite the availability of the real McCoy.

‘Sod that,’ she had announced to our director (teacher) on the first day of rehearsals. ‘We all know Mercutio’s the most interesting part in this play, and I’m going to play him.’

And as usual, what Tania wants, Tania gets.

She looks up and sees me in the wings, her face breaking into a twinkly grin. She looks barely recognisable. Her unruly hair is scraped back into a slick bun, and heavily pencilled eyebrows make her face look even more angular than usual. She is wearing a black satin jumpsuit and gold cowboy boots and I already know her punchy and avant-garde Mercutio is going to bring the house down. With perfect synchronicity we raise our left arms and do our four-fingered BFFFE (Best Friends For Freakin’ Eternity) greeting. It falls somewhere between the Girl Guides salute, the thing they do in Star Trek and an unfortunate touch of Heil Hitler. And with that we return to our own private panic chambers.

I begin circling my arms furiously, loosening my pelvis and humming sliding scales till my cheeks feel zingy. Next, I chew a ball of imaginary chewing gum in my mouth – a ball that grows bigger and bigger and bigger until I’m gurning like a madman, but no matter; as Dame Penny says in Behind the Scenes, ‘an extensive warm-up is essential for Shakespeare’.

‘Ten minutes, please, ladies and gentlemen!’

I glare at Mr Carter, who takes no notice.

‘TEN MINUTES!’

He has no idea how penetrating his voice is. The whole audience will have heard that. They’re probably laughing at it – we’ve probably lost them before we’ve even started. I peer through the shonkily erected curtain – a waft of lavender moth spray hits my nostrils – and out into the stalls (of our gym). Holy shit. It’s Wembley Stadium out there. I am confronted by at least two hundred chatty, inebriated parents, drinking wine from beige plastic cups and consulting their programmes (pieces of A4 paper) with indulgent looks. My pumping heart catapults into my mouth. As if this packed house isn’t bad enough, I suddenly see them.

Mum and Dad, side by side – on the FRONT ROW!

Mum is wearing more make-up than Lily Savage, a fuchsia-pink silk shirt with an oversized ruffle at the front, and as for her haircut, well, I can barely bring myself to look. It has been freshly cropped into a severe Rachel cut, along with half of Woking, most of the girls in my year, and me. I begged her not to do it. I implored. I went down on my knees. ‘Get any style, Mum, any cut, any colour, just please, please don’t get the exact same one as me!’ But she just grinned and said, ‘Pippa Lyons, you baffle me. Imitation is the highest form of flattering your trendy-wendy daughter, as someone famous and interesting once said! Anyway, your father thinks I look chic. So there!’ She keeps swooshing her hair from side to side like she’s the model in the Pantene advert (albeit a very old version), and I can see the poor couple in the row behind being savagely whipped across the face but being too English to say anything. Centre stage, as always. Even at my play. Quite an achievement.

She’s giggling with Tania’s mum, Sylvie, doing that cringey, hand-wavy thing she does when she’s telling a story. Sylvie is lapping it up. It’s so embarrassing. Anyone would think Mum was fourteen, not forty-six. Suddenly she lets out a colossal snort and a projectile spray of white wine squirts from her left nostril. Sylvie hiccups with delight as Mum pulls her red hankie from her coat pocket and blows her nose. They both find the whole thing deliciously entertaining.

No, no, no, Mum! Oh open up, ground, and swallow me, I beg you. What must people think? Why can’t she just behave? Honestly. It’s like she’s never been to a proper theatre before.

Dad is slouched, almost out of view, reading the Evening Standard, or pretending to at least – surely it’s impossible for him to concentrate with Mum carrying on like a hoodlum beside him? I can’t say I blame him. I would want to hide too. Why does she have to be so embarrassing? I will never understand how my father, the sanest, calmest, wisest man in the universe, ended up with this. I mean, I love her, don’t get me wrong, but she is volcanic. Everything she touches seems to erupt. Nothing is ever calm or simple. Everything becomes a drama.

I scan the sea of parents, just in case anyone else has an excitable untrained puppy for a parent. Nope – no one else’s mum is behaving like they’ve been let loose in a sweetshop and are high on E numbers. God, why can’t she be quiet and sophisticated like Alicia Koha’s mum? Just look at her. Perfectly behaved. Seven rows back, legs neatly crossed, muted M&S colours, nostrils free of Chardonnay, carefully studying her programme (piece of A4 paper).

I retreat, letting the lavender curtain swish back into place. Thanks, Mum. How am I meant to focus now? How am I going to ‘free myself from the shackles of the day-to-day and immerse myself in the universe of another’? Help me, Dame Penny. Surely you’ve a chapter on ‘How to Block Out Mortifying Mothers in the Audience’ somewhere in your book?

Right. Run my lines. That will get me in the zone. I close my eyes, breathe deeply and begin.

How now! Who calls?

Then comes Lady Capulet’s line. Yep, another terrorising matriarch. God, poor old Juliet, she must have shared my chagrin. Wonder if her mum got a Rachel cut the very same moment—No, Pippa! Focus.

Madam, I am here. What is your will?

And then she says . . . Oh good God. What does she say?

Think! Think!

Nothing.

My head feels thick. A rain cloud has taken refuge inside my brain, leaving no space for anything else. Clear it. Clear it.

Madam, I am here. I am . . . But they’re gone. All of them! Every single one of the Bard’s beautiful words. This can’t be happening.

I hear the scraping of a chair and the tapping of a glass. Slowly the chatter peters out as a hush of anticipation descends. My father’s steady voice emanates from behind the curtain. I peep out again.

‘Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, friends, pupils, fellow St Vincent’s staff. How lovely to see so many of you gathered here tonight for our centenary performance. Welcoming the staff, parents and pupils from All Hallows Girls to St Vincent’s tonight is a real honour for me. A proper premiere!’

Someone claps and a student whoops.

‘So. I won’t give too much away about this little-known text you are going to witness tonight.’

A ripple of appreciative, knowing, parent laughter.

‘Let’s keep it as a nice surprise, shall we? What I will say, however, is that the hard work and commitment that has gone into this production, by pupils and teachers alike, is a testament to our magnificent schools and their passionate approach to the arts. Thank you all for your support, and enjoy the play.’

A burst of applause. I see Dad making to sit down, but then . . .

‘Oh, and one last thing, for those of you who have glanced at the programme on your chair and may have noticed the surname of tonight’s leading lady, I want to clarify that I had nothing whatsoever to do with the All Hallows casting in this production.’

More adulatory murmurs. A tidal wave of pride washes over me.

‘And if anyone needs another drink or a visit to the toilet, now’s your moment. The show will begin in five minutes.’

I swiftly draw my head back behind the curtain. How can he be so calm? Shit, shit, shit. We’re about to start any minute and my heart is threatening to burst through my chest like that guy in Alien. Is this a heart attack? Is this what it’s like to die? I can’t remember the lines and now I’m never going to get my chance to show everyone what I can do. I squeeze my eyes shut, praying for a miracle.

‘Hey, Pippa.’

I open my eyes, my heart still throbbing in my throat. A small, shadowy figure creeps up behind me. Is this what Death looks like? Come, sweet Death. Take me. You are welcome.

‘Just wanted to wish you luck.’

His voice is vaguely familiar, but I can’t place him. Maybe he’s a stagehand? A stagehand wearing a cape? Well, stranger things with drama folk.

‘Thanks. You too, er . . .’

‘Steve. Gallagher. I’m playing Second Watchman.’

Second what?

‘We’ve got a scene, well, a bit together. You know, at the end?’

Nope.

‘I say, “Here’s Romeo’s man”, move the Nurse’s bench to the back and then I leave.’

No idea who I’m talking to.

‘Oh yes! Of course. That bit at the end.’

Rehearsals, up till now, have been consumed by Jonty – furtive glances and meaningful accidental brushes of the arm. All other scenes and cast members have merged into one.

‘Well, nice to meet – see you. Break a leg.’

I turn away. But he doesn’t leave.

‘I just wanted to say, you’re amazing in this.’

I can hear he’s blushing, even though it’s too dark to see his face.

‘And I always cry when you die.’

Wow. Bit weird?

‘Five minutes, ladies and gentlemen of the company! FIVE MINUTES!’

Steve winces. ‘He’s so loud. Hope the audience can’t hear.’ He starts to fiddle with the string on his cape, wrapping it around his thumb like a threadbare bandage. The next bit comes out fast, his words tumbling over each other in their haste to be free.

‘You just do this thing, this funny little thing with your mouth. And it makes me cry. Don’t know why.’

We look at each other for a moment. It’s different, not like with Jonty or the other boys. It’s never easy being with them. I always feel the need to impress with a laddish joke or seduce with a flirty put-down, and invariably end up feeling mortified.

‘Anyway, sorry. You need to prepare. I’ll leave you to it.’

He begins to back away into the shadows.

‘No! Stay.’

My fervour takes us both by surprise. And there’s more.

‘I can’t remember any of my lines. Not a single one. They’ve all gone. I’m going to ruin this for everyone.’

The breath catches in the base of my lungs. Trapped like a caged bird. It’s like the stitch I get in netball, only worse. More intense. Christ. Maybe this is a panic attack.

As he turns back to me, a shard of light catches his dark eyes. They are disarmingly gentle, and for one moment my manically pounding heart slows down; it’s like he has opened a valve in me and the adrenaline is draining out of my feet like water. I look at him, willing him to save me. Suddenly he reaches under his cape and fumbles for something.

‘Rescue Remedy. Four drops on the back of your tongue.’

He’s holding out a small bottle. I take it from him, unconvinced.

‘Mum got it for me. For my nerves. Not a natural performer, if you know what I mean. Not like you.’

‘What am I meant to . . .’

‘Here, let me show you. Stick your tongue out.’

I do as I’m told.

‘Head back a bit.’

I tilt my neck. He unscrews the cap and carefully administers four drops of liquid from the small pipette onto my outstretched tongue. This should be embarrassing, but it isn’t. It’s strangely intimate.

‘ ’astes ’ike ’andy.’

Steve laughs. It’s a rich sound.

‘Yeah, it does. I think it basically is brandy, to be honest.’

How on earth did he understand me?

We stand in silence for a moment, the Rescue Remedy gently warming my chest. I don’t know if it’s the alcohol or his sweet unprompted kindness that is causing the change in me, but I feel my nerves subsiding.

‘We can run lines if it would help?’

‘But you don’t know my scenes. Do you?’

He looks down at his feet for a second – school loafers doubling as Elizabethan boots.

‘I’ve sat in on a few rehearsals. Maybe your first bit with Romeo? Act 1 Scene 5?’

How does that scene start? With me or Romeo? My mind, though calm, is still blank. Steve clears his throat.

‘If I profane with my unworthiest hand this holy shrine, the gentle sin is this . . .’

He really does know the lines.

‘My lips, two blushing pilgrims, ready stand,’ he goes on, ‘to smooth that rough touch with a tender kiss.’

And before I have time to think, my response bubbles out of me, almost like a natural thought.

‘Good pilgrim, you do wrong your hand too much, which mannerly devotion shows in this; for saints have hands that pilgrims, hands do touch . . .’

I find myself holding my palm up as I do in the scene. He slowly does the same.

‘And palm to palm is holy palmers’ kiss.’

Our palms are pressed flat against one another’s now. They feel warm . . .

‘Beginners, ladies and gentlemen of the company. BEGINNERS!’

We are jolted back into reality with a thud. The house lights are dimmed, the audience finally falls silent, and we find ourselves plunged into expectant darkness. My stand-in Romeo’s hand falls away from mine.

And as if by magic, out they come. Emerging from their cocoons to test their wings. Butterflies – the good kind. Fluttering up through my belly, a rush of energy like a fountain, and I know I’ve found her, I’ve found Juliet! This is it. My moment to shine. I’ve got it back together and am ready to blow their tiny minds. Waves of excitement displace the clots of terror that have been blocking my veins, and adrenaline courses freely through my body. I glance behind me, but the Second Watchman is nowhere to be seen, retreated into the shadows from whence he came. I’ll thank him for the rescue stuff later. What was his name again? Never mind. This is my time.

I look out through a gap in the drapes, and can see Dad smiling proudly from his seat. I step out towards the bright lights, and into the unknown.




2 March 2019

00:39

He can’t remember the last time he saw her so still. It was a joke between them, her inability to stop wriggling. His jack-in-the-box. Countless times he’d stopped a jiggling knee by laying his palm on it or stilled her tapping fingers with his own. Even her eyebrows had a life of their own, reacting to the world’s mysteries like expressive windscreen wipers on a clip-art car.

What he wouldn’t do now to see her fidget beneath the paper-thin hospital gown drowning her tiny frame. A shrug of a shoulder, a wrinkling of her nose, a point of her toe. Anything. But she is stony still. Her feet like carved alabaster, looking pale and somehow smaller than usual. The green crêpe of the robe barely masks the outline of her breasts, the swell of her stomach, the dip of her pelvis. As he watches her chest rise and fall, he feels an overwhelming urge to cover her with his jacket to keep her warm – an instinct from a thousand and one nights on the sofa, when the wriggling finally stopped, her head lolling dead on his shoulder, which told him she was asleep; his cue to pull the Scottish wool blanket over her and flick over to the football highlights.

A nurse brushes past him. She is focused and diligent. He moves aside to give her room, whispering a barely audible ‘sorry’ in her direction. She shoots him a quick, kindly look over her shoulder, a look that says, ‘What have you got to be sorry for? I’m sorry for you.’

She’s joined by another, younger nurse, a trainee, who falters for a second when she sees the state of the patient lying in front of her. She becomes aware of the man standing in the corner but avoids making eye contact, afraid that the pain he is radiating will burn her.

He watches the nurses inspect then reattach the half-empty drip, moving in practised synchronicity, keeping time with the rhythmic accompaniment playing from the machines. Whir, beep, click. Whir, beep, click. When they are finished, they glide away in tight formation, leaving a space for him to move into. But he doesn’t make his move at first. He can’t. He is trapped in the middle of a dance and he hasn’t been taught the steps.

Slowly he edges closer to the bed, focusing on his wife’s mouth – one part of her that, despite the cold plastic dummy forcing her teeth apart, seems almost unaltered. That freckle on her top lip, which she insisted was a beauty spot; that tiny scar on her chin cleft from the roller-skating disco at Alexandra Palace. If he were to shut his eyes tightly enough, he could transport that mouth to a thousand happy, hopeful places. He tries to ignore the blue and yellow hard collar that has been fitted around her neck (he remembers someone saying something about immobilising the spine, but it’s all a blur). Instead, his eyes drift up to hers, and the sight of them forces out an involuntary moan.

Sockets black and green, crystal blood round her nostrils. Her forehead dark with bruising, hair plastered with more caked blood. His breath catches, fluttering somewhere between his chest and his throat, and he is forced to grip the rail surrounding the bed, desperately trying to remain upright.

‘Mr Gallagher?’

He turns. A shape emerges from behind the black spots that have filled his peripheral vision. Polished shoes, white coat, clipboard. He tries to muster a response, but has momentarily forgotten how to form words.

‘Steven?’

He blinks, thinks, then nods his head.

‘I’m Mr Bramin, consultant trauma surgeon. You’re the next of kin, is that right? The husband?’

Steve appears to register the question, but in truth it has sailed past him. His focus has instead landed on the man’s face. His left ear lobe, to be precise.

Is that an earring?

‘Your wife has suffered what we call a traumatic brain injury, where the brain has been shaken around inside the skull. Her condition is serious. As well as the head trauma, she has also sustained injuries to her pelvis, arms and chest. The CT scan revealed an epidural haematoma.’

Should a doctor – a qualified, life-saving doctor – be wearing an earring? Earring says casual. Earring says youth. Earring says—

‘We’ve removed a blood clot from her brain, and she’s now sedated – placed into what’s known as an induced coma. This will hopefully help relieve some of the pressure. We’re going to keep her in intensive care, and our ICU nurses will monitor her closely. She is in very good hands. Her pulse, blood pressure, breathing and oxygen levels will be looked at regularly, as well as how much liquid she is taking in and how much urine she is passing. Then we can alter or adjust her medication accordingly. The next twelve hours are going to be critical. That’s where you come in.’

Through the haze, a small opening. A muted flash of a lighthouse in a storm. A task. Steve understands tasks. Something to do, something practical. He forces his attention from Mr Bramin’s ear.

‘I can’t make any promises, but we have seen some amazing recoveries when loved ones have kept talking to patients. Perhaps that could help your wife, too.’

‘Pippa. Her name is Pippa.’ Steve doesn’t recognise his own voice. It’s the first time he’s spoken out loud since he entered the building.

‘Very good. Pippa.’

Bramin unhooks another clipboard from the end of the bed and scans the pages. He scribbles something, the sound of the scratching nib forming a new strain in the room’s orchestra. Steve is still clinging tightly to the bed frame, as if he were on the deck of a sinking ship, the thin rail keeping him from falling overboard into the crashing waves.

Bramin replaces the clipboard and tucks the biro safely into his top pocket in one fluid movement. Steve feels a flutter of anxiety. Did he depress the nib? There wasn’t a click. If he didn’t, he will soon have a sprawling ink stain on his white coat. Ink is notoriously hard to get out in the wash. Steve knows this from when Pippa was flamboyantly telling him a story with an unsheathed ballpoint in her flailing hands. Should he say something?

‘Does this all make sense to you, Mr Gallagher? Any questions?’

Whir, beep, click, breath. Whir, beep, click, breath.

‘I don’t know what to say to her.’ Steve’s voice is muffled, like he is deep underground.

‘You’ll think of something. Is there anyone you’d like to call? Family? A friend?’

‘My phone-a-friend? I don’t know. I could sure use a life-line right now.’

Someone like the real Steve, the Steve who makes badly timed jokes, has finally entered the ward. Mr Bramin simply looks at him.

‘Talk to her, Mr Gallagher. Exercise her brain. I believe she’s listening.’

The doctor’s pager vibrates. He looks down at it, then gives the attendant nurses a cursory nod and sweeps out into the corridor.

The room falls quiet, but for the beeping and Pippa’s small, supported breaths. Tentatively Steve takes her hand in his. It feels warmer than he expected.

Perhaps she is still in there.

He runs his index finger over her engagement ring, his grandmother’s ring, an action as familiar as breathing, righting the small diamonds so they sit up, catching the light. But this time it feels different – almost like the moment he first slid it onto her finger seven years ago.

‘What happened, Pip?’

Whir, beep, click, breath.

‘Where the hell were you going?’

Whir, beep, click, breath.

He senses the fog closing in once more, and the lighthouse’s beam vanishes into the mist. The room starts to spin. His legs buckle, and he sinks into the leather-wrapped foam of the chair beside the bed. He clutches her bruised hand to his chest. But it isn’t Pippa’s hand – it’s limp, and punctured with a butterfly needle, unable to squeeze his back.

‘Don’t leave me, Pippa.’ His voice is shaking now. ‘Don’t you dare leave me!’

He feels heat around his ribs, behind his eyes. A painful lump rises in his throat. A tear gathers and rolls off his lower eyelash, landing with a tiny plink on the bed rail. Just as he nears the point of collapse, something happens. A light touch on his shoulder. A human connection.

‘There now. Deep breaths.’

The voice of the young nurse is kind and soothing. Steve does as he is told and breathes as slowly and as deeply as he can.

‘You need to be strong now. For your wife.’

He wipes away a tear with the back of his sleeve. Nods.

‘Just keep talking.’

‘But how?’ he says, his eyes wide and afraid. ‘What about? Where do I begin?’

‘Just begin at the beginning. Tell her you love her. Tell her why you love her.’

And with that, she leaves, the door swinging shut behind her.

‘Why I love you? Bloody hell, we could be here all night. But as it happens . . .’

He gently brushes a strand of hair from her forehead and leans in, bringing his mouth close to her ear.

‘Right then, Mrs Gallagher. If you’re sitting comfortably . . .’

Whir, beep, click, breath.

‘Shall we begin?’




November 2007

Steve

With my canvas kitbag weighing heavy on my shoulder, I turned right out of Embankment Tube and climbed the steps of the footbridge. A familiar walk, it was the way I always crossed the Thames, though I’m sure there are more expedient routes available to a smart commuter. It was the journey I happened to make when I arrived at Waterloo aged sixteen, on my first solo visit to London, destined for a pointless and regrettably expensive Christmas shopping trip to Oxford Street. (‘Why didn’t you just go to Bentalls in the town centre?’ Mum was always right.)

Today I didn’t mind jostling through the throng of suits hurrying home from their office jobs. I was glad to feel the sharp end of my Nikon D200 press against my hip when they bumped up against me. Poor sods, I thought. Some of us have just got lucky.

Today I didn’t stop halfway over the bridge to admire the late November sun setting in the windows of the queuing red buses, the dome of St Paul’s creeping up behind them. (Though I did get a little thrill to think what a great photo this could make, especially if I were skilled enough to capture the blurred bodies of the rat-racers in the foreground.) Today I didn’t care, because I had a job! An actual paid job, doing what I loved. Yes, it was only the launch of a spreadable butter, but still, the feeling was magic. I floated over the river, skipped down the Festival Hall steps and strolled along the South Bank, bouncing past the booksellers and skateboarders.

The only concern I had was Oscar, who had agreed to be my assistant for the event. He wasn’t what you’d call reliable, dependable or, indeed, able, but he was my best friend, and I hoped his support might make me feel like less of a charlatan. Perhaps he was valuable (even if having him there meant I had to split my fee). I rested my bag on a bench and gave him a call.

‘Stevie G!’ he answered, as he always did. ‘What you up to?’

‘The job, Oscar,’ I said. ‘It’s today. It’s now.’

‘I know.’

‘Do you?’

‘Sure, man.’

During our eight years of friendship, Oscar hadn’t once sounded rushed or ruffled. If he was lying to me and had forgotten, I wouldn’t have known.

‘And you know it’s the Tate Modern, yeah?’ I said. ‘Not Tate Britain.’

There was a pause.

‘Modern, yeah. With the Warhols, right? Lovely stuff.’

‘Right,’ I said, as I veered off the Thames path towards the great brick monolith. ‘Well I’m arriving now.’

‘See you in a bit!’ Oscar said, and hung up.

I had left plenty of time to get there, but suddenly the sky was darkening, so I picked up the pace, crossing a tree-lined square that was beginning to fill with nine-to-fivers necking plastic pints. I’d have to set up without him. A shame, really, but this was Oscar – what did I expect? I was hardly bouncing now, more goose-stepping, as the hard soles of my new black brogues slapped the concrete, weighed down by a great swinging sack filled with pretty much all the equipment I owned, about a quarter of which I really needed for the gig, but which I’d stuffed in because I wanted to look like I knew what I was doing.

‘ ’Ello, ’ello,’ came a voice I knew. It was Oscar, who was leaning against one of the skinny silver birches.

‘You’re here?’ I said, puffing slightly.

‘Arrived early, man. Made some tricks under the arches.’

It was only then that I saw he was wearing baggy jeans, with a skateboard by his feet – feet that were clad in a pair of battered Vans.

‘You better change your shoes,’ I said.

‘But I don’t have anything else.’

‘You’re kidding? We can’t go in like this!’

‘Sure we can. It’s an arty-farty crowd, they’ll love it.’

‘It looks like I’m a father who’s brought his son to work.’

‘What’s wrong with that? My old man showing me the ropes.’ Oscar could see I wasn’t amused, and grew more serious. ‘Here’s an idea. I’ll pull my socks over them, like we used to do to get into the Slug and Lettuce.’

‘Your socks are white.’

‘So they are. Shit.’

Oscar’s eyes flickered to a group of smartly dressed women tottering towards the gallery. The launch party guests were arriving and I needed to be inside twenty minutes ago.

‘Stevie, I can’t help but feel a bit responsible,’ he said. ‘So tell you what – I’ll waive my fee.’

‘That’s generous, mate.’

‘Hey,’ he said, kicking up his board. ‘You got this.’ He rolled it onto the path, jumped on and skated away. It was hard to stay mad at Oscar.

I followed the women to a side entrance, where a doorman was lifting a red velvet rope to admit them. He saw me, and drew himself up to his considerable height.

‘Yes?’

He had perfected the doorman’s thousand-yard stare, and as if in Pavlovian response to those Slug and Lettuce days, when Oscar and I had been turned away on many a Friday night by similar man-mountains, I started to perspire.

‘I’m here for the launch. Val booked me.’

‘Name?’

‘Steve – Steven. Gallagher. The photographer?’

He frowned, then put his finger up to an earpiece that was sitting uncomfortably in the cauliflower floret stuck to the side of his head.

Take a breath, Steve, I told myself. Chill out. This is going to be fun. You’re living the dream, remember? You’re here now, and—

‘Late, are we?’ said Val, the event manager. ‘Not a great start.’

‘Yeah, sorry – the guy on the door . . .’ I said, daring to blame the doorman now he was out of earshot. Val was having none of it.

‘Thought we had an assistant?’

‘We did. I did. Yes,’ I stuttered. ‘But he’s ill. Sorry.’

‘I don’t care,’ she snapped back. ‘As long as we get all the shots.’

She’d been so nice on the phone when she booked me, but now she was frogmarching me through back of house like I’d been caught shoplifting. She pushed me through a set of double doors into a kitchen, where harried chefs were stuffing mini Yorkshire puddings with slices of roast beef and squirts of horseradish, then through another door into a dark, crowded cube.

The heat of two hundred bodies hit me. My eyes adjusted to the pinky-purple haze to reveal a mass of guests, all shouting into each other’s ears to be heard above the din. I didn’t know if it was the music or my heart that I could feel pumping, but I was worried. Where’s the light? How was I meant to capture a decent photograph in here? It was more like a nightclub than an art gallery. I looked around for somewhere to drop my bag.

‘Is there an office, or a cloakroom perhaps?’

I could only hear snatches of Val’s answer, but I got the gist: ‘. . . so busy . . . limited space . . . very important guests . . .’

She stopped short and lassoed the arm of a woman I vaguely recognised from the tabloids. One of the VIGs.

‘Can we . . . here with the lovely Kerry?’ All smiles now as she plonked the tipsy bleached blonde in front of me. Kerry’s eyes were glassy. She needed to visit the St John Ambulance for a nice cup of tea and a digestive.

‘Erm . . .’ I hadn’t even turned my camera on, let alone taken a test shot, but Val was waiting impatiently, so I pulled it out and took three snaps (to avoid blinking eyelids) before Kerry staggered back to the bar.

‘Did we get a good shot?’

I knew we hadn’t, but I glanced perfunctorily at the screen on the back of my Nikon, trying not to wince too visibly when I saw the full extent of the horror: an unfocused swirl of bodies with Kerry’s uplit magenta face in the centre. A bit like Munch’s The Scream, though this would never hang in any gallery. I couldn’t even sell it to the Daily Mail.

‘Looks great,’ I lied.

‘Over there, Keith and . . . get them next to the branding. Chop chop!’ Val clapped her hands, then waved me towards a couple who were propping up the trestle table bar.

‘Can I just fix the flash on? The light’s a bit . . .’

But she was already there, throwing her arms wide at the celebs, air-kissing them, before beckoning me to join. I put on a smile and walked over as slowly as I could, trying to give myself an extra second to blindly fumble out the flash and click it into place on top of the camera. Stumpy, dishevelled Keith stood beside a trendy-looking girl with a sheer black fringe. Behind them, on a stretched canvas, were the words Edibility and Spreadability with a pair of red lips erotically welcoming a very buttery slice of bread. I quickly set the camera to auto, said a little prayer, then snap snap snap and they were off, leaving behind a row of drained champagne flutes on the white cloth.

‘. . . just leave you to it? Make sure you . . . speeches in an hour.’ And with that, Val disappeared.

Now, how awful are these shots?

I looked at the display, zooming in on Keith’s face, and was pleasantly surprised at how passable the image was – average, even! I scrolled across to inspect the branding behind him. It was a little bit overexposed, sure, but I could fix that later with a bit of—

My heart stopped and the room fell silent around me. I was paralysed by a cluster of pixels staring back at me from the tiny screen. Specks of colour that seemed to represent a tied-up bunch of red hair, that familiar jawline, lips parted in concentration, all sitting between those slightly jutting shoulders . . .

I lowered the camera and the crowded party began to swing again, the photograph coming back to life in front of me. But she was gone. Like a birdwatcher who had let a rare sighting escape him, I followed her direction of flight. There! A swish of ponytail, ducking between cuffs and cocktail dresses, trying to slip out of my grasp. Back on the scent, I drove forward, but was slowed by a bottleneck at the canapé hotspot where the bar and the entrance to the kitchen met. Ahead, the ponytail was destined for the exit. Think fast, Steve.

‘Excuse me,’ I called out. I wasn’t exactly sure what I was going to say next (I fear it was ‘Coming through!’), but to my great relief, I didn’t have to say anything. As the guests turned to face me and spotted my camera, they fell obediently into position, pouting, awaiting the flash. I obliged – snap snap – before moving on. The sea parted as other guests felt me coming, robotically posturing with an arm round their partner’s waist, dropping a bony hip. I snapped gratefully – only once now, and only in their general direction – until I was free and heading for the door.

The skipping in my heart dropped down to my belly as I peered into a narrow, dimly lit anteroom. On my right, a bored-looking guy, installed as guardian of a rail of designer coats, looked up at me for a second before deciding I was no one important and returning to his phone. And there ahead, only yards away, was Pippa. Even with her back to me, and after all these years, I knew it was her. Something unmistakable in the way she was arched over, awkward yet elegant, like a ballet dancer limbering up at the barre. One hand was rubbing a shoeless heel through her tights, the other grasped a fold of the black curtain that lined the walls of the makeshift cloakroom.

I cast a shifty glance at the coat guardian, but he was still buried in his phone.

Here goes. I cleared my throat.

‘Need a plaster?’

Hero. Always prepared. Now I was glad I packed for all eventualities.

She turned sharply, losing her balance. As she staggered towards me, I knew I had to catch her. In one move, I let the bag slip from my shoulder with a cracking thud – there goes a grand’s worth of uninsured accessories – before lurching forward and taking her gallantly in my arms. As we found ourselves in a tangled embrace, I noticed that her hair was glowing a shade redder under the light.

‘Whoa! Shit, sorry,’ she said, looking up at me.

‘No, my fault. I made you jump.’

We fixed on each other’s eyes – hard not to when you’re three inches apart – and immediately I became worried that I’d held onto her a beat too long, so attempted to stand us both up. This required a reverse lunge, a manoeuvre that would surely be challenging enough under my weight alone, but with Pippa in my arms . . . I strained to make it feel quick and effortless, and a very non-gallant squeak was emitted. Pippa laughed. I had to earn back some cred, so I flipped open a side pouch on my bag and pulled out the green plastic Compeed box. She laughed again.

‘Oh, you actually do have some,’ she said, impressed (I think).

‘Take any one you like,’ I offered.

As she peeled the plaster away from its wrapping, I tried not to stare at the uniform she was wearing – a tight black top with our buttery employer’s cringeworthy slogan emblazoned across her chest. I’d imagined bumping into her again so many times, trialled the conversations we might have over and over in my head; but now that she was here, I was tongue-tied, petrified of the silence opening up between us.

Say something. Anything.

‘Well, fancy meeting you here.’

Anything but that, you idiot.

I couldn’t read Pippa’s expression. Her lips wore a smile but her eyes weren’t so sure.

‘Both of us . . . here.’

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘Do we know each other?’

‘It’s me,’ I said. ‘Steve.’

Still no flicker of recognition.

This was definitely not one of the reunion scenarios I’d envisaged. There was nothing else for it. I had to adopt my best Kenneth Branagh voice and find my light . . .

‘Here’s Romeo’s man.’

And there it was. I could almost see the tsunami of memories – tumbling, crashing snapshots that flickered behind her eyes like a fast-paced résumé at the start of a second series. The nervous first rehearsal. The bus rides home with Pippa holding court on the back row. The cheap hot chocolate I surprised her with as she stood shivering, underdressed for the fireworks.

‘Steven Gallagher. My God. It’s been—’

‘Ten years. I know. Time flies.’

‘What are you doing here? Are you a waiter too?’ She clocked my camera. ‘A photographer. How cool are you?’

I said a prayer, asking the pink light to spare my blushes.

‘Sure,’ I said. ‘You must remember me at St Vincent’s? Coolest kid on campus.’

‘Of course I remember you,’ she smiled. ‘It’s just you look so . . . grown up.’

‘Thank you?’

‘Sorry. I meant that as a compliment.’

‘I’ll take it.’

Now it was her turn to blush.

‘Don’t suppose you’ve got a fag in that Mary Poppins bag of yours?’ she said. ‘My break’s about to start.’

‘Absolutely,’ I said, though I’d never smoked in my life. ‘I’m gagging for a smokeroo . . . er, fag.’

‘Amazing. Can I . . .’

‘Er, I left them inside, on the . . . side. I’ll just go and get them.’

I re-entered the fray, having completely forgotten what I was meant to be doing at this party. The roar in the dark gallery filled my ears. Everyone talking, no one listening. A silver-haired couple, glamorous and flushed with boozy excitement, turned towards me, flashing white teeth. For a moment I thought they were just pleased to see me. Then I realised that they were posing – tilting their champagne flutes ten degrees and waiting expectantly for me to take their photograph. I duly snapped them, three times, as if on autopilot. A waitress squeezed between the couple, holding aloft a vast tray of canapés whilst self-consciously covering her chest with her free arm.

Edibility . . . Spreadability. That’s why I’m here!

I cast my eyes around the room, from table to table, searching for an unattended pack. Nothing. Damn that smoking ban! No one’s at it any more.

‘How are we getting on?’ Val was upon me, bouncing impatiently on her toes like she needed the toilet.

Would it be unprofessional to ask her if she smokes? The look in her eyes said yes, but I allowed myself a little sniff at the air as she spoke, just to be sure.

‘I need one of Dale,’ she said. ‘He’s just arrived.’

‘Sure thing,’ I said. ‘Which one is he?

‘You’re kidding, right?’

‘Of course. Ha!’

She didn’t appreciate my cheeky joke, probably because she knew it wasn’t one.

I set forth to find this Dale, while actually trying to find a pack of Marlboro Lights. The launch had been one Easter egg hunt after another, but I didn’t mind – the prize at the end was worth it. (She’s not a prize, Steve. And she won’t be waiting for you much longer if you don’t come back with a ciggie soon.)

‘Dale?’ I said feebly to every man I passed who might suit the name. ‘Dale? Dale?’ But no one was answering to it.

If there was a crowd gathered round someone here, I thought, hanging on their every word or trying to get a selfie, then I could pick out the celebrity. I should have done my homework – should have watched more daytime TV at uni. ‘He’s just arrived,’ Val had said, so he should be near the entrance.

Sure enough, a tall, tanned man was lingering at the threshold, looking around for the safety of someone he knew. He took a glass of champagne from a waiter whose arms were trembling under the weight of a heavily colonised tray.

‘Dale?’

‘That’s me.’ He brightened, dialling up the charm.

‘Thank God it’s you,’ I said. ‘Can I get a photo?’

Snap snap snap. And then, without thinking, ‘Got a cigarette, Dale?’

He looked at me, stunned.

So unprofessional.

‘It’s for a girl,’ I said. ‘From school. I mean, not a school-girl, obviously . . .’

Balls. Time to put my camera on eBay. I’ll never work again.

Dale put a hand on his hip and leaned backwards like the Laughing Policeman. I was off the hook. Even better, when he’d recovered from his peals of laughter, he pulled a box of twenty from his inside pocket.

‘Help yourself,’ he said.

My heart was thrumming, legs prickling under my thermal long johns. I was fifteen again, fireworks above my head and in my belly. I’d escaped my sister and her boyfriend (reluctant chaperones, happy to lose me as they snogged in front of the bonfire), my white Reeboks ruined from the wet sludge of the out-of-season cricket pitch, returning from the clubhouse to a crowd of cool kids with two plastic cups of hot chocolate.

Back in the cloakroom, a couple of waitresses had snuck in a tray of canapés, which they were sharing with the protector of the cloak rail, wolfing them down in a huddle, staying vigilant in case Val wandered in to catch them in the act. But Pippa wasn’t there. Had she given up on me?

‘Excuse me,’ I said. ‘Do you know Pippa?’

A waitress nodded, her mouth full.

‘Do you know where she went?’

She shrugged.

‘Do you know where you can smoke? On your break?’

She rolled her eyes, then, chewing deliberately on the last morsel of Peking duck pancake, flicked her head towards the emergency exit.

I let myself out onto a freezing fire escape, where the music and chatter from the launch party gave way to shouting and clanging from the busy kitchen, which poured through an open window. A pair of chequered trousers swung out over the ledge. They belonged to an agitated chef, who didn’t waste any time lighting up a cigarette and inhaling deeply.

‘Steve!’ Pippa called out. ‘Up here!’

She was sitting at the top of the iron staircase, hugging her legs. I clambered up, still towing my ridiculous bag. The handrail had turned to ice, making my fingers ache.
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Q: How did the novel come about, and how would you describe the story?

Olivia:

Larry and I wrote a radio play together, and then an editor heard it and approached us and asked if we would be interested in writing a novel based on the characters in the radio play.

Laurence:

It’s a love story told from two perspectives – the characters, Steve and Pippa . . .

Olivia:

. . . and then an omniscient narrator in the middle chapters.

Laurence:

Steve has rushed to Pippa, his wife’s, bedside. She’s been in an accident. He’s told to talk to her because she might be listening. And so he begins to try and find some words. He struggles at first, but then he’s told to just say anything, say why you love her. The doctor also adds that the next twelve hours could be crucial in bringing her back.

Olivia:

And from there begins his dialogue as to how they met, and the journey through the beginnings of their relationship, and the heady, giddy courtship, into marriage, into the more complicated and difficult elements of a relationship, through to where they are now, by her bedside, frantic for her to come back to him. Because through talking, he realises that . . .

Laurence:

He might reach her.

Olivia:

. . . and there really is nothing except her. And so it’s a love story in its truest, messiest, most raw form because it isn’t just roses and petals . . .

Laurence:

And bubbles . . .

Olivia:

. . . it’s more real and it’s the ups and downs. But hopefully along with a lot of humour as well, because life is awful and funny, I think.
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Q: How important was it for you to tell the story from the perspective of both Pippa and Steve?

Olivia:

I think that, by telling it through two characters’s perspectives, we’re able to look at the tiny day-to-day aspects of relationships that make it very relatable. But in amongst that there are little moments of magic that make it a love story and make it unique. I think that it’s quite tragic as well . . .

Laurence:

Yes, Steve’s in a high stakes situation. Circumstances are fraught and desperate, but he just needs to reach Pippa. And so he digs into his memories. And they’re things that everyone goes through. As teenagers . . .

Olivia:

. . . fear of rejection, and hopes, and dreams, and wanting a family, and wanting to be part of someone else’s family, and wanting to fit in, and not fitting in, and school days. And I think that’s the unique element of the book is that we’re looking at a full gamut of a relationship, well, up to age thirty-eight.

Laurence:

When we hear Pippa’s side of the story, it’s in the first person. So you have a sense of immediacy that she’s almost . . . Wherever she is, however present she is, she’s going through it. In the moment.

Olivia:

The idea is that Pippa is potentially going through that memory. She’s in it, in the coma, whereas Steve is talking her through these memories. So his sections are in the past tense, which is quite a nice thing, I think, that shows the difference between them as well.
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Q: What are the themes you think readers will find in the novel?

Laurence:

We’ve explored the big dramatic themes, but hopefully there’ll be a lot of relatable instances for people of whatever stage of marriage, or relationship, they are in in their lives. It’s all those little moments, little mishaps that make up the whole tapestry of a relationship.

Olivia:

From that first time you tell someone you love them. First time you go to bed with someone. First time . . .

Laurence:

First time you board a London bus . . .

Olivia:

Yes . . . First argument. First holiday. And combined with the fact that things do go wrong in a long-term relationship, and things . . . well, life is tricky. And it’s the people you surround yourself with that helps you get through these things. And I think that’s what’s quite beautiful about Pippa and Steve is that they are a team and they are a family. Whether or not they end up with children, or don’t end up with children, or whatever. However their marriage pans out, they are a team and they’ve got each other’s backs.
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Q: What was the process of writing as a couple?

Olivia:

One of us would take a chapter and write it, then the other one would do a pass over it. And then with the middle chapters, we very much wrote them together, actually with two computers. Then with dialogue, we would play it out between us like we were writing a script and listen to it and work out what worked. And because we’re both actors as well, that’s something that really helped us.

Laurence:

Yes, we mapped out the story, the arc, and more or less the character arcs, the beats of the whole piece. And then I think we thought, ‘What do we want to write today, which chapter in their lives?’

Olivia:

We would both go and sit and do our own writing, but it wasn’t like I took Pippa and he took Steve. I mean, often it would be that one of us would do the first pass.

Laurence:

We’d start off with whoever had . . .

Olivia:

. . . the impetus.

Laurence:

. . . yes, the impetus and the inspiration. We’d go off separately, start, then ask each other how that was going, sometimes swap, rewrite, and edit, and then finesse. And actually, it mostly worked.

Olivia:

We had our moments, but fundamentally it was great. And we’ve got quite different skills, which helps a lot. I go away and come back with 600 pages and he goes and comes back with one brilliant one. And that worked really well, that we would be able to polish each other’s. We’re both good at dialogue, but he’s very good at editing and saying, ‘That’s not necessary,’ and I’m quite good at encouraging him to just risk it and write more. So I think it’s quite a good . . . . . .

Laurence:

. . . process.

Olivia:

Well, hopefully it’s a good process and a good partnership.
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Q: Were there ever any disagreements on anything you’d written?

Laurence:

I think there were disagreements, but I think where there was a disagreement over a decision, or a line, or a direction you’re taking in the story, there was usually a reason why. There was a decision.

Olivia:

Yes. So someone usually ended up sort of being right, because it couldn’t go any other way.

Laurence:

I think it flagged up maybe a little bump where the story wasn’t moving as smoothly or . . .

Olivia:

. . . or we were getting stuck in one bit.

Laurence:

. . . where we needed to reconsider another way through. So those moments are important and useful and . . .

Olivia:

And we wanted to make it kind of truthful. I was aware that there’s been times where people have said, ‘Oh, but Steve’s so lovable and he’s so wonderful, and Pippa’s more . . . It’s just, she’s not unlikable, but she’s a bit swept up in herself.’ And I think that we were just really aware of trying to draw a very real relationship. And in a relationship, it isn’t always entirely equal and it isn’t always that both sides are universally good and kind and easy with each other. And I think that we were both wanting to create quite real characters that had their flaws and their insecurities.

[image: image]

Q: Did you draw on your own personal experiences in writing the book?

Laurence:

Well, it’s our first novel and I think it was probably a good idea to write close enough to what we know because it would be a bit mad not doing that. There’s obviously some crossover.

Olivia:

There are things we’ve called upon in our lives, of course. In terms of their sort of love story, there’s obviously bits of us and bits of our family . . .

Laurence:

. . . bits of our friends and our families.

Olivia:

But there’s also an awful lot that we created and kind of padded out and changed and adapted because it wouldn’t be the greatest story if it was just our biography . . .

Laurence:

. . . our biographies.

Olivia:

But things with grief, for example, it’s something we’ve both been through, both understood and it was hard to write about but it was a good thing to write about and that we could call upon. Same thing with best friendships and sometimes having some wonderful people around us who help us and pick up our pieces. And we used bits and pieces of our friends, only little bits.

Laurence:

There are moments and events, which some friends will hopefully enjoy seeing reflected by.

Olivia:

But mostly we wanted to create a love story that was Pippa and Steve’s.
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