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For Nana and Grandma, 
two glorious women.




‘The truth is rarely pure and never simple.’

– OSCAR WILDE




Overture

Boredom and an empty house are a dangerous combination. Your mind starts rapping on doors it has no business noticing, doors you should never unlock. But that’s how adventure starts. Pushing the boundaries, wading into water at twilight when you can’t even see the horizon in the distance.

And that’s how I discovered it. Bored, nosy. Scroll, sweep, click. Gasp. The truth about him. The truth about everyone. Pages and pages and pages of the reality behind that smile, that smart mouth, his benevolence. I wouldn’t say I was shocked, particularly; we can all lash out, speak out of turn, take brief dips into vulgarity and dishonour before carefully falling back into line, and it doesn’t mean anything. The ones we love forgive us. The ones with more to lose take an oath to conceal.

But to see these secrets shaped into words, years and years of them, from before I knew him right up to the present day, it was like they’d been carved in stone. There was no explaining them away.

If he were being this brave, this candid, this fierce, this ugly, it could mean only one thing. He’d lost control. He didn’t care any more. He was willing to throw it all away. Everything he’d earned, everything he’d built, he was prepared to see it fall.

And it wasn’t just himself he was ruining. The bastard was willing to take us all down. The whole sorry lot. Scorch the earth, death warrants signed, heads on spikes up and down Shaftesbury Avenue.

And, you know, the funny thing is, the more I read, the more I learned, the more the truth opened itself to me like a filthy, sordid lotus, the more I thought, maybe I should let him.

Let them burn. Every last one of them.
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One

January

Jo

Laurie is dead. There’s no doubt about it. Laurie has an aura, if you like, a presence. Usually, Jo can feel it before Laurie walks into the house, before even the slamming of the cab door and the urgent trot (or woozy shlep) up the garden path. The impatient scrabbling for keys. The door’s squeaky hinge yawning in recognition. The flop of Laurie’s bag and coat on the chair installed in the hallway for that very purpose – he doesn’t like reaching for coat hooks, says it strains his deltoids. The sigh as he kicks off his shoes, if he remembers to take them off at all. When Laurie is on his way, the air changes, warns you he’s coming. Warned you, rather. It wouldn’t again. Jo just saw the evidence for himself, in the depths of the hospital, in the dark room windowless save for one looking out onto Laurie’s body, lying under a sheet that had at one corner, Jo noticed, a small stain. They said Jo could touch him if he wanted. He didn’t.

Jo walks to the kitchen, gently placing his keys on the hook by the kettle. Jasper raises his head to greet him but does not, as he usually does, turn and search the air for his other master. Instead, the grizzled labradoodle burrows his head back into the bobbled fleece of his bed, blinking sadly. The rush of wind, the kaleidoscopic hurricane that usually brought Laurie to him, will now be still for ever.

It’s late. What now? You tell people, don’t you? Better to be told than find out. Jo’s grief barely has a shape, but soon it won’t belong only to him. Laurie isn’t a star, but he’s not nobody. Guaranteed a dimming of the lights in the West End at least, an obituary in the Guardian for sure. Would it be drafted already? At forty-five, Laurie is a touch too young to have a posthumous ‘best bits’ in the vault. Was. Forty-five. It’s nothing. Half a life.

Who first? Jo can’t call Laurie’s mother, not at this hour. Viv, then. It’s wrong to leave Laurie’s best friend sleeping while her world is falling apart. The phone feels clammy in his hand as he scrolls for her number. He counts the rings. Seven. She sounds groggy. Not just tired. Drunk-ish. Maybe she was with Laurie earlier, the last person to see or speak to him. The last! Such finality.

‘Viv, it’s Jo.’ It feels like the first time he’s spoken to another human in years. Viv starts off bright in her reply, like he’s woken her with a tray of eggs Benedict and the papers. Her tone shifts slightly when she realises there’s no sunshine straining at her blackout curtains. Laurie would probably remind him, if he weren’t lying in a chiller cabinet in the Royal Free, that nobody calls at four in the morning to say congratulations, so he should get to the point.

‘There’s been an accident.’ She’s crying already. He should’ve gone over. There are probably rules about how to do this. He’s never broken the news that someone’s dead before, least of all his own husband. He thinks it: my husband is dead. It sounds like his mind doesn’t belong to him. Back to business. He parrots what the young police officers told him.

‘Lost control of the car, Viv. Went through a wall. Well, into it. Er, Highgate somewhere. No, I don’t know what he was doing there.’

Laurie had friends everywhere, but nobody he liked well enough to visit that late, approaching midnight. Midnight. If the crash happened before midnight, it was already another day. He died yesterday. He is yesterday.

Maybe Laurie was brainstorming. He was prone to grabbing his car keys and coasting along the streets at night, when he needed to think – although he’d done it less often since being pulled over as a suspected kerb crawler and ending up as a blind item on a gossip website. The police didn’t believe his excuse, that he was groping for his dropped glasses on the car floor. They had both laughed uproariously because the idea of Laurie crawling kerbs for anything other than a craving for fried chicken was almost as ridiculous as the idea of him being dead. Yet one of those impossibilities is now true.

Viv wants to come over. He asks her not to. The neighbours opposite have a new baby; comings and goings might disturb them. Last week, through a tense smile that looked like a committee decision, they mentioned they’d heard Laurie slamming a cab door and singing the same two bars of a Vengaboys song as he searched for his house keys.

‘You know how it is when you have kids,’ the disappointingly hot dad of the couple told him while his wife explained the bizarre sleep technique they were trying out on their pink-faced progeny.

Laurie loved babies but was unrepentant: ‘Five months of renovation those fuckers put us through before they moved in. Drove us insane. They can cope with me boarding the Vengabus every now and again.’

Viv hangs up. Jo puts the kettle on, knowing she’ll ignore him and drive round anyway. Twenty minutes later, her fists are beating on his door. Jo opens it, finger to his lips like a primary school teacher, and Viv hurls herself into his arms. She is still in pyjamas. Zebra print. Silk. A present from Laurie. Her red curls squished under a baseball cap. She holds out her arm.

‘Pinch it,’ she says. ‘Hard as you can, proper playground bully style.’ Jo begrudgingly obliges. ‘Ow. I was hoping it wouldn’t hurt.’

She sinks to the floor in the hallway and sits, legs splayed. Jasper wanders over and begins licking her hand, an action that usually sends Viv running for the sanitiser, but this time she looks straight ahead and strokes Jasper’s ears, saying his name quietly over and over, like a mantra, because what she really wants to say is Laurie’s name. Jasper yawns and lets loose a cloud of halitosis. They’ve been trying him on new food to make his daily excretions less tricky to pick up with a poo bag.

‘Fucking hell, Jojo.’

‘I know, he stinks, sorry.’

‘No, I mean fucking hell. This. It’s real. Is it real? It is, right?’

‘Yes.’

They sit in the back lounge, the ‘messy room’ off the kitchen that looks out over the garden. It’s still dark outside. Jo makes tea, then pours Viv a gin, then pours that away because he remembers gin makes you miserable, and gets her a vodka instead. They look at each other a while. Laurie’s lifetime love and his oldest and best friend, bound together in this weird, timeless purgatory waiting for the world to wake up. It’s like there’s no future to think of, just an endless now.

‘The police were nice,’ says Jo, just to make a sound. ‘Kind.’

‘Surprising.’ Viv considers herself an anarchist, even when she’s photographing Tory politicians for Sunday supplements.

‘They were so young.’ Jo is back for a moment in that mortuary, the room bare and soundproofed, lights respectfully dimmed. Laurie so distant. So dead. He didn’t look like himself. Not just the slight swelling on his head, but Laurie was in perpetual motion: eyebrows always Groucho Marxing in his sleep, twitching and writhing and scratching himself at weddings and funerals. And now so still. That stain on the sheet.

Viv talks about Laurie in present tense, like he’s stepped out of the room. A party they’re going to next Tuesday. Jo can’t feel anything. It’s not numbness, it’s a powering-down. His body preparing him for the wave. It’s like the comedowns that blighted their twenties. Lifetimes ago.

‘Viv. I need to tell Belinda.’

‘Let’s do it together. When it’s light. Not on the phone. You can’t tell someone their child is dead over the phone, when it’s dark outside. Do you feel okay to drive?’

He does. A stray bird starts tweeting. Although ravaged by a chilly January, the garden still looks beautiful. Frost clinging to the blazing red shoots of the plant whose name he can’t remember. Fire and ice. Light from the back door hitting the bronze leaves of another. The trees naked but dignified. From where he’s sitting, by the window, Jo can see along the side of the house that juts into the garden, and the window of the smaller study, still in darkness. They won’t be alone long. Laurie’s office will burst into life in a few hours, without him. He’s forgotten who’s on the rota, whether it’s Rosy or Byron coming in today.

The contrast between Laurie’s two part-time assistants will be all the starker this morning. Viv’s daughter, Rosy, is fresh, young, energetic. Byron, Laurie’s friend since the years of no hangovers and sharp features, is weary, embittered, usually angry at the morning for not being the bright new dawn he was always praying for. Today, he’ll have a right to that anger.

If it’s a Rosy day, Jo usually hangs on to see her, but if it’s Byron, Jo times it to perfection so their paths never cross. Byron always lets himself in through the garden door to the back of the house to Laurie’s offices, clicking on the lamp in the window that Jo sees now, then dives into Laurie’s various inboxes, tutting as he clears coffee cups and sweet wrappers from Laurie’s writing room. Rosy, however, bombs straight into the kitchen, makes a fuss of Jasper, and spends the first hour of her working day at the kitchen table scrolling through emails, so long as her mother has managed to penetrate Rosy’s soundproof dreams and drag her out of bed.

As if reading his mind, Viv says, ‘It’s not Rosy today. She went to a rave or something. Wasn’t back when I left the house.’

Jo is suddenly aware of how little he knows about the protocol. Tracey, Laurie’s agent of the last two decades, never sleeps. Jo tells her the news robotically, like he’s calling from the electricity company for a meter reading. He’ll get used to this, he thinks, sadly, as the words spill out. There’ll be a long version and a short version. He will never mention the stain on the sheet. Tracey screams. Poor Laurie has made two women cry in the space of two hours. He’d be crushed.

They drive to Laurie’s mother’s house. It is crisp and somehow inappropriately bright. Belinda opens the door, fully dressed, perfume leaking out into the cold morning air. She smiles in surprise until she notices a darkness to their faces, realises this is not a social call. Viv and Jo enter and, as tenderly as they can, over hot, sweet tea, they ruin Belinda’s life. Viv asks her to come back with them. Jo is relieved when Belinda refuses. She wants to stay steeped in memories of the only child of her three who truly understood her. Life without Laurie would be like never hearing her favourite song again.

Driving, Jo calls the café, and immediately regrets putting his young, vibrant staff on speaker. Life goes on, with gusto. Alif sounds jolly. Jo can hear Zosia in the background singing a song she’s surely too young to have even heard of. Jo and Viv almost manage to smile with their eyes as they hear Zosia tackling the high notes.

Jo says the words, pausing for the inevitable gap between them hearing the news and understanding it. On the retelling, Jo will time it perfectly, he knows, same as he always knows when the panini is ready, five seconds before it starts to smoke. It’s like being onstage again; Jo was never the best actor but he’d always known his lines. ‘I’m afraid he didn’t make it.’

As he’s about to hang up, Zosia shouts out, ‘Love you, Jo,’ and Jo pulls over and puts his head on the steering wheel, because a simple expression of love in this moment when everything’s been taken away seems so fucking weird and alien. Viv does not move or speak. Jo pushes the ignition and they’re off again.

Back home, they hear Byron moving in the back of the house. It’s always bothered Jo that he has a key, even though Rosy has one too. Byron’s been around way longer, but Rosy is family. Jo was glad when Byron went part-time to ‘concentrate on his fiction’ and Rosy came on board for the stuff Byron refused to do, like social media and being pleasant over emails.

Leaving Viv catatonic in the kitchen, Jo slips through to the back of the house and breaks the news. Byron sinks slowly into his ergonomic chair, readjusting the seat on autopilot.

‘I only spoke to him last night. Why didn’t you call?’

‘I know you like your eight hours.’ Jo feels immediately guilty at this needless barb which also reveals that Laurie talked about Byron behind his back.

‘I need to get his things in order.’

‘What things?’

‘His office.’

‘I’ll go through it myself.’

Jo feels sorry for him; it’s good to pity someone else. ‘Come through, help make calls. Viv’s here. We haven’t told Rosy yet, even.’

Byron slopes through to the kitchen – Jo hears Viv’s vulpine scream as she sees a familiar face – and Jo goes into Laurie’s writing room, stopping in front of the great oval desk in the middle of the room, like he’s awaiting a telling-off from a headmaster. Posters on the wall, of both Laurie’s own productions and ones he admired. A couple of his less prestigious awards on the shelf. Books everywhere. Desk cluttered with fragrances, hand sanitiser, pocket tissues, notebooks, some cigarettes – not the usual brand he pretended not to be smoking – and a lighter. Post-its, some scrawled, some with neat cursive, others in regimental block caps, decorate the edge of his large screen, which is smeared with fingerprints. On the rare occasions Jo came in while Laurie was working, it felt like gazing at the exposed innards of a magic trick, or a living art installation. Now, it’s a museum.

Laurie’s landline starts ringing. Jo’s own phone vibrates in his pocket. In the kitchen, alerts start chiming on Byron’s. It’s started. In fewer than twelve hours, Laurie has gone from being a person to news.

Heading to the kitchen, every step feels laboured, wading through rapidly drying cement. His stomach churns with hunger, tiredness, and the future’s sharp jab to the abdomen.

God, he thinks, as the doorbell rings. Oh God. What the fuck, Laurie? What the hell happens now?
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Two

February

Vivienne

‘Hey, this is Laurie. Thanks for your call which, sadly, I’ve missed. Please don’t leave a message after the tone, text me instead. Or email. Or try again later. Or call my office. But if you do leave a message, make sure you say the important stuff in the first five seconds because that’s all I can bear. I’m sorry. Love you, possibly.’

Viv hangs up, like she has the previous fifty times or so over the last couple of weeks. She’ll speak one day, she knows she will. But not today. What would she say?

‘Hey, Lulu, I’m on my way to your funeral.’ His funeral. Sounds so weird.

Arriving in their car, behind the hearse, Viv tingles with irritation to see the street packed with mourners in bright colours and blow-dries. She hates this trend of dressing for funerals like it’s a day at the races.

Laurie didn’t leave instructions, but on the few occasions they talked about it, Laurie only said, ‘If anyone tells you to be happy and smiling and celebrating my life or whatever, tell them to piss off. I don’t want anyone in fucking fuchsia. I want black. Dour faces. Everyone paralysed by grief. Okay?’

Inside, people cram round the edges of the church, or squeeze onto pews. It would’ve thrilled Laurie to see a full house for his curtain call. All those relationships Laurie must’ve had day to day. His barber, the guy in the deli who made his lunch, favourite waiters and bar staff, the receptionist at his doctor, his one-time drug dealer even. Parts of Laurie that Viv can never touch. At least their grief will be fleeting. Maybe they’ll reminisce happily one night, over a glass of wine, but they’ll move on, think about something else. Viv is stuck with this for ever.

The carpet running up the aisle is bright red. It could almost be a premiere. If they’d set up a step-and-repeat board, doubtless plenty would’ve posed in front of it.

They take their seats. While Jo avoids looking at the wooden box containing Laurie, Viv can’t take her eyes off it. Laurie’s in there. Laurie in a box. It would almost be funny if it weren’t so horrifying. She recognises that photo on top. Wedding day, she reckons. Laurie smiling, slightly clammy from dancing, strands of his dark blond hair reaching for his powder blue eyes, his face almost purple from the sunburn he’d picked up the previous day.

There is a rustling as the vicar’s microphone is made live and she fusses with her robes. ‘Welcome, everyone, to this celebration of the life of Laurie Blount.’

Celebration. Honestly. Someone barks out a large cry from a few rows behind. Rosy squeezes her hand. She’s been gentler than usual. Rosy does her crying in the shower. Viv has heard her, seen her emerge with red eyes.

‘It’s the shampoo,’ she said.

Viv’s started smoking again, despite ditching cigarettes well over a decade ago. When she’s been over at Laurie’s – well, Jo’s now – Jo doesn’t make her go out into the garden; he lets her stand at the door. She likes to imagine the plumes of smoke comfort him as they billow and float past the window, remind him she’s there. They’ve known each other a long time; Laurie was the love of both their lives. But there’s an understanding between them that neither will ever say out loud: that they both wish the other had died instead of Laurie.

Jo didn’t want to speak at the service. Neither did Viv. She regrets it now, listening to theatre’s most shameless show-offs over-enunciate impersonal passages from books Laurie never read, or their own hackneyed eulogies. There was much more to Laurie’s life than this circus.

‘Not just a client, not just a shining star, but a friend, and a good man,’ says Tracey, her voice much smaller and younger than it ever sounded when Laurie had her on loudspeaker, miming a gun to his mouth because she was ordering him to appear on a panel somewhere. Tracey fiddles with her wedding ring the entire time she’s speaking. Viv has heard the wife has a bed in her studio.

Ned Lanford next. He’d made Laurie’s dreams come true and been the root of a few of his nightmares probably.

Viv can’t help herself. ‘Poor Ned. Ageing like a banana. He’s starting to look like Frans from Guess Who.’

Jo turns to her. ‘Viv! I can’t believe you said that.’ But there’s a glint. Laurie’s spirit hangs round them in a fog. He’d have enjoyed today. Shame he can’t be here to see it, that you never get the attention you crave until you die. Not that Laurie was ever starved of it, with rave reviews, fancy parties, glowing plaudits and gushing letters from fans desperate to know his ‘process’.

Ned looks spruce and gaunt, as always. His usual waxed twink straightening his tie for him before he approaches the lectern. Or is it a pulpit? Whatever. Ned’s hair is almost completely white now; he has the telltale tan of someone who sneaks off to the Caribbean straight after New Year.

Laurie once told Viv that Ned hardly ate and spent the spare calories on vintage Châteauneuf-du-Pape.

‘They have terrible genes,’ Viv says, whispering Laurie’s exact words to Rosy now. ‘All the other Lanfords are oval and riddled with gout. They usually collapse around sixty.’

Rosy squeezes her hand, tighter this time. A hushing mechanism.

After reminding everyone he discovered Laurie’s talent, Ned recites a few lines from one of Laurie’s plays. The big one, that changed everything. The Cruelty of Daylight.

‘Grief is the echo of the love you felt when they were alive. The harder you loved them, the longer and louder the echo. You can’t run from grief. You must allow yourself to build your world around it.’

Byron is up last. Poor By-By, thinks Viv, we should’ve got him a box to stand on. Two decades she has known him and she always forgets how short he is until he’s right next to her. Byron repeats stuff said earlier by other speakers, with less sincerity but more oomph. He talks, with a fondness that teases at Viv’s tear ducts, about the three of them working late in the Sonata Bistro up by Chancery Lane in their younger days, and there’s an overlong, and untrue, anecdote about Laurie rechristening him ‘Lord’. Byron started that. Nothing sadder than a nickname you give yourself. Viv is suddenly furious nobody else can corroborate, and that Laurie died in such a stupid way. In a car. Not even a very nice one. He’d be livid.

Rosy starts the applause when Byron’s done; it rings out and fills the room. Everyone is smiling and cheering, not for Byron, but Laurie, and because the service is more or less over, and they can get a drink.

‘Silver Springs’ by Fleetwood Mac starts up. Viv reckons Laurie would’ve picked ‘Is That All There Is?’ given the choice; she regrets not speaking up but she had to leave the room every time someone talked about ‘the arrangements’. She stares in disbelief as Laurie’s coffin trundles away, making his final exit with more subtlety than he ever showed alive. Laurie liked you to know he was leaving a room.

This is so fucking unfair, thinks Viv. There’s so much still to say. Who will she laugh with now? Who can she be horrible with? Not horrible horrible, just horrible in that affectionate way. The declarations of love that leave bite marks. Nobody else does that. Rosy doesn’t get it. Too earnest. Nor Jo. Too pragmatic. As for Byron, he can give, but he can’t take. Only Laurie had the perfect balance. How could he leave her?

Jo

Jo has spent the last couple of weeks in an invisible goo he can’t wash off. The weight of grief. Usually, he’d scuttle about, getting a million things done, running out the door, compiling a schedule for the week in his head. Now he’s resigned to moving through this cold, messy, sticky treacle for as long as it takes. Grief keeps its own schedule, its timeline a zigzag. Zosia and Alif update him on things at the café but he can’t take in anything other than what’s happening right in front of him.

Like this room. Usually dressed for weddings, the management obviously had a mild panic and tried to eliminate every scrap of pink and ivory, covering tables in weighty dark plum fabrics to signify the seriousness of death. Strange really. Dying is a much easier commitment to make than marriage, and he should know; he married Laurie twice. Kind of. People are certainly dressed for a less sombre occasion. Jo has been to umpteen funerals over the years – grandparents, friends’ grandparents, long-lost acquaintances, that shock death of a former schoolfriend that always happens in your early twenties – but he’s never seen quite so much animal print and crushed velvet. And that’s just the men. Fascinators too. Maybe he’s not used to being around theatre people any more. He stopped red carpet peacocking years ago, got tired of standing awkwardly in theatre foyers, fingers sticky from canapés, watching people’s eyes either dim or blaze up depending on how interesting or useful Laurie was to them. No more book launches, screenings or private parties. Laurie was disappointed, said he liked to have Jo on his arm, but he’d take Viv instead, or Byron or Rosy sometimes. Jo only went to first nights and awards if Laurie was nominated. He didn’t miss them. He was invisible beyond velvet ropes anyway.

Jo’s parents made the trip from Derbyshire and, judging from their stony faces, argued all the way down. Jo shakes a lot of hands. So many people come, one by one, dispensing aphorisms about grief, or love, or death. A few are instantly recognisable as song lyrics, or quotes off the back of a book jacket; Jo remembers one from an episode of Doctor Who. Grief is a tribute, love is beyond the physical, death is not the end, he’s in a better place, they say, over and over, pitching slogans for fridge magnets or tea towels. So many words, Jo doesn’t know what to do with them.

It was unsettling to hear the tributes during the service, talking about Laurie as if he weren’t right there in the coffin next to them. They all performed well, even if Ned and Byron ran a little too long, but that’s what it was: a performance. Did any of them really capture his magic? Ned’s reading, from The Cruelty of Daylight, was beautiful, but quite pretentious, too, like a lot of Laurie’s writing. Laurie was amazed that reviewers, patrons, producers, actors and just about everybody immediately declared it a seminal work. His first smash, despite it featuring zero laughs. It had the desired effect, though: a cotton salute of handkerchiefs filled the room and even Ned faltered a little reading the last line.

A year or so ago, Jo and Laurie attended a funeral for a formidable journalist who’d interviewed Laurie a few times and became a favoured bar-hopping pal. Jo gawped while Laurie filled him in on the people eulogising her, and at least one terrible thing each of them had done. If these reprobates were exalting this woman, who’d apparently been a giant-hearted legend, a rare talent, and a force of nature – all words used about Laurie dozens of times in the last hour – was she actually a good person at all? If you’re judged by the company you keep, aren’t you judged even more by those willing to stand up and lionise you once you’re gone? Would people say that about Laurie, after listening to Ned Lanford, with a dating history so murky it needed its own survivors’ helpline? What about Tracey – fabulous, an angel, but also responsible for many a smear campaign against her enemies? And Byron, with his habit of leaving fake one-star reviews of rivals’ books on Amazon? Your mourners help set your legacy.

‘Laurie changed my life,’ says one man, who Jo recognises as an early alumnus of Laurie’s scholarship for actors and writers from underprivileged backgrounds. Named the Valenti, after Jo, in recognition of the very first underprivileged actor he’d bailed out. ‘Without him, or the Valenti, I wouldn’t be where I am today.’

‘That’s so kind, thank you,’ autopilots Jo. Then he remembers his manners, and actors’ fragile egos. ‘Great to hear you’re doing well.’

The actor beams again. ‘Laurie was one of the good ones, you know. Well, I’m sure you already do.’

‘I do,’ says Jo, as the man retreats into the main throng. He isn’t wearing socks. It’s February.

‘Rosy, can we go?’

Rosy breaks off from chatting to a vaguely familiar young man, one of the zillion strangers from the church who will be for ever emblazoned onto his brain now.

‘Yup, sure. Some people are coming back to the house, close friends only. That okay, Uncle Jo?’

He supposes it’ll have to be.

Two hours later, anyone who couldn’t get close enough at the first reception now corners him in his kitchen, drinks splashing onto the floor, which Jasper will no doubt lick up later and get sick from. Grief is a tribute, love endures, mourning is a process. Nonsense. Grief is smiling beatifically while a congregation crane their necks to see if you look sad enough. Grief means standing in your own kitchen unable to tell grinning well-wishers to get the fuck out. Why can’t they finish their martinis, hit pause on their eulogies, gather up their funeral garb and go home?

Holden, Jo’s oldest friend, has telepathically received the memo.

‘Think we’re going to shoot off.’ He signals at his lovely wife Sian and their children, who all try not to sigh too heavily with relief.

‘Sure.’ Jo smiles gratefully at his best friend. And ex-lover, of course. Laurie could never understand staying friends with anyone who’d seen you come, or had come on you, sitting round the table like nothing ever happened. When Laurie left lovers behind, the cord was irrevocably severed. There’s no question of a reconciliation; Holden actively disconnected from the label of bisexuality about fifteen years ago, around the time he started using his surname as his first name, although there have been aberrations.

‘Remember, Laurie wouldn’t want you to wallow.’

‘I know. I won’t.’

Jo watches them go, preparing his best stoic smile in case they turn round and wave. They don’t.

Laurie’s brother Ray has made one concession to formality and foregone his denim obsession to wear what is likely his only suit, purchased some time before dial-up internet was invented. His sister Evangeline has finished talking to a good-looking actor who did the Broadway run of Cruelty and now approaches Jo, clutching a wine glass smeared with fingerprints. Her teenage children sit uncomfortably waiting to get back to their version of the world where everyone is young, and dies only in video games.

Jo smiles at Evangeline and watches her son, on the cusp of fourteen and slurping full-sugar Coca Cola out of a gigantic tumbler. ‘Bless him.’

‘We think he might be like Laurie, y’know,’ says Evangeline, tongue struggling to make the words with layers of red wine coating it like emulsion.

‘A writer? Brilliant!’

She laughs. ‘No! Gay!’ She starts to do the wrist action but stops herself. ‘I’m not sure how to tease it out, or if I even should. Laurie said to throw a football in his general direction and if he ran away screaming, he was probably gay. If he kicked it, straight. Picked it up, bisexual. He was the living end.’

Jo imagines Laurie’s clipped tones delivering this expert opinion and smiles. ‘Yes, he was,’ he murmurs, and is glad to lift his drink to his mouth as a distraction.

Jo spies his mum at the kitchen sink, looking round anxiously. Theatre people can be a bit much if you’re more of a ‘ready meal in front of a gameshow’ type. He feels a rush of sympathy and affection.

‘Don’t even think about washing up.’

‘I can load the dishwasher?’

‘Someone’s coming to do that. Do you have to leave tonight?’

Jo’s mother winces. She wants to stay. ‘Your dad needs his own bed. Don’t you, Bob?’

Jo’s father sidles up and tips cold tea down the plughole, not rinsing out the sink after. Jo remembers living at home and swearing into the bathroom mirror because his dad spat toothpaste into the washbasin but never swilled it away. Old habits. ‘You’ll want some time to yourself, Jo.’

‘I have the rest of my life to myself.’ How grown-up and serious, to be a widower. He’s never asked what his parents really thought of Laurie. They aren’t talkers, not like Laurie’s mother. It’s more what they don’t say. Looks. Sighs. How they close a door. A spoon clattering round a cereal bowl, scooping up milk dregs. He decides to ask.

Jo’s mother is not shocked by the question. ‘Um, Laurie was clever, and … smooth. Smooth, Bob, wouldn’t you say?’

Bob twitches ever so slightly. ‘Yep.’

Jo remembers their wedding video. For the ‘upgrade’ – not the civil partnership a few years earlier. As Jo and Laurie kissed, the videographer panned across the luxurious room to take in the collective joy, but for some reason paused on Jo’s parents, and zoomed on Bob’s face. Lips pulled in tighter than an appendix scar. Looking on as Laurie’s tongue swirled round the mouth of his only son, the same mouth that had said ‘Dada!’, had eaten fish fingers off the ‘choo choo train’ fork, and may well, in Bob’s mind, have sucked a thousand dicks a day before meeting Laurie. He doesn’t need to know what his father thinks of Laurie; his face told him, ten years ago, on that video.

Jo leaves them and hears running water and the clink of glasses as his mother begins to wash up.

As the house clears, Jo heads to the garden to check the smokers are using ashtrays. The door to Laurie’s rooms is open.

‘Ned.’

Ned Lanford jumps. Rosy has shown Jo videos of cats leaping almost as high when someone points a cucumber at them.

‘Jo. Sorry. I was feeling nostalgic.’ He traces his finger across the top of the computer screen. No dust. Diana the cleaner was in at six this morning.

‘I understand.’ But he doesn’t. Not really. Ned and Laurie’s friendship – or whatever you’d call it – played out on their favourite tables in any number of Soho’s restaurants, not here. There isn’t a barman in a ten-mile radius they weren’t on first name terms with. ‘Anything I can help with?’ Jo has an urge to frisk him. What would possibly interest him in Laurie’s messy little office? Ned could buy everything in there a billion times over.

‘Jo, if you need anything, let me know. I’ll drop by whenever I can.’

‘Honestly, there’s no—’

Ned grips Jo’s hand tightly. Everyone is determined to manhandle him today. ‘You know Laurie meant a terrific amount to me, don’t you?’ Jo nods. ‘He’d want me to keep a close eye, look after you. I won’t let my old friend down.’ He raises Jo’s hand to his mouth and kisses it, before walking back through the kitchen and clicking his fingers, calling his young companion to his side as Jo might to Jasper to let him know his food was ready.

Jo tries to conjure up what Laurie’s response might have been, and as Viv watches Ned float by, she locks eyes with Jo and he can tell she’s thinking the same. For the first time since Laurie died, Jo can’t bring anything to mind. Life will be like that from now on, he realises. Gaps in the air where Laurie would have spoken, but won’t, not any more.
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Daddy Issue

Laurie

When Tracey floated the idea of doing an autobiography, or whatever this ends up being, I was disgusted. Imagine releasing some awful cash-in, gurning on the cover, holding one of my Oliviers or a Tony. It’s not like I’ve climbed Everest, or cured cancer, or survived ten years on a desert island, I told her. I don’t need to reel off my achievements, like I’m applying for VIP access at the pearly gates. I got lucky: I had the talent, and the chat; I exploited both, and people liked the result. If anyone wants to know more, see one of my plays, watch one of the ghastly movie adaptations, or pop on the soundtrack to my two (very successful, thank you) musicals. I’m absolutely fucking everywhere if you look hard enough. She sold it to me eventually; she’s good at that. I’ve never been able to say no to a charming lesbian in good lipstick.

‘Think of it as a personal memoir, Laurie, not your CV. Vignettes. A collection of essays on your life, thoughts, feelings. It doesn’t need context, you’re the context. Anything.’

Anything. What a strategy. I could use my plays as inspiration, she said. Name a chapter after each one. A gimmick isn’t a plan, I told her, but here we are, I’m giving it a go. A stab at a memoir. Why not, eh? Forget the hard-luck stories or ‘plucky young upstart’ bullshit that paints my life in a much duller hue than it’s felt to live it. My life isn’t worthy or wholesome, or even beset by scandal. It just is. Probably best left alone, but I like a challenge. Let’s get the childhood out of the way.

My mother has a nice saying that I put in one of my early plays so it gets quoted back to me in interviews, or reader questions, or even as epigraphs in books by newer, less jaded writers. ‘Everything begins with a broken heart.’ It doesn’t make sense but it’s pretty and poetic – which expertly sums up dear Belinda.

My mother’s own heart broke each time she gave birth, but my arrival – her third and final go in the stirrups – smashed it into the smallest smithereens. Imagine being a heartbreaker, sticky and amniotic, before you’ve barely squawked your first complaint to the world. I’d like to say I started as I meant to go on, but for a long time the only heart getting broken was mine. My father died when I was sixteen – not a heartbreaking moment, by the way. If this sounds cruel, you’re underestimating the crude selfishness of a teenager’s commitment to their own horn. He died at the start of summer, and I was on the cusp of a sexual awakening, knowing my schoolfriend’s older brother would, as he did every summer, sprawl shirtless in their back garden, trying to catch a tan, the magic amulet he used to get the attention of every teenage girl in a five-mile radius. Watching him bronze those delightfully perky tits all day long the previous year had finally inspired the pink penny to drop inside me, two days before the weather turned chilly and they disappeared back under his Firetrap T-shirt, so I was primed for this summer.

Alas, my father’s death meant I’d spend most of it indoors, respectfully grieving. You can’t mourn on the patio, in Bermuda shorts, apparently. Doesn’t look right. Worst of all, my father chose to perish while mowing the lawn – usually my job, but I’d stamped my foot and fled to London to buy CDs and baggy jeans. It was left to a (different, non-sexy) neighbour to witness my father’s collapse and phone Mum at the travel agent’s. I couldn’t even peer across to where my by now coppery neighbourhood Adonis lay without conjuring up a sketch of my father clutching his chest, no doubt cursing my name as he fell to the earth that would become his permanent home seventeen long days later.

So instead of perving, I picked up a pen. That’s how it started. The only notepaper in the house was the tear-off pad my mother wrote shopping lists on, and it didn’t seem appropriate to nip out and buy stationery. I dug out an old telephone directory – carbon dating myself to the neolithic period there – and wrote over the print in the bluest pen I could find. I invented a man who was sad about his daddy. My first play. So I have him to thank, really.

I knew I wouldn’t miss my father. He was not an unkind man, but distant and preoccupied. He embraced dullness and order. I was the only child to inherit my mother’s taste for excitement and adventure and sequins, the enlivening third and final act in a disappointing production. My siblings were, like my father, dour and unimaginative. A scarf, to them, was for keeping warm and nothing more, but to me it could be anything! A hat, a kite, a sail on my enchanted boat. My mother grabbed my passion for the extraordinary with both hands, like she’d been starved of colour from birthing two greyed-out dullards before me.

I’d tried to win Dad round, asked to do things I thought he might like. I remember begging him to take me and my tiny bike into London so I could ride round Hyde Park and feel part of something special. He refused. I had to settle for the local park, which in the eighties was all discarded foil and needles, scraps of pornographic material in the bushes, verges unkempt, or scarred by nature paths, paving unloved and fissured, accentuating every bump of the stabilisers right up my then-bony bum. My tears at his funeral were a mixture of relief that the house had one less person in it to disappoint and genuine sorrow at being prevented from objectifying the neighbour.

He’d have hated the gay thing. Interesting, really, because it was his fault. More or less. I was fascinated by men from an early age, before I felt even a sexual tingle. My father worked with a man called William Fossett, not particularly attractive, but my first alert to a man’s physical possibilities. He was so different from my pa. He was huge, and brutal, hair sprang from the neck of his shirts like electrified wire, but there was a gentleness; he kissed my mother hello on both cheeks – outrageously continental then – and used a coaster without being asked. His dreary business attire looked like it was preventing something wild and exciting from escaping. My father was lithe – despite eating like a horse; I suppose on reflection the arteries were doing the heavy lifting – and his own suits seemed to be encasing something unpleasant. I never craved the approval of adults or liked joining in; I had a cousin who would roll his belly and do puny muscle man poses, but I was never willing to play the tart for coin. But when William Fossett used to come round to watch sport on our TV, I’d use long words to impress him, and clamber onto his lap on our vile brown sofa and ask for a story – aged eleven. I was quite undignified about it. He didn’t have a wife (‘not yet’ was his official stance) so Dad took this young bachelor under his wing.

My feelings and my body were beginning to confuse me. It had been a long road: my sister Evangeline caught me dancing to ‘Rocket to Your Heart’ in her bedroom when I was about eight and said that’s when she knew. Literally the only time she’s ever been right about anything; I expect she treasures the memory. I was blissfully unaware for years to come, however, until something about my inner workings caused me to draw further away from my father and William Fossett.

I became more shy in William’s presence, wouldn’t kick the ball back if he lobbed it my way, shrank from his ruffling my hair, awkwardly refused offers of piggybacks on the lawn that would one day kill my father. He stopped coming round when I was about fourteen, for reasons never disclosed. I fretted I’d driven him away, by picturing his face as I humped my pillow every evening. I’ve fantasised about looking him up a million times, but life has been disenchanting enough; I hate to think of William Fossett ageing, barely remembering the gawky brat who showed him his poems.

My dad eschewed Vivaldi or a slow one from the Beatles for his funeral. He picked ‘Your Silent Face’. New Order. Quite edgy for him. A glimpse into the supernova one explosion too late. Far too long, though. It cut off after the first verse, so before the swearing.

When I think about my father dying now, I see it through a modern-day lens. You know, why didn’t anyone help me and my mother process his death in that ugly house in Greenford? Did we have PTSD? We endured it. I wonder sometimes if I grieved at all. He was thirty-five when I was born. He always seemed so old but people did back then. You looked fifty as soon as you hit thirty. People of his era had been too close to the ones who’d lived through horrifying wars, seen too much. Inherited trauma. Maybe I still carry it.

He never saw my success, and however you get on with your parents, that’s all you want, isn’t it? To show the people who made you that you were worth the bother, that they created something beautiful or useful? Or both.
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Starmaker

Laurie

I was nineteen when I started working in the Sonata, a scuzzy little bistro up the Gray’s Inn Road, watching barristers conduct extramarital assignations over linguine and cheap, treacly red wine. Nineteen! Scribbling away during any downtime, and sometimes during the uptime, if Vivi or Byron covered for me, which they did. On paper, we had nothing in common other than our shift patterns, but the horrible and the damaged always find each other somehow, like serial killers do. Vivi was a beautiful, formerly spoiled disappointment to her uptight upper-middle-class Surrey-dwelling parents – she’d go on to disappoint them even more when she got pregnant by the gorgeous (married) chef Asaad and gave birth to what her horrible racist bitch of a father would call ‘a brown baby’ (Rosy). We shared a passion for reciting movie dialogue at each other – Withnail and I and Breakfast at Tiffany’s were favourites – and clicked straight away.

As for Byron … oh Byron, ironically named by a time-travelling parent with a sense of humour perhaps. Byron was allegedly our manager, a mere two years our senior and host to an impressive amount of inferiority complexes. He lived – still lives, in fact – in that filthy bit of Earl’s Court that’s resistant to gentrification, and had ambitions to be a writer, a painter, a restaurateur, a sculptor, you name it. All ambitions he was doing nothing about other than talk about them. He expected success to find him, rather than seek it himself, a risky strategy that didn’t pay off. Vivi and I came round to him, though, despite his fondness – which he maintains to this day – for calling us by our surnames as if we were corporals to his sergeant major. He controlled the rota and, luckily, he favoured us over other waiters, who were more talented and beautiful than us but had richer parents, which Byron resented, though he wasn’t exactly impoverished – he was paying some ancient aunt a peppercorn rent for his west London hovel. In all the years I’ve known him, he’s never picked up the dinner tab; as my Irish granny used to say, he’d peel an orange in his pocket, that one. When the bistro closed at night, Byron would always say, with the true desperation of someone who never has anywhere to be, that he had plans but couldn’t be bothered, so would join me and Vivi as we half-heartedly mopped, downing the aforementioned woeful red wine and plotting the downfalls of enemies we had yet to meet. I remember thinking as I swirled that fetid swab over those faded tiles: I simply have to make it. This couldn’t be all there was.

One day the owner, a moustached man who wore cheap tweed and was always scratching himself, told us the bistro was being sold, to someone who wanted to go upmarket and would probably fire us. That someone was Ned Lanford. Everybody’s heard of Ned Lanford, not always for the same reasons. Vivi, Byron and I made a pact to stick together and somehow avoid the sack. Vivi because she’d just had a baby – I cried with happiness and have been madly in love with Rosy since she was born – and Byron because he’d certainly never make it as anything else. And me? Because I knew that Ned Lanford’s family just happened to own three theatres. I already had one play under my belt, Daddy Issue, staged for buttons in a tiny space up the Caledonian Road thanks to Vivi mildly embezzling her parents and us relying on favours from every actor and techie we’d ever shagged (a fair number). Now I was working on my second, better one – yes, that one – and had literally no idea what to do next. Fate had dealt me an ace for the first time.

Ned was your typical posh boy, teeth like blank scrabble tiles, familial rejection burning a hole in his heart, which lived at the bottom of his pocket. He was too pretty for politics, too ugly for showbiz, too queer for Daddy’s love and too pedestrian for his mother to be excited by having a gay son. So he acted out by pumping his money into the arts and his rage into boyfriends who barely lasted longer than mayflies. He had fingers in uncountable theatrical pies but still enough digits free to terrorise the waistbands of young drama students up and down the country. We bonded over both being thwarted actors. Oh, I always deny it, but I wanted to be a performer. To act. To sing. Take the stage. A few small problems there: I couldn’t act for shit, nor sing for toffee, and compared to other bright young things flunking auditions, I had a face like a slate layer’s nail-bag. I had no chance. So I got other people to say the words. I could show off on the page. Writing’s all I can do now. I love making beautiful people say ugly things. Controlling the emotions, making characters speak and move and live and die and fuck and buy coffee and cheat and cry and run down hills and climb mountains I’ll never see. I wrote my way out of my old life and into the arms of a community that may not always love me but it understands me and respects what they kindly refer to as my brilliance. And it used to get me laid.

I digress.

As a trio, we charmed Ned. It was quite calculated. We were in that stage of life where you assume your youth is extremely desirable to others – he was over thirty, which seemed like a million years old to us. We laughed at his jokes and gently ribbed him about his playboy lifestyle, pretending to be interested in any gossip from the parties and launches he was always attending in an attempt to get
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There are three sides to every story ...
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