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        I once went to one of those parties where everyone throws their car keys into the middle of the room. I don’t know who got my moped but I’ve been driving that Peugeot for years.

        VICTORIA WOOD
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      Sometimes, I look at the acknowledgements page in a book and convince myself that the author would be played off the stage at any self-respecting award ceremony. It can take that many people to write a book. Yes, there’s the author, an editor, and maybe a way-too-picky proofreader.

      And then I wrote my first book and realised Michelle Obama was right. Everything about creating a novel takes a village.

      The older I get, the more I rely on others. So, here are just a few of the many people who deserve huge thanks for their generous support in helping this particular book come together.

      Thank you so much to all the fabulous people at Faber and the many (far better) writers I met there who helped me refine what was mush. It’s rude to pick three out from such a great gang, but Merl, Claudia, and Steve hung on to the grim end, pointing out the somewhat convenient plot twists while staying relentlessly upbeat and positive any time I got needy.

      And to Peter Benson, who pulled a confused face when I said I was writing a novel about abuse but making it into a dark comedy. See! It can be done. Thank you for steering this ship forward in the early days.

      Special thanks to my take-no-prisoners editor, Caroline Mackie, who tore my manuscript apart but helpfully provided notes for reassembly. To Hannah Hargrave, my publicity maestro, who made people take notice. Tina Baker took my blurb-by-someone-famous virginity and was remarkably gentle, considering the state of the edit. Josh Lanyon was second. Both gave so freely and generously of their time, and if karma works, will surely buy a winning lottery scratch card this year. Or win a yacht. Jack Jacobs turned the audiobook into something I barely recognised - in a good way.

      My amazing husband, Mark, deserves enormous thanks, not only for all the extra dog care, plumbing, painting, and risk-taking re-wiring of our tumbledown house, but also for being willing to listen to me bang on about nothing in particular. All the fucking time. Ernie gets a good boy pat on the head for minimal mouse hand nudging during writing time.

      Most of all, I want to acknowledge and thank the men who agreed to talk to me about their experiences in the entertainment industry. I hope you feel that justice is done, especially for your Carlton Duprees.

      But also, thank you for buying, nicking, finding or borrowing this book. I hope you don’t decide it’s shit.
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        4.42 a.m. April 10, 2016 - Las Vegas, USA

      

      

      Fried chicken grease stains my wrinkled white shirt, and undone buttons reveal my pale skin. The world spins as I lean on a pillar in the fancy hotel lobby. My date slips a matt black card into the lift, gesturing for another couple to wait.

      As we ride to the penthouse level, he pushes me against the mirrored wall and kisses me hard with lips that taste of whisky.

      In the penthouse suite, translucent curtains flutter at windows overlooking garish casino signs lining the strip below.

      A bartender with piercing blue eyes pours champagne.

      My date is handsome in a craggy, daddy-bear way. Not that I buy into the whole gay men as woodland critters thing. Every online hook-up describes themselves as a bear, an otter or a pup, and I’ve yet to find the animal that chimes with what my Spotlight Casting Directory profile calls ‘an average build, Hugh Grant type’.

      He lifts his glass in a toast. “Should we hyphenate our last names, or are you taking mine?”

      Shit!

      I didn’t imagine it. There was a wedding chapel, dingy and worn, with stained beige carpeting and rows of plastic chairs. And some campy older guy dressed as Elvis crooning, ‘Love me tender’. Cheesy organ music played on a loop, and we gave money to a woman who promised our marriage certificate tomorrow. I made jokes about getting it framed to hang in the loo.

      “We’re not married, though, right?”

      He winks. “I’ll call and explain it was a mistake.”

      Stressed whispers carry from the other room. I steady myself against the wall as the floor lurches—time to leave. Stop being so polite and so British. Be direct. Tell him to order you a taxi.

      “Do you have company?” I say, in the sort of voice my mother might use when asking if the local branch of Waitrose stocks oven chips.

      “Just friends.”

      The room spins, and my mouth waters. My head is banging, but his hands are on me.

      “Shame to waste our honeymoon.” He kisses my neck. “The bedroom is through there.”

      “Yeah, great, but I need the bathroom.”

      A door opens at the end of a low-lit hallway, and a guy stands staring. Young. Handsome with a tiny scar below one eye. Bare-chested. Bold. But mostly young. The floor lurches, and I reach for a wall to steady myself.

      His fingers brush my cheek. “Stay, baby. I’ll get you home safe.”

      I pull back. “Call them. Tell them we made a mistake.”

      With a grin, he pulls out his phone and pushes a button.

      “Siri, remind me to annul the marriage.”
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        10.32 a.m. July 7, 2022 - Birmingham, England

      

      

      I’ve always believed that winning at life comes down to achieving the holy trinity: a fabulous job, great (and regular) sex, and a Sunday supplement-worthy home. I’m a supply teacher in an inner-city Birmingham school, single again at 28, and sleeping in my childhood bedroom beneath a ‘Hard Candy’ Madonna poster.

      In some parallel universe, another version of me lounges in a daytime chat show green room, reaching past Dame Joanna Lumley for freshly baked pastries while trading stories of our respective recent sell-out West End productions. Joanna would call me darling and praise my courage for risking a one-man coming out confessional, and I’d explain how much it mattered to my art that I prove to all young gay men they too can evolve from a shy, acne-ridden ugly duckling into a graceful swan with good hair. A budding national treasure. Tipped to win the Evening Standard Most Promising Newcomer award.

      A football hits my head.

      It’s my turn for playground duty at Oak Park Juniors, sheltering from the mid-morning drizzle next to a mildewed concrete fountain that Birmingham City Council drained for health and safety reasons.

      “Sorry, sir.”

      The apology comes from a Year Four boy, Lewis something-or-other. The Head of Year calls him a twat. His rough-as-a-bear’s-arse father texts the school with illiterate complaints about his little prince’s unfair treatment. Last week, his little prince broke a kid’s arm and locked two dinner ladies in the netball cupboard. One of them has claustrophobia. Lewis grabs his ball and backs away, giving me a shit-eating grin. I’m ten years old again, hiding how I’m not like all the other boys, pretending not to mind when they call me poofter.

      An uneaten sandwich sits on my lap. Cheese and beetroot. Mum started making the same packed lunch every day after I mentioned liking it. As the early evening weatherman finishes his forecast, she turns off the TV and totters to the kitchen to slice mild cheddar, and fish Sainsbury’s own-label beetroot slices from a jar.

      I liberate the sandwich from its cling film shroud. Damp white bread stained pink and curling at the edges, with a cloying note of sweet vinegar. I’ll toss it in a skip near the sports hall extension and buy something from Pret. One more loyalty stamp, and I score a free coffee.

      Except tonight, I’m not going straight home. I’m meeting a Grindr date for drinks—a twenty-one-year-old Taiwanese kickboxer who thinks I look 23. I’m wary of anyone who suggests a late afternoon hook-up. They avoid evenings because they have a wife and kids or an electronic tag that puts them under post-sunset house arrest. This guy is cute, though, and mentioned having had a part in a recent action film.

      Five years of teaching is enough. My true calling is acting, not sitting in a classroom that may or may not have asbestos in the walls. Last year, I scored a minor role in a period drama and worked as a body double for a soap star. A prosthetic nose fell off during a sex scene, and the intimacy coordinator lost her shit. I’ve played a mysterious monk in a gentle whodunnit and once featured in the audience for a taping of Britain’s Got Talent. The producer zoomed in twice on my appalled face as an octogenarian crooned ‘Danny Boy’.

      Today marks three months of being a single man after ending a disastrous relationship with a compulsive liar who cheated on me with our Brazilian cleaner, Joaquim.

      July is my month of saying yes. This evening, I’ll lose myself in someone else’s life.

      Perhaps he’ll introduce me to his agent.

      Walking across the playground, I mutter a pep talk about how dreams are worth chasing and tonight’s hot date could start a new chapter. The school bell signals the end of break time, and kids form reluctant lines to head inside. There are three weeks until the summer holidays, and they’re as sick as me of introductory algebra and hearing about the Irish potato famine.

      Tonight, I’ll step out of my comfort zone, embrace the unknown and inch closer to the life I’ve always wanted. I’ll say yes when opportunity knocks.
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        * * *

      

      A warm bottle of Czech lager sits on a rickety plastic table beside my phone, and I contemplate leaving a third message for my date. But how would that make me sound? Desperate? Needy? Pissed off? The sun beats down, turning my face the colour of boiled ham. Why do I never pack sunblock? Joan Collins swears by that, and a wide-brimmed hat—which I once tried, but a random woman tapped my arm and asked if I’d lost my carer.

      The bar opposite is bathed in soothing shade, but I chose The Pink Flamingo for its potential networking opportunities—BBC casting directors loiter here and scout for new faces. One of the ex-barmen now runs a second-hand book stall on Albert Square in EastEnders.

      Surrounded by empty chairs and tables, I glance up whenever anybody emerges from inside. A cuter guy clearing tables keeps looking over, judging me, and writing me off as a loser. Rummaging through my backpack, I pull out a dog-eared copy of Stanislavsky’s ‘An Actor Prepares’, my place marked by a folded-in-two prescription for lower back pain tablets.

      The Head called me into her office as I was leaving.

      “Are you happy here?” She peered over a huge round spectacles like a constipated owl.

      “Delirious,” I said, hoping she had an ear for sarcasm.

      She fished a folder from a drawer. “This morning, I had a conversation with Suzanne.”

      “Right?”

      “You’re filling in while she takes stress leave.” She placed air quotes around the last two words. “Suzanne won’t be rejoining our merry band. The doctor recommends a total break, so she’s moving to Telford to keep chickens.”

      I held my breath as she slid papers across her desk—application forms for a full-time position.

      “We’d love to retain your services, Kyle,” she said. “The kids adore you.”

      We both knew it was bull. The kids there see me as just another burnt-out teacher in an Ofsted failing school, but I come with Grade 3 piano skills, which makes me invaluable at morning assembly.

      Every sensible bone in my body says to apply for the job, but what if my acting break happens? For one thing, it wouldn’t be fair for the kids to lose a much-loved father figure midway through the term. And any casting director will ask if I’m employed and pick someone more available.
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        * * *

      

      I consider firing off a third message to my date. He’s well over an hour late. My first was casual, jokey even.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey there. At the pub. Ordering lots of beer. See you soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      Should I add a kiss? After all, he’s a stranger, and I don’t know his real name, though I do suspect it isn’t CumDump64. Grindr dates are like petrol station milk. Usually, they’re fine, but there’s always a risk you might get sick and develop a nasty rash.

      I wait another twenty minutes and try again. This time, leaving a voicemail.

      
        
          
            
              
        We did say five o’clock, didn’t we? Or did I get it wrong? Anyway, I hope you’re OK and didn’t get injured in a fight or something. Call me when you pick up.

      

      

      

      

      

      I considered adding how horny I was, but my sex voice is more creepy than thirsty. We’ve already traded dick pics, so he gets what kind of evening I have planned.

      By the time I’ve drunk one and a half more overpriced bottled beers, the pub is getting busy for happy hour, and topless, tattooed bartenders have replaced the afternoon shift. A DJ takes over, and it’s bottomless jugs of margaritas all round. Office girl gaggles descend, and a random asks to ‘borrow’ chairs from my table. Soon, it’s just me, one empty chair, and two tall, skinny guys in shiny blue suits cut tight on the leg with estate agent hair, giving me stink eye, willing me to move.

      I grab my phone.

      “Milly,” I say when she answers. “The tosser stood me up, and there’s a half pitcher of watered-down cocktails with your name on it.”
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        * * *

      

      Milly reaches for the jug, and ice cubes clink. The background music has reached shout-to-be-heard levels, and the after-work crowd is drunk-dancing and singing along with Kylie.

      “The man is deformed.” She returns my phone. “You had a lucky escape.”

      A part of me wants to believe her. For one thing, she’s right. Something weird is going on with his penis, but it could just be bad lighting. Nobody ever looks their best without an LED halo lamp.

      We’ve moved inside and bagged seats at the bar. The Flamingo tries to pass itself off as a Birmingham gay institution, but it’s seen better days. The walls are painted the same garish shade of purple as when I summoned the courage to duck past bouncers and order my first gay pub drink ten years earlier. The place even smells the same. Say what you like about Lynx Oriental body spray. It’s a classic.

      Kylie gives way to a four-on-the-floor beat of loud, distorted guitar and pounding bass.

      An unread text notification appears on my phone. Most likely CumDump64 rescheduling.

      Milly pays for our drinks. She never lets me settle bills because I’m a supply teacher, and she’s a partnership fast-track lawyer with an expense account.

      “Let me guess,” she says. “His wife has COVID, and he’s in charge of making sure the kids get their fish fingers and oven chips?”

      I stuff the phone back into my pocket, wounded not from Grindr rejection but by a ten-word text from Montgomery Casting. Two days ago, I auditioned for a non-speaking role of ‘man at party’. The brief said: male, 18-30, six-foot-tall, dark hair, not too fat, not too thin, any ethnicity. It should have been a formality.

      “They gave some other pretty boy actor the part,” I say, and she reaches to stroke my arm.

      “You’ll land the next one.”

      “You said that last time and the time before. And when I made the final three to play a headless corpse in Silent Witness.”

      “You did that play.”

      She means an experimental theatre piece I let myself be talked into by a man with swimming pool eyes and super tight jeans. My character spent an hour on a stage locked in a box, making animal noises while someone dressed as Bo Peep called for lost sheep. On the opening night, we played to an audience of seven. There was no second performance.

      My phone rings, but I don’t react.

      “Shouldn’t you answer that?” Milly says. “What if the casting people sent the wrong message?”

      She’s a proper glass-half-full kind of friend. We agreed if we’re both still single at 35, we’ll buy matching fuchsia sweaters and a bungalow. We’ll join a choir and start rumours about the neighbours being swingers.

      Tomorrow, she’ll call and say she’s booked us in for La Mer facials, followed by lunch at some fancy place with a two-month waiting list run by a TV chef.

      She puts up with my wannabe actor shtick on the whole, but never shies away from suggesting the grass might not be as green as I imagine on the other side of fame.

      The phone stops ringing, and she peers at the screen. “That was a US number.”

      Seconds later, a ping signals voicemail, and I act like it’s no big deal. “Probably some bloke to ask if I’m happy with my doors and windows.”

      “Calling from America?” She lunges for my mobile.

      “Fine.”

      I play the message on speaker.

      “This is Carlton Dupree. I work for Aaron Biedermeier. I must speak to you. Today, if possible.”

      Milly wrinkles her nose, and I scratch my head, running through a long list of the men I’ve slept with since discovering my husband-to-be was a lying, cheating bastard. Had there been an American? I half recall an air steward with a New York accent.

      “Biedermeier,” I say. “Why do I recognise that name?”

      She taps it into a search engine on her phone. “Is this him?”

      The face is familiar. Handsome, square-jawed, and rugged with dark brown eyes.

      “He’s a director,” she says. “Remember that artsy bollocks film we watched? The one set in the French civil war? Everyone in the village lost their memory after aliens invaded.”

      The pair of us sit through so many terrible films. It’s our thing. A perfect Saturday night involves way too much Chinese food while streaming something that scored zero on Rotten Tomatoes, ideally with subtitles.

      “Paper Tiger,” she says.

      “That was him?” I stare at the picture. “I figured the director would be Italian, with a bulbous wine-drinker nose and a penchant for underage girls.”

      “Close.” She takes back her phone. “I read in Popbitch about how this guy trades roles for sexual favours from wannabe movie stars. Male wannabe movie stars.”

      I snort. “Perhaps this is my break.”

      “Except he prefers younger men.”

      I’m at a loss for words. “I’m 28, Milly. That’s hardly old. CumDump thought I was 23.”

      “So, you’d sleep with a man for a part in a film?”

      I’m about to reply that yes, of course, I would. Who in their right mind wouldn’t, when my phone lights up. It’s Mum. For over a week, I’ve ignored hints the size of a boulder about how her choir group needs someone to fill in since their regular pianist booked a late saver deal to Lloret de Mar.
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        * * *

      

      Early evening Birmingham city centre is always the same. The smells of food cooking fill the air, and music plays from open windows, a woman’s soulful voice crooning, bass notes thumping. Crowds mill, talking, laughing, drinking, and enjoying good weather. A setting sun pastes warm shadows between high-rise buildings.

      Someone calls out, and heads turn. A guy in his thirties with shaggy hair and a worn leather jacket raises a hand in greeting and forces a crooked grin. He plays an alcoholic doctor in an afternoon drama. Once, we got chatting online, and he sent a photo. Not of his face, obviously. I recognise a tiny tattoo on his wrist—Sanskrit for eternal flame.

      “Where are you? Is that music playing?” Mum interrupts my pondering whether to go over and say hi, invite him to join me for a margarita, and swing the conversation on to whether the producer of his soap might need a six-foot-tall, moderately handsome geek.

      “Drinks with Milly,” I say. “Sorry, I missed your calls. We had a staff meeting after work.”

      Mum holds a huge candle for Milly and me getting together, always pointing out how much we have in common. When I first dated Dave, Mum showed him photographs of our joint graduation, making him agree just how happy we looked. How well-suited we appeared. Two eggnogs later, and she was debating whose nose any future grandchildren might inherit.

      “A man keeps calling.” The wobble in her voice suggests she hopes this doesn’t mean a new boyfriend. “I gave him your mobile number.”

      “Did this caller have an American accent?”

      “Yes, but he sounded friendly.”

      “If he calls again, hang up. It’s a scam.”

      There’s a long silence. Mum reads the Daily Mail and stays alert for scammers out to swindle away her meagre savings. She bought a special pen to obscure the address on envelopes and a commercial paper shredder for bank statements. She’s ex-directory and has a device attached to the phone to show who’s calling before picking up. If anyone knocks on the door, she demands identity and refuses to shop online.

      “There’s a number you call to report them,” she says. “Hang on while I find it for you.”

      The line muffles. She’ll be searching through the drawer in her special hallway telephone table.

      “I’m about to jump on a bus.” Sometimes, I worry just how easily lies spring into my mind. “I’ll be late home. Don’t bother doing me anything for tea.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After typing Aaron Biedermeier into my phone, I scroll through photos of him and his super-buff husband-to-be, actor Noah Winters, frolicking in Venice Beach waves. Winters was tipped for an Oscar three years back for ‘Walter’s War’, a Biedermeier Pictures production. The bastard was nineteen, and now he’s 22 and engaged to the guy who made him famous.

      The crowded city centre street feels too loud, too exposed for what could become my pivotal step on the yellow brick road to fame. Everything hangs off first impressions, and I need to sound like I get calls like this all the time. I glance around, seeking somewhere private. Somewhere that might pass for my dressing room on the set of a prestige BBC drama.

      Narrow concrete steps lead to the nearest canal. Below street level, the air is musty and dank. Water laps against lichen-coated walls while early evening traffic rumbles overhead. Carlton Dupree’s number rings and the voice that answers is high-pitched and nasal.

      “Who the fuck is this?”

      “Kyle Macdonald.” I try to sound chilled. “You left a message on my voicemail.”

      Static crackles.

      “Oh, hey, Kyle.” He sounds less frosty. “Thank you for getting back to me. Especially given the circumstances. Kinda shitty, right?”

      He’s got the wrong guy. It’s happened before. There’s a Glasgow Kyle McDougall listed in Spotlight, and he’s doing way better than me. Last month, he auditioned for a Jennifer Aniston show.

      I clear my throat. “When you say circumstances⁠—”

      “We here at Biedermeier Pictures can’t begin to imagine what you must be going through. It has to be hard to hear your husband was attacked. Let alone that he’s in a coma.”

      “Can I check something?” I say, but he’s not listening.

      “You have such a great voice, Kyle. So distinctive and memorable.”

      “Tell me again about the attack.”

      He exhales. “Aaron is in a bad way, and the doctors aren’t sure if…well, I’m getting ahead of myself.” He leaves a pause. “There’s a flight leaving Heathrow in three hours, and I figured if I booked you a seat⁠—”

      “You’ve got me confused with someone else,” I say. “I don’t know anyone called Aaron.”

      Papers rustle down the line.

      “Am I talking to Kyle Rupert Macdonald? Born on the fifth of September in Stourbridge.” He pronounces it to rhyme with drawbridge. Americans always do.

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      “Jeez, you’re hard to track down. Clark County gave me your name, date of birth, and the wrong telephone number. I spoke to some woman who kept asking if I was trying to sell double glazing. She passed on your details. It’s not like I can ask your husband.”

      It’s the second mention of a husband, and now he’s done the whole name, date of birth and embarrassing middle name. I feel I should ask quite what the hell he’s talking about.

      “You keep talking about me being married,” I say, and then snort like a cat coughing up a furball.

      There’s another long silence—more keyboard taps.

      “Six years ago. You were in Vegas. April 2016.”

      I think back. Vegas just isn’t my kind of town. I’ve only ever been once for a stag weekend. One I got talked into and regretted within ten minutes of arriving at a hotel that made Blackpool Pleasure Beach look classy.

      “Do you remember what you did on Saturday, April 9, 2016?” he says. “To be fair, it was more like the small hours of Sunday, April 10.”

      Like any Vegas stag weekend, things got messy fast. There were six of us and we emptied three hotel room minibars, and proved the bottomless cocktails had a cut-off point, before hitting the casino, where I accidentally-on-purpose ducked into a gift shop to avoid being dragged to a strip club.

      “Do you recall visiting The Little Less Conversation Wedding Chapel?”

      My mouth runs dry, and I grab a railing to steady myself as my stomach rolls. I’ve long since buried the memory of agreeing to joke-marry a stranger I met in a casino. We were both falling-down drunk, and no overweight Elvis impersonator could join us in any legally binding way. Surely.

      “We never collected the marriage certificate,” I say. “So it didn’t count. And the guy…” His name might have been Aaron. Or Alan. Or Adrian. “He was going to call the chapel for an annulment.”

      “I’m not here to judge. My job is to help.”

      “Help with what?”

      A bubble of sick rises, and at the back of my mind, a nagging voice points out how I should have double-checked that nothing ever came of that drunken half-night stand.

      “Here’s the deal. I work for Biedermeier and six years ago, you married my boss. Aaron loves doing impulsive things. It’s a total ball ache keeping track of his lunch order.”

      There’s a pause. I should demand proof. A copy of the marriage certificate. The one that was going to be annulled.

      “Are you certain about any of this?” I say. “Because I never actually signed anything.”

      Carlton Dupree sighs. “Aaron just got engaged to some twink actor called Noah Winters. You may have heard of the guy. Nominated for an Oscar. Yadda yadda. And then…what with the attack and everything⁠—”

      “Hang on,” I say, “tell me more about that.”

      “A bunch of guys. Early morning. Downtown. I keep telling him to use studio drivers and security, but Aaron’s a free spirit. Now he’s in Cedars Sinai, hooked up to a bunch of machines. A guy from Legal was going through paperwork, and…well, that’s how come we’re talking.”

      There’s every chance I’ll vomit. Like people do in TV shows when unexpected bad news breaks. Mum’s biggest moan about Coronation Street is how, at the slightest hint of something going wrong, someone ends up bent double over a toilet bowl.

      “Should I have changed my name?” I say, punch drunk, confused. “Should I be Kyle Biedermeier?”

      “About that flight.” He ignores my questions. “It’s showing one seat remaining in First.” Clicks suggest he’s typing again. “You want me to specify a meal preference?”

      Things are moving too fast. Why fly anywhere?

      “My friend is a lawyer,” I say. “You could courier the documents⁠—”

      Dupree sighs. “You think I wouldn’t be doing that if it was a possibility? The marriage was in Nevada. California has different laws.”

      “I can’t just drop everything.” I step to one side to let a couple with a border collie pass by. “I have a job. Perhaps if I make some calls⁠—”

      “You’ve got a husband in the ICU.” Carlton’s breathing gets heavy and unsteady, like a hissing kettle set to boil over. “I’ll take care of everything once you’re here.”

      Heathrow is four hours away. Tomorrow is sports day at school, and I’m in charge of the stopwatch.

      “Are there no flights out of Birmingham?” I say.

      “Birmingham, Alabama?” He sounds surprised.

      “Birmingham, England.”

      More clicks. “OK, so I can route you through Amsterdam in business-class, with lounge access. How does that work for you? Can you make a ten-thirty flight tomorrow morning?”

      I scan nearby bridges and buildings for TV cameras, suspecting a prank. Any minute, some minor daytime presenter will leap out and yell “surprise”.

      “This is a joke, right?” I say. “Milly put you up to it.”

      He ignores me. “When you land in LA, look for a guy holding a board with your name. He’ll bring you to the hotel.”

      My phone pings with an email containing ticket details. Business-class seats and an executive suite at the Beverly Hills Hotel.

      In Hollywood.
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        * * *

      

      Milly narrows her eyes. “You’re married to Aaron Biedermeier, and he’s in a coma?”

      I nod. “This Dupree guy made it sound super urgent…like he could die any minute.”

      She’s tapping at her phone, checking the story. “The coma part checks out. But I don’t get why you need to be by his bedside. It’s not like you stayed in touch.”

      “We’re married.”

      Out loud, the phrase sounds dumb.

      She folds her arms. “You can’t drunk-marry anyone. Not even in Las Vegas. It’s the same the world over. Both parties must be of sound mind and able to exercise free judgement.”

      A memory pops up. Of a hotel suite. Of some kid in another room. Bare-chested. Scared. Young.

      “The woman at the wedding place said to go back the next day for our certificate,” I say, recalling fuzzy details. “But my ticket was non-refundable, and I had to get to the airport. The guy…Biedermeier, I guess…he promised to sort everything out.”

      “Jesus.” Milly slaps her palm on the counter. “All this time, you didn’t think to check? You get how I’m a lawyer, right?”

      I stare at the floor, face burning. “Isn’t it like here where you get to divorce on the grounds of desertion? It’s been six years.”

      “How would I know, Kyle? I trained in UK criminal law. You need to speak to an expert in what to do when some feckless twat gets wasted in Vegas and marries a total stranger.” She pulls out her phone. “I have a girlfriend in San Francisco. Her boyfriend is a family lawyer.”

      Milly always comes through, no matter how deep I wade into crap. She once convinced a furious Italian chef that I was a rare cheese connoisseur after I called his lasagne greasy. After the place closed for the evening, we sat through a tense cheese-tasting in his overheated kitchen, with me praising the Gorgonzola like it was the holy grail.

      “Biedermeier’s guy booked me onto a flight, leaving tomorrow morning,” I say.

      She looks up. “Don’t you have to work?”

      “I was going to say I tested positive for COVID.”

      Milly’s lips form a grim line. Her eyes narrow. “How do you plan on explaining to your mum why you’re taking a change of clothes and that you might be gone a while?”

      “Last-minute inset training?”

      I shift, avoiding her glare. This is my chance to prove the school bullies wrong. Revenge for every poofter, fag or queer jibe.

      “Is it wrong of me to want this? How often does a Hollywood director need you at their bedside?”

      “What if all you get is hurt? Block the number. Move on with your life.”

      Coma or no coma, Aaron Biedermeier has connections, and when he wakes, who’s to say he won’t remember our wedding night? And then, we’ll catch up, and I’ll let slip about having acting experience, and he’ll call in favours. Things will start small. A background role with no words. Or one line. A scene-stealing valet parking attendant who gets slapped by Julia Roberts. Milly waves a hand in front of my face.

      “I got a text back from my friend with the lawyer boyfriend. He’s going to call you tomorrow evening.”

      “Does he need the hotel phone number?”

      She looks crestfallen. “So, you’ve decided?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Our taxi joins a long line of cars waiting to offload passengers at the airport terminal. In front, two kids pull faces and blow kisses from the rear window of an oversized SUV. Milly’s body language suggests there’s something she’s aching to get off her chest after sitting for half an hour, chewing her lower lip, staring through rain-spattered windows, and drumming purple-painted fingernails.

      “At least they would have cancelled Sports Day,” I say. “And look at those brats in front. I bet their parents lied to their school so they could get cheaper flights.”

      Milly clicks her tongue.

      “I wish you were coming with me.”

      She grunts.

      “Think of all the fun we’d have.”

      She stops drumming her nails and inspects her fingers. One by one. “Sure. I could sit by the pool like Billy-No-Mates while you flog your golly around film studios.”

      “That wouldn’t happen.”

      Her brow furrows. “Come on, Kyle, what are the chances of this working out?”

      I keep my voice even. “You’ll need to be more specific.”

      Does she not see how huge this could be? Last night, I lay awake, telling myself nobody gets phone calls from people who work for Hollywood directors. This is fate. Playing it safe has got me nowhere. I had my perfect life mapped out. By 30, I planned on sharing a Farrow and Ball-painted Soho loft with my game-show-presenting husband and a golden Labrador called Ernie. In between Bafta-nominated dramas, my industry-leading agent would score me gigs narrating ‘Book of the Week’ on Radio Four.

      “Let’s say Biedermeier wakes from this coma,” Milly says. “You’re the first face he sees, and he begs you to star in his next film. What then?”

      “I call around real estate agents, rent a place with a pool, and extend my stay.”

      Her shoulders drop. “You already plan on quitting your job?”

      I’ve kept every option open with work, calling the head to say I tested positive for a new COVID variant that had scientists puzzled, stressing how it makes me super infectious, and the doctor was signing me off for days.

      Milly’s not done. “Let’s suppose miracles happen, and you become a huge star and move to Hollywood. Where does that leave me?”

      “I’d rent a condo with a spare room, and you can stay any time. I’d even remember to put the loo seat down.”

      Our taxi driver glances in his rearview mirror. The cars in front haven’t moved in ten minutes. “Mate, I’d get out and walk if you want to make your flight.”

      I lean forward to open the door. Chinos crease, and there’s every chance I’ll look like a bag of washing before reaching LA as it is. It’s still raining, but not so heavy that we’ll be soaked, and I need a break from hearing about how I’m making a mistake. I hand the driver more money than his meter shows and open the door. Milly stays put, her lips forming a grim, defiant line.

      “I guess I’ll call when I reach the hotel,” I say, patting pockets for my passport.

      “Whatever.”

      I lean into the car. “You’re going to abandon our friendship like this? The next time you see me, I might be on stage at an awards show, thanking Jesus and everyone who believed in me. Thanking you.”

      She stares straight ahead, pretending not to hear.

      “What if I agree to buy coffee and doughnuts?”

      Milly groans and climbs out of the cab while I mutter thanks to the God of sugar-coated, deep-fried dough.
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        * * *

      

      Birmingham airport is noisy and stale with sweat. A disembodied voice details flight delays, causing groans from long lines of people trying to make sense of automated check-in machines. I should be excited. In half a day, I’ll be in Hollywood.

      Milly takes my hand and drags me to the Business-Class desk, where a woman with dyed blonde hair and piggy eyes looks me up and down.

      “That’s all your luggage?” Her voice has all the personality of a vanilla protein shake.

      I’m a chronic over-packer, so cramming everything into one Fjällräven Kȧnken backpack had me on edge. Mum had to believe I was heading to Manchester for a teacher training course, not jetting to LA to be reunited with my comatose husband.

      The check-in woman taps a keyboard. “Are you travelling alone?”

      “Yes.”

      “Aisle or window?”

      Milly answers for me. “He always sits by the window.”

      My theory is that if the plane loses one or more engines, I’ll have time to scan the approaching ground below and plot a path to safety. And if we’re likely to land in a jungle, I’ll have scoped out who to eat when push came to shove.

      As my boarding pass prints, a terrible thought makes itself known.

      “Mum and Dad are my next of kin,” I say. “Their names are in the back of my passport.”

      Milly stares like I spoke a foreign language. “And?”

      “If the plane crashes, the police will contact them, and then they’ll work out I lied about the training course in Manchester.”

      Her eyes roll. “Should the aircraft tumble from the skies, it’ll be an orgy of twisted metal and burning flesh. Your passport will be at the bottom of the Atlantic.”

      I pull her close for a hug. “You say the nicest things.”

      Behind the counter, manicured nails tap a staccato beat on a grubby computer keyboard.

      “Not so fast,” the check-in dragon says as I bend to retrieve my bag. “You have an ESTA?”

      My phone displays a permission to travel certificate, refreshed for what should have been a New York weekend with my now ex-boyfriend. Dave and I planned on ice skating at 30 Rock and a horse-drawn carriage ride through Central Park. I laughed when he told me the hotel refused to refund his deposit and hung up when he tried to make me pay half.

      “Express security is at the top of the stairs.” The dragon doesn’t stifle a yawn. “Follow the yellow signs.”

      There’s no queue at the first-class checkpoint. I could walk straight through, except reality has bitten, and I need to be sure this isn’t my worst decision yet.

      “Here we are, then,” I say. “I’ll call you as soon as I reach the hotel.”

      Milly glances at a screen. “You have two hours. Should we have that coffee?”

      “Caffeine dehydrates your skin, and I have to look my best. There is a chance of press waiting at LAX.”

      She gives me her get-over-yourself face.
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        * * *

      

      As we stand in line at the Red Rooster Roaster, I calculate how many calories there might be in a triple choc latte with whipped cream, and the number of star jumps I’ll need to do in my hotel room tonight to work them off.

      All-day breakfast detritus litters the coffee shop counter. What gene makes otherwise sane people abandon all reason in airports and spend eleven quid on reheated bacon sandwiches, which they eat without talking like it’s their last meal?

      It takes an age to get served, and then every table is taken, so we sit on the floor with our backs against a bookshop window.

      “I still don’t think you should be going,” Milly says. “Not until you’ve checked this Carlton Dupree out.”

      “What did we agree on the day we got our A-level results?”

      She wrinkles her nose. “That I should have offered Monsieur Leblanc a handy for a better grade at French?”

      We were eighteen, with life stretching out ahead. Milly had an offer to study law in Leeds, and I was heading to a teacher training college. Although we’d be apart in term time, we had agreed to spend most weekends together. We celebrated our exam results with a Broad Street pub crawl that ended in A&E. I broke my wrist, and she cut her leg open after table dancing in a pub where nobody dances, let alone on tables. I’m still not sure there was even any music playing.

      “Stop worrying,” I say. “If nothing comes of this, I spend a few nights in the Beverly Hills Hotel. There’s a chance I’ll spot someone famous.”

      She puts down her coffee and stares straight ahead.

      “Look,” I say. “I know how you think this is a bad idea, and yeah, perhaps it’s ridiculous to hope it leads anywhere, but I’m sick of floating along. How many more Hollywood directors am I going to marry?”

      “Did you Google him?”

      “Obvs. He’s still cute. For an older guy.”

      She shifts awkwardly. “I don’t mean, did you look at the photos? Did you read anything about him?”

      “Such as?”

      She taps at her phone and hands it to me.

      
        
        Teen Actor Dies After Vegas Trip

        
        Los Angeles—Tim Larson, a fifteen-year-old actor best known for his role in the hit teen drama ‘Bright Futures,’ was found dead in a Las Vegas alleyway over the weekend. The cause of death has not yet been determined.

        
        Larson was in Las Vegas following CinemaCon. His mother, Jean Larson, says he was not known to use drugs or alcohol. “Tim was a good kid. We’re shocked and heartbroken,” she said in a statement.

        
        Las Vegas police are investigating the circumstances of Larson’s death, and autopsy results are pending. He had recently been cast in an upcoming Aaron Biedermeier movie. The director called his death “a tragic loss of an immense talent.”

      

      

      “OK,” I say. “So…that’s sad, but how is this a red flag?”

      She shows me another story. This time on a lurid gossip site with more pop-up banners than content. Another young actor claims Larson was a regular at LA pool parties. Parties where older men hung out with younger guys.

      “It’s not exactly The Guardian,” I say, returning her phone. “And none of this mentions Biedermeier by name.”

      She holds up her phone again, but I wave it away.

      “Stop trying to rain on my parade, Mil. I’m not about to be sold into slavery. I’m 28. Do you know what that is in gay years? As for whether this works out and somehow I talk my way into an audition, well, sure, you’re right. It’s a long shot, but can’t you pretend to be excited for me?”

      She turns off her phone. “I am. But there are all these things. Rumours. About Biedermeier.”

      “Exactly, Milly. Rumours. Gossip. The stuff he now can’t deny because some thug put him in a coma. I don’t need to hear what fame-hungry ghouls want to say about what he did or didn’t do. Are any of those guys starring in his movies?”

      She makes the signal of zipping her lips.

      “I can look after myself,” I say. “One ball gag, and I’m on the next flight home.”

      Milly gets up and goes to use the ladies. I wait until she’s out of sight before pulling up the Larson story. I need to be sure of something. Just to set my mind at rest. In a photo, Larson is a bright-eyed, blonde kid, holding fingers to his temple in a mock salute. I pinch the screen and examine his face for any hint of a scar under his left eye. There’s nothing. I scroll back up to check the date: April 10, 2016. I gave a best man speech on April 17, 2016.

      We were in Vegas the night Tim Larson died. If anything, that proves Aaron Biedermeier had nothing to do with what happened to this Larson kid. He was otherwise engaged. Marrying me.

      Milly is back, complaining about wet toilet seats and a lack of hand wash. I give her one of my post-pandemic stockpiled
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