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Staring thirty in the face, Fern is fed up. Her four-year-relationship has ground to a halt and Adam just won’t get down on one knee.

So when a gorgeous man sweeps her off her feet and is ready to take things a mile a minute, Fern knows it’s time to move on. And who better to move on with than the UK’s hottest pop star, Scottie Taylor?

The starry-eyed romantic is catapulted into a girl’s ultimate fantasy, as her Prince Charming pops the question and jets her off to LA for a life of luxury. But is this whirlwind romance set to last, or did Fern’s dreams come true all too fast?
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      Dedicated with much love to

Tracy Bradbery

A woman who thoroughly understands an

unsuitable crush


      
      Prologue

      Scott

      
‘Do I smell, Mark?’

      
‘No.’

      
‘You’d tell me if I did, right?’

      
‘I would.’

      
‘Is my hairline receding?’

      
‘No.’

      
‘You’re sure I’m not going bald?’

      
‘Yes.’

      
‘Do you think I’ll lose my teeth?’

      
‘Only if someone punches you.’

      
‘My nan got gum disease.’

      
‘We’ve got great dentists. Scott, you are coming down and this is just another one of your irrational worry sessions. We can
         waste a lot of time doing this, mate.’
      

      
‘Mark, do you think I’ll end up broke? You know, blow it all.’

      
‘No, we’ve sorted out your finances. You’re never going to suffer from poverty—other than poverty of spirit. No matter how
         many TVs you throw out of hotel windows.’
      


      

      1. Fern

      
I have taken a bullet. I live an ordinary life. I’ve almost accepted it. Almost.

      
I ought to clarify I don’t always go around thinking big, profound thoughts like that. Quite a lot of the time I amuse my
         brain cells by thinking about which movie star is shagging which other movie star (and do they have better sex than us mere
         mortals), or whether I can get away with not washing my hair if I’m inventive enough with my up-do (thus securing an extra
         thirty minutes in bed in the morning). My idea of deep is wondering whether organic food is worth the huge price tag or whether
         it’s all just a ghastly marketing con. But today I am twenty-nine years, eleven months and three weeks old. I can no longer
         keep the big thoughts at bay.
      

      
Let me clarify, when I say ordinary, I mean normal, average, run of the mill, commonplace. Mundane. Clear?

      
I know, I know. I should be grateful. Ordinary has its up-side. I could be some human mutant with skin stretchy enough to
         be able to wrap my lower lip over the top of my head, or an über-fertile woman prone to giving birth to sextuplets and now be a proud mother of thirty-six indistinguishable, media-loving
         brats or someone who really does train-spot. Then my life would be considerably worse than the one I am leading, but even knowing
         this is not as much comfort as it should be.
      

      
I live my ordinary life with Adam. My boyfriend of four years. I hesitate to refer to him as my partner because that would
         suggest some sort of equality or responsibility in the relationship and, frankly, both things are notably lacking. I organize
         the paying of all the bills (although he does cough up his share when prompted). I buy groceries, cook, clean, remember the
         birthdays of his family members, buy wedding gifts for our friends, arrange travel and accommodation if we ever do manage
         to grab a weekend away, I even put the pizza delivery people’s number on speed dial. Adam alphabetically arranges his CDs
         and vinyls in neat rows, all the way along our sitting-room shelves.
      

      
Yes, we do share a flat. A two-bedroom flat in Clapham. Not the posh bit of Clapham, sadly. The bit where the neighbours think
         old pee-stained mattresses and settees, spurting their cheap foam innards, are acceptable alternatives to rose bushes in the
         front garden. Despite sharing a flat, I also hesitate to refer to Adam as my live-in lover because that would suggest an element
         of passion and that’s notably lacking too, of late. Our relationship is more prose than poetry. It wasn’t always that way.
      

      
We used to be wild about each other. We used to swing from chandeliers, or as good as. There was a time when we couldn’t keep
         our hands off one another. Which led to some, er, shall we say interesting situations. I’m not trying to brag. I just want
         to paint a fair picture. We are certified members of the mile-high club and we have made love under canvas, in a swimming-pool
         and once in a botanic garden (Kew). We made love frequently and in many, many different ways; slowly and carefully, fast and needy. In the past we often came at the same time. Now, it’s unusual if we both are in the room at
         the same time.
      

      
I used to think we were going somewhere. It looks like we’ve arrived. This is my stop. I have to get off the train and take
         a long hard look at the station. It’s not one with hanging baskets full of cascading begonia and there isn’t one of those
         lovely large clocks with Roman numerals. There’s nothing romantic or pretty about my station at all. My station is littered
         with discarded polystyrene cups and spotted with blobs of chewing-gum.
      

      
Frankly, it’s depressing.

      
We don’t own our flat. We don’t even have an exclusive flat-share. My best friend, Jess, also rents with us. Normally, I acknowledge
         that this is no bad thing. She is (largely) single and so we are each other’s on-tap company on those nights when she doesn’t
         have a date and Adam is at work.
      

      
Adam is in the music business. Don’t get excited. He’s not a rock star, or a manager, or producer, or anything remotely glamorous
         and promising. He’s a rigger; which, if I’ve understood things correctly, is one step up from the coach driver on a tour but
         not as important as the people who work in catering. He freelances, and while he must be quite good at his job (offers of
         employment are regular) it’s clear he’s never going to be a millionaire. For that matter, he’s never going to have so much
         as a savings account.
      

      
This didn’t used to bother me. I’m a florist and work in someone else’s shop: Ben’s Bunches and Bouquets or Ben’s B&B for
         short. Ben, who is as camp as a glow-in-the-dark feather duster, is an absolute angel of a boss but I only earn a modest wage. Jess works in a bookshop and, after thirteen
         years’ service, she has just reached the dizzy heights of store manager. We’re not the type of people to be motivated by money
         (one of my other great friends, Lisa, is married to a City lawyer and he’s rich but we think he’s nice despite that). I don’t resent Adam’s lack of cash. I resent his lack of. . . oh, what’s the word?
      

      
Commitment.

      
His inability to grow up. To move on. It is Adam who has jammed our brakes at the ordinary station because he’s a settler.
         He lacks ambition. When challenged, he says he’s content and throws me a look of bewilderment that’s vaguely critical. He
         thinks I’m unreasonable because I yearn for more than a tiny two-bedroom flat-share (all we can afford despite working endless,
         incompatible hours). I long for something more than Monday to Wednesday evenings in front of the TV, Thursday nights at the
         supermarket, Friday and Saturday nights at the local and Sundays (our one day a week off together) sleeping off a hangover.
      

      
Recently, I’ve been overwhelmed with despair as I’ve come to understand that not only do I currently have very little in my
         life to feel energized about but, with the exception of hoping my lottery numbers come up, I have absolutely nothing to look
         forward to in the future. This is it for me. The sum total.
      

      
When I was a tiny kid I once saw a deeply unsuitable sci-fi TV show where the goodies were trapped in a room and the walls
         were closing in on them, about to crush them to death. The same menace was used in Star Wars Episode IV but Princess Leia had it really bad because she was knee deep in garbage too. I found the concept truly horrifying
         and suffered from nightmares for months. Lately, as I watch the (supposedly) best years of my life amble off into the dim
         distance, I’ve started to experience the same nightmare again. I wake up sweating with the taste of fear in my mouth. I’m
         going to be squashed to death by the walls of a tiny room.
      

      
In the beginning I was impressed by Adam’s joie de vivre; his jaunty carelessness was part of the attraction. I loved it that he would find the time to listen to some demo disc from
         a yet to be discovered band. A demo disc that he’d scrounged from a no one and would pass on to Someone; not because of the
         lure of brash financial gain but just because he thought this band might be the next ‘it’—more, he thought they deserved to be the next ‘it’. I didn’t care that I didn’t actually understand what he was on about when he said something like, ‘This
         band is totally thrashing with PJ Harvey-meets-Throwing Muses Fire, yet it’s so completely purring with hectic pop.’ I wonder
         if he cared that I just smiled and said nothing. Maybe my lack of knowledge about the pop scene has been interpreted as a
         lack of interest, because Adam’s stopped urging me to listen to lyrics that are ‘all about a breakneck chase through messy
         relationships’. I think he’s accepted that my music tastes are mainstream. It’s a shame in a way, because while I didn’t understand
         what he was on about I did respect that he was on about something. I loved it that Adam had this extraordinary passion and I believed it would lead to something big. Problem being I never
         actually defined exactly what that something big might be—and nor did Adam. Yes, he pointed one or two promising bands in the right direction and they went on to greater things. But
         Adam’s stayed still. Ground to a halt.
      

      
Thinking about it, it’s a good thing that Adam has stopped asking me to join him at the gigs of struggling bands which take
         place in tiny underground bars that flout the no-smoking laws. I wouldn’t want to go to those sorts of places any more. When
         you are twenty-five it’s easy to be impressed by passion, creative flair, free spirits, etc. etc. When you are pushing thirty
         it’s hard to resist being contemptuous about the very things that attracted you. Why is that? One of life’s not so funny jokes,
         I guess.
      

      
On evenings like this one it’s particularly hard to remember why I thought dating a gig rigger was ever a good idea. On evenings
         when Jess is out on a proper date (at some fancy restaurant somewhere) with some guy who has potential (a hot merchant banker
         that she met last Saturday) and I’m left alone with nothing more than a scribbled note (attached to the fridge by a Simpson’s
         magnet which we got free in a cereal box), I struggle.
      

      
I’d especially asked Adam to stay home tonight. I’d said to him that I wanted to talk. Well, to be accurate, I pinned up a
         note to that effect on the fridge this morning; we didn’t actually speak. Adam was working at a gig in Brixton last night
         and he didn’t get home until three this morning. My boss Ben and I take it in turns to go to the New Covent Garden flower
         market each morning and today it was my turn, so I had to leave the flat by 4 a.m. I didn’t have the heart to wake Adam so
         I left a note. It was clear enough.
      

      
We need to talk. Don’t go out tonight. Don’t accept any work. This is important. I’d underlined the words ‘need’, ‘don’t’ (both of them) and ‘important’. I thought I’d communicated my exasperation, urgency
         and desperation. Apparently not. Adam’s reply note reads: Got a sniff of a big job coming up. Lots of green ones, Fern-girl. Would love to gas tonight but no can do. Later. Luv u.

      
When I first read the note I kicked the table leg, which was stupid because not only did I knock over a milk carton which
         means I now have to clean up the spillage but I hurt my foot. It’s Adam I want to hurt.
      

      
I drag my eyes around the flat. It’s a bit like rubbing salt into an open wound. If I was sensible now I’d just pick up my
         bag and phone a mate (or use any other life-line) and I’d head back into town for a meal and a chat. It’s a rare lovely summer
         evening. We could sit on the pavement outside a cheap restaurant and drink house wine. But I don’t call anyone. Actually,
         I can’t. Jess and Lisa are the only two people I could face seeing when I’m in this sort of mood and I know neither is available.
         I have other buddies but they are either friends Adam and I share (and therefore not useful when I want to let off steam about
         his inability to grow up and commit) or they are my good-time-only friends (also not useful when I’m steaming).
      

      
Jess is on her date and Lisa can never do a spur-of-the-moment night out. She has two kids under the age of three. A night
         out requires a serious time-line leading up to the occasion and military precision planning on the actual night. She grumbles
         about the lack of spontaneity in her life but Jess and I refuse to take her grumbles seriously; we both know that not only has she everything she ever wanted, she also has exactly what we want too.
      

      
So, it’s a night in the flat with just the washing up to keep me company—the flat that epitomizes all that is wrong with
         where I am at, just one week before my thirtieth birthday. Great.
      

      
Jess and I have tried to make the flat as stylish as possible on our limited budgets. We regularly visit Ikea and we’re forever
         lighting scented candles that we buy from the supermarket. However, all our good work can be undone in a matter of minutes
         if Adam is left unsupervised—in many ways he’s a lot like a Labrador puppy. Because he, and many of his mates, work nights
         they often waste away a day hanging around our flat. When Jess and I leave for work the place usually looks reasonably smart.
         Not posh, I realize, but clean and tidy. When we come home it looks like a particularly vicious hurricane has dashed through.
      

      
Today the place looks especially squalid. The curtains are drawn even though it’s a bright summer evening. My guess is that
         Adam and his mates have been watching DVDs all day. A guess that is confirmed when I find several discs flung across the floor,
         giving the flat the appearance of a bad dose of chicken pox. There is a collection of beer cans abandoned on every available
         surface. Most of the cans have stubbed-out fag ends precariously balanced on top, which I hate because our flat is supposed
         to be a non-smoking space. The scatter cushions have been well and truly scattered in messy heaps on the floor (men just don’t
         get it—cushions are not to be used, they’re for decoration) and I’m annoyed to notice something has been spilt on one of them (coffee, I think). The room smells of stale, male sweat; this might be a hangover
         from the numerous bodies that have been rotting here today, but more likely the hideous stench is coming from the pile of
         skankie trainers that are heaped next to the TV. Why Adam insists on taking his shoes off in the sitting-room, and then leaving
         them there for eternity, is beyond me.
      

      
I draw back the curtains, fling open the window and start to gather up the empty cans and cups. I work efficiently, as irritation
         often makes me noticeably more competent. Ben has commented that I pull together the most beautiful bouquets just after I’ve
         had to deal with a particularly tetchy customer. ‘Darling, temper works so well for you. You are a true artist and these lilies
         are your brushes; this vase your canvas.’ (Ben honestly believes he’s a secret love great-grandchild of Oscar Wilde.) I throw
         the trainers to the back of Adam’s wardrobe, I put the soiled cushion cover in the wash basket and while I’m there I sort
         out a quick load of darks and pop a wash on. I wipe surfaces, dust and drag out the vacuum cleaner. It is only once the room
         is shiny and clean that I allow myself a glass of wine. I think a large one is required.
      

      
I carry the goldfish-bowl-size glass of Chardonnay back into the sitting-room, plonk myself on the settee and start to flick
         through the TV channels. Annoyingly (and predictably, considering my tense mood) nothing grabs my attention. Maybe some music
         will help. I flick through my CDs. As I’ve confessed, my tastes are mainstream and my CD collection is probably identical
         to tens of thousands of other women, my age, up and down the country. In my teens I was an Oasis girl, who wasn’t? I have a bit of Röyksopp and Groove Armada that I listened to in my
         early twenties, especially when I was in the mood for luuurve. There was a big loungy vibe going on at the time, or at least
         I think there was—there was in my flat. More recently I’ve bought CDs by the Arctic Monkeys, White Stripes, Chemical Brothers
         and Scouting for Girls. I buy these CDs on average six months after they’ve been big in the charts. Hidden in a box near our
         CD racks I also have Diana Ross and Dido, who I listened to approximately once a month throughout the first half of my twenties
         (whenever I broke up with my latest squeeze). I hate it that being with Adam has somehow made me apologetic about my collection.
         It’s brought me hours of entertainment, consolation and fun. Surely that’s what music is about. Half the stuff Adam listens
         to sounds trashy, loud and overly aggressive or just plain old depressing, if you ask me. But then, he doesn’t ask me. Not
         any more.
      

      
I opt to listen to one of Scottie Taylor’s CDs. Scottie Taylor is, in my opinion, the greatest entertainer Britain has produced
         ever, and the biggest pop phenomenon we’ve had since the Beatles. I’d never dare make huge sweeping statements about anything
         to do with the pop industry in front of Adam but I’m on fairly solid ground with this one. For one, Adam is not here (which
         is why I’ve been driven to drink and the imaginary arms of Scottie Taylor), and for two, this opinion is pretty much accepted
         as fact. You could ask any woman in Britain, aged between fifteen and fifty, and she’d agree.
      

      
Scottie is the man every woman wants to fix and fuck. He shot to fame fifteen years ago when he was just seventeen years old. Women my age have grown up with him; he’s an institution.
         He was recruited by a pop mogul to join a girl band, X-treme, an obvious publicity stunt when X-treme were battling for chart
         supremacy against the Spice Girls. Despite the gimmick of introducing Scottie to the band, X-treme died a death and no one
         can even name any of the other band members now. I think one of them (the redhead) is a presenter on a Sky shopping channel,
         I spotted her when I was mindlessly flicking once; she’s put on a lot of weight. The other three are occasionally papped coming
         out of the Priory or Primark. But none of them have even dared threaten a comeback tour. It’s generally accepted there wasn’t
         a platform to come back from. It was different for Scottie. As X-treme became more ex-dream, Scottie became bigger and bigger.
         After just two pop hits with the band he was approached by a new manager and went solo. As Scottie climbed to number one,
         you could hear the nails being hammered into X-treme’s coffin.
      

      
He’s an incredibly talented songwriter and vocalist but besides that he’s needy, sexy, beautiful and has the most filthy grin
         in history. Despite sleeping with pretty much every gorgeous woman in the pop world, plus a fair number of models and film
         stars, he is resolutely single and as such the perfect fantasy man. Just what I need right now to ease the tedium of being
         ignored by Adam.
      

      
I put on his latest CD and turn the volume up high.

      
The thing is, it can go either way with music. Sometimes it’s life-affirming and uplifting; other times it can plunge you into the deepest, darkest doldrums. By the time I’ve downed two-thirds of the bottle of Chardonnay I’m beginning to feel
         horny and hurt; a lethal combination. Scottie is crooning some love ballad, or more accurately some hate ballad. Something
         about knowing when love has made a dash for the door and love not living here any more. I start to swirl the lyric around
         my mind with the same seriousness I would if I was grappling with the monumental questions like: Why are we here? Why don’t
         you ever see a baby pigeon? Why are yawns contagious?
      

      
The hardest thing to bear about my live-in relationship with Adam is not the mess he makes, or the unsociable hours he works,
         or his lack of focus on his career. The hardest thing is I love him and I have to wonder, does he still love me? That’s why
         I’m often grumpy and bored. I don’t feel special. I think there’s a serious danger that our love has made a dash for the door.
         I sometimes think Adam and I are more used to each other than mad about each other. How depressing. The orange glow of an
         August sunset fills the room with a pale amber hue and yet I feel distinct shivers scuttle up and down my spine.
      


      

      2. Fern

      
I can’t help thinking that if Adam loved me as much as I love him, or as much as he used to, or as much as I want him to,
         or whatever, then things would be different. Things would feel more exquisitely special, distinctly not ordinary. Plus he’d
         follow basic instructions. I mean he’d stay in on the one night of the week that I ask him to, wouldn’t he? He’d occasionally
         squirt a bit of Fairy liquid over the dishes in the sink or put his smelly trainers in the wardrobe, wouldn’t he? He’d ask
         me to marry him.
      

      
Wouldn’t he?

      
There, I’ve said it. It’s out there. I am that pathetic, that old-fashioned, that un-liberated. I want the man I love, who
         I’ve been with for four years, to ask me to marry him. Tell me, ladies and gentlemen, am I so unreasonable?
      

      
Part of me is ashamed that after everything the bra-burning brigade did on behalf of my sex, I still can’t shift the secret
         belief that if Adam proposed my life would be somehow more luminous, glorious and triumphant than it currently is. I know,
         I know, it’s an illogical thought. Since his inadequacies are stacking up like the interest on a credit card in January, it
         does not make sense that I want to shackle myself to him on a permanent basis. The fact that I am irritated he no longer looks
         me in the eye when he’s talking to me (what am I on about? He rarely talks to me!). The fact that the very sight of his favourite old baggy sweatshirt now brings me out in a rash (and yet I’d
         previously considered it to be cuddly and snuggly—right up there with my baby blanket in terms of offering comfort). The
         fact that the way he chews his food, cuts his nails in bed and leaves the seat up in the loo makes me want to hold his head
         under water and wait for the bubbles to stop surfacing ought to add up to something other than my desire for a huge, floaty
         meringue number. But it doesn’t.
      

      
No matter how annoying Adam can be I find I am irrationally besieged by a belief (which grips me with the same severity as
         religious doctrine grabs some folk) that marrying him will somehow change things for the better between us.
      

      
I know, I know. Once again the facts would point in another direction. I’ve never met a woman who can, hand on heart, say
         this is the case. The vast majority of women insinuate (or openly state depending on their level of inebriation) that marriage
         only leads to a deepening of cracks in a relationship. Where there was a hairline fracture, throw in a dozen years of matrimony
         and you find an enormous chasm, a veritable gulf. Even the very happily married tend to look back fondly at the days gone
         by, the days of dating, when the most monumental decision a couple ever have to make is which movie to see—as opposed to
         endlessly debating domestic dross. Can we afford a new mattress? Is it worth insuring the house contents? Is it stupidly irresponsible
         to go with the quote from the first plumber who turned up to look at the leaky radiator—after all, it’s taken six weeks to get a plumber to show, can we really wait for two more?
      

      
And yet I want a proposal.

      
I think I need to make it clear at this point that I am not one of those women who always wanted to get married. As a child
         I owned Airhostess Barbie, not Bridal Barbie. I had no ambitions to endlessly re-enact a marriage between said doll and her
         eunuch boyfriend, Ken. Nor did I dance around the kitchen with a tea towel tied to my head and a sheet around my waist singing
         ‘Some Day My Prince Will Come’ (although my older sister Fiona did this until she was about fifteen). In fact I spent most
         of my late teens and early twenties avoiding any sort of proper relationship. I thought a guy was being unreasonably controlling
         and presumptuous if he insisted on knowing my surname before making a dishonest woman of me. I was a good-time girl rather
         than a good girl. I never bought into the nonsense that sex was in any way tied up with responsibility, disgrace, doubt, guilt
         or even love. As far as I was concerned sex was all about hedonistic pleasure and fun—lots and lots of fun. I suppose sexist
         propaganda would have it that I ought to hang my head in shame, wear sackcloth and frequently beat myself rather than own
         up to the fact that in my past I’ve rarely dignified any relationship with longevity. But I won’t. I can’t be that much of
         a hypocrite.
      

      
Then there was Adam.

      
I met Adam in the same way I usually met guys back then (he was the mate of a bloke I was shagging at the time). It wasn’t
         love at first sight or anything really corny like that—it was laugh at first sight. Not that I was laughing at him, I wasn’t; I laughed right along with him, everyone did. He was a riot. He’s one of those walking bag of gags
         lads. He’s full of witty one-liners, bizarre facts and decent jokes. No one delivers a punch line like Adam. We flirted from
         the word go but Adam kept me at arm’s length until my fling with his mate drew its last breath. Then he asked me to go to
         Glastonbury music fest with him. And that was it—we were an item.
      

      
I never so much as looked at another man from that moment on. Seriously, he held me captive. I realized that I hadn’t simply
         been a slut (as I believed and my mum feared), I just hadn’t met the right guy. Simple as that. As nice and old-fashioned
         as that.
      

      
I’ve loved being faithful to Adam. It hasn’t been a struggle. Having sown my wild oats it was a joy to sink into a relationship
         where it really didn’t matter if I occasionally wore cotton M&S knickers rather than lacy thongs—he’d still want to rip
         them off me.
      

      
Adam and I laughed our way through the first couple of years and we laughed our way into this flat-share and for quite some
         months after that. But we haven’t been doing a great deal of laughing of late. In fact there hasn’t been so much as a chuckle,
         a guffaw or a weak giggle. Neither of us is the rowing sort, so silence and tension have become our staple.
      

      
I call Adam to find out what time he expects to be back so I can gauge whether it’s worth waiting up for him. Even before
         I press the dial button part of me knows this is likely to be a pointless exercise. Invariably, even if Adam is able to give
         an expected time of arrival, he’s about as reliable as a politician a week before elections; besides that, he often doesn’t answer his phone anyway. He’s either up a ladder rigging lights or down a cellar listening to a band and
         so he can’t reach his phone or the signal can’t reach him. It’s an accurate metaphor for our relationship. I’m therefore pleasantly
         surprised when he picks up.
      

      
‘Hi, I was just wondering where you are and what you are up to,’ I say, trying to sound as friendly and non-naggy as I’m able.

      
‘Hey, Fern-girl. I’m coming right back to you.’

      
‘Are you?’ A rush of excitement floods into my stomach, pushing aside the irritation I’ve felt all evening.

      
‘Yup.’

      
The doorbell rings. ‘Hang on, someone is at the door, hold the line,’ I say.

      
I open the door and Adam is stood facing me, holding his phone to his ear and grinning.

      
‘Lost my key,’ he says as he snaps closed his mobile and then briefly kisses me on the forehead.

      
‘Lost or forgotten?’ I demand. The rush of excitement at seeing him is instantly drowned by a fresh flash of irritation. Living
         with him is a bit like sitting in a ducking chair. Oh, I can breathe; everything is going to be fine. No, I’m under water once more. I’m going to drown. If he’s lost his key again then we’ll have to pay for the locks to be changed for the second time in six months. It’s such
         an unnecessary expense, all that’s required is a little thought. But, if he’s simply forgotten to take it out with him I’ll
         be just as irritated. I mean, it’s not rocket science, is it? You go out, you come in again, to do that you need a key, put
         key in pocket.
      

      
Adam shrugs. ‘Think they are in my other jeans.’

      
‘I hope so,’ I mutter as I head for our bedroom to check in his jeans pocket. The jeans are on the floor in a crumpled heap. Luckily, I do find his keys, along with a stick
         of gum and his Oyster card. I walk back into the kitchen dangling the keys off my finger; half triumphant, half vexed. Nowadays
         I often rage with conflicting emotions when I’m around Adam. I wish it wasn’t so. I wish things were simpler.
      

      
I’m taken aback because I find Adam serving up a Chinese takeaway. From the smell of it I think I can guess that he’s brought
         me king prawn foo yung with egg fried rice—my favourite.
      

      
‘Have you eaten? I figured not, as there’s no food in the flat, so I thought we’d go wild, Fern-girl. I’ve even bought a side
         of prawn crackers.’
      

      
Adam doesn’t often demonstrate this level of planning so I don’t grumble about the keys; I simply slip them down on to the
         counter next to his wallet.
      

      
Sometimes we eat in front of the TV off a tray, but today Adam has put the plates, knives and forks on the tiny Formica table
         in the kitchen. An action which indicates that he’s aware I’ve requested a level of formality and seriousness tonight.
      

      
There’s the usual kerfuffle of sitting down, then getting up again to get a bottle of beer, sitting down for a second time
         and getting up again to find the soy sauce and sitting down and then getting up again to get a jug of tap water.
      

      
When we finally settle, Adam asks, ‘So what is it that you wanted to talk about?’ There’s a hint of nervousness in his voice.

      
I’m grateful that I’m fortified with the best part of a bottle of Chardonnay. I decide to dive right in.

      
‘You know that I’m thirty next week—’

      
Adam drops his fork dramatically. ‘Oh, Fern-girl, is this about your birthday gig? Don’t worry, girlie, that’s all cool.’
         Adam looks relaxed now; in an instant all signs of tension have sloshed from his face. ‘Jesus, Fern, I thought you wanted
         the big talk. I thought I was going to be kicked into touch, or that you were up the duff or you’d found the perfume bottle I
         broke.’ He starts eating again. Are all these things on a par? How does this man’s mind work? Before I get to ask him he adds,
         ‘The birthday thing is in hand.’
      

      
I’m torn. I’m delighted to hear that Adam has given my birthday celebrations any thought at all and I’m dying to ask him details
         but, on the other hand, I need to keep on track and I’d never planned to talk about the festivities—more the significance
         of the date.
      

      
‘Yeah, girl, Jess and Lisa are all over this birthday gig. I’m not sure exactly what’s going down but they tell me it’s going
         to be one hell of a night. One to remember.’
      

      
My blood pressure zooms sky-high again. So, Adam hasn’t put any thought into my birthday, my brilliant friends have bailed
         him out. God, the man is hopeless. I can’t deal with that right now, I need to stick to the point.
      

      
‘I don’t want to talk about the celebrations. I want to ask you what being thirty means. You know, what it means to you.’
      

      
Adam looks a bit startled. ‘Buggered if I can remember, girl. I’m thirty-two already. Too many drugs and too much drink have
         been imbibed for me to have clear memories of my thirtieth.’
      

      
‘Stop being an arse, Adam. We both know you don’t do drugs. I’m not one of your rock and roll buddies—you don’t have to
         pretend to be zanier than you are when you are with me. And will you please stop calling me girl, girlie or Fern-girl! Fern
         will do nicely; it is my name, after all!’
      

      
Adam always talks like this. He likes to pretend he’s much more hard-core than is actually the case.

      
‘But Fern-girl is what I call you. It’s like our thing,’ says Adam; he looks injured.

      
‘I’m not a girl. That’s my point.’
      

      
‘Oh fuck, this is about you getting old, isn’t it?’

      
‘I am not old,’ I insist indignantly and then a nanosecond later I add, ‘Yes. It is about that. In a way.’
      

      
‘Fern-gir—Fern, don’t worry, you don’t look your age.’

      
Even though I’m cross with Adam I can hear that he’s being sincere and trying to comfort me. He’s wide of the goal though.
         He reaches for my hand but I sulkily pull away. My point is he doesn’t act his age, that’s what’s annoying me.
      

      
‘You are beautiful, Fern. Really hot. All my mates want a piece of you. Mick was just saying what a great pair of tits you’ve
         got and he didn’t qualify it with “for her age” the way he does when he’s talking about Sharon Stone.’
      

      
I give myself whiplash snapping my face up to meet Adam’s so I can glare at him. He blushes, realizing that at this moment
         in time I’m not going to think it’s a compliment that all of Adam’s boozy, lazy mates want to shag me and have obviously discussed
         the matter at length. Plus, Sharon Stone has twenty years on me. A lifetime ago I might have thought that his comments were
         funny. Not now. A lack of judgement and an effort to clarify makes Adam stumble on, despite my glares.
      

      
‘What I mean, Fern, is that you could pass for twenty-six or even twenty-five in a dark room. You haven’t got flabby bits
         like other women your age. I think it’s all that hauling around buckets of flowers. And your height works for you because
         tall, athletic-looking women never look hunched and old and stuff. Plus you should be happy you’re not a kid any more. Young
         girls have gross skins, really spotty. You’ve got pearly skin; what’s the word? Sort of opaque, that’s it!’
      

      
Adam stops yakking and grins at me as though he’s just wooed me with an arrangement of beautiful and thoughtful words, the
         like of which haven’t been heard since Shakespeare put down his quill. He must be confused, then, when I glower back at him
         with all the resentment of Lady Macbeth.
      

      
‘I was not asking you for a critique on how well I’m ageing,’ I say.

      
‘Weren’t you?’

      
‘No. That’s not what this is about.’

      
‘Isn’t it?’ Adam pauses; his fork is stranded between his plate and his lips. A grain of rice falls on to his lap. He doesn’t
         brush it away. ‘But you said you wanted to talk about turning thirty.’
      

      
‘Yes, I do.’

      
‘But you don’t want to talk about your party?’

      
‘No.’

      
‘Nor about how hot you are?’

      
‘No!’

      
‘Well, what then?’

      
‘About us.’
      

      
‘Us? What have we got to do with you turning thirty?’ Adam can no longer resist his pork chow mein with rainbow fried rice;
         he shovels the forkful of food into his mouth.
      

      
‘Why aren’t we married?’

      
I hadn’t meant to ask this so bluntly, and I immediately regret doing so when Adam’s rice makes its second appearance as he
         spits and splutters all over me. I pick grains from my hair as he downs his bottle of beer. Both of us are wondering what
         he’s going to say next.
      

      
‘Married? You want to get married,’ he says finally. Sadly, it isn’t a question.

      
‘Yes. Well, maybe. Eventually.’ I realize that it’s far too late for me to be coy but I back-pedal a little all the same,
         since his initial response is not what any girl would describe as encouraging. ‘I want us to talk about it, at least. I want
         to know whether it’s what you want or something you might ever want.’
      

      
‘Right,’ says Adam.

      
We both fall silent for what feels to be about a week until I clarify, ‘I mean I want to talk about it now.’
      

      
‘Oh, oh, OK, right,’ he says again. There’s more silence. After seemingly another week or so Adam asks, ‘And you want to get
         married because you are thirty?’
      

      
The silence has wounded me. The alcohol which initially fired me with enough confidence to broach the subject is now hurtling
         me towards sulky self-pity. I find I can’t explain my thoughts properly. For weeks I’ve been endlessly pondering why exactly
         I feel a compulsion to marry Adam. I’ve considered the fact that we are no longer in the throes of initial lust and our sex life has already become a little predictable. I’ve admitted to myself that
         he’s a messy bastard and has no real prospects and yet, somewhat irrationally, I keep coming back to it. I want him. I find
         my weeks of careful thought on the subject distilled into one sullen sentence.
      

      
‘Everyone else is getting married.’

      
‘Oh, right, so everybody else is doing it. That’s a great reason to make the biggest commitment of our lives,’ says Adam with
         obvious sarcasm. He shakes his head and asks, ‘Like who?’
      

      
‘Like Pete and Tanya, like Eliza and Greg, like Will and Zoë.’ I reel off the list of names of our friends that have got engaged
         in the last month.
      

      
‘Would you jump off a bridge just because Tanya, Eliza or Zoë did?’ he demands, sounding just like a grade three teacher talking
         to a child. I ignore him.
      

      
‘Like, just about every woman who walks into my shop. I could do the flowers for our wedding,’ I wail.

      
I’m a little bit shamefaced to admit it but I have spent quite a lot of time day-dreaming about our wedding. I have not planned
         every last detail—not quite—but I’ve certainly drawn the broad brush-strokes. I’ve picked out a dress, a menu, and I know
         we’ll be having fat pink peonies as the centrepiece flower to all arrangements.
      

      
‘Jesus, Fern, we can’t get married just so you can showcase your flower-arranging skills.’

      
‘You’re being bloody stupid, I didn’t say that. I’m just saying that we could save some money if I did the flowers. Weddings
         are expensive.’
      

      
‘This isn’t about the money,’ yells Adam. He throws down his fork and pushes his plate away, even though his chow mein is only half eaten.

      
My heart dives to the pit of my belly. I’d rather hoped it was about the money. I was hoping that Adam had secretly given the idea of our nuptials as much thought as I had but just hadn’t
         got round to popping the question because he was worried that we’d never have enough cash to do the whole wedding thing properly.
         Apparently not. The problem with it not being about the money is that it means his non-popping of the question must be motivated by something much more sinister and devastating.
      

      
Adam doesn’t want to marry me.

      
Adam doesn’t love me?

      
Having surmised this much I know I should now just clamp my mouth closed and retreat with the tiny shreds of dignity left
         available to me, but while my brain is calculating that this is definitely the best course of action, my tongue—the current
         impetuous ruling power—runs on unchecked.
      

      
‘My mum always said no man ever buys the cow if he can drink the milk for free,’ I wail.

      
‘Oh, lovely,’ says Adam with mocking tones. ‘A gorgeous image, I can’t wait to curl up with that one tonight.’

      
‘Well, she was right, wasn’t she?’ Of course I want him to say that no, my mother was wrong, and I want him to take me in
         his arms, stroke my back and tell me everything is going to be OK. He doesn’t, so I trample on. ‘I want commitment, I want
         a wedding, I want babies. I want something to look forward to. Something to happen.’ With every demand I make I can almost hear our relationship being stamped to death underfoot. It’s a big fat squelchy sound. ‘I want a proper home. I want you to grow up. But you don’t want
         any of that, do you, Adam? You want to piss about pretending to be some vital cog in the world of rock and roll, when it’s
         clear that you are little more than a glorified runner.’
      

      
With that I finally shut my mouth but it’s too late. Adam looks shocked and fatally wounded. He’s staring at me as though
         he hardly recognizes me. Right now, I hardly care.
      

      
‘Is that really what you think?’

      
‘Yes. We’re treading water and I don’t have time for this any more, Adam. I’m thirty next week. I have a biological clock
         to reckon with. I’m telling you it’s up to the next level or get out.’ I hadn’t meant to say as much.
      

      
‘You can’t threaten me. You can’t put an ultimatum on a relationship,’ he yells back at me.

      
‘I can do as I bloody well like, and I’m telling you, Adam, if there’s no big shiny rock presented to me on my birthday then
         it’s the last birthday we’ll be celebrating together. Marry me or move out.’
      

      
The last words spurt into our lives with the devastation of a tsunami. I pant with fury and frustration. I regret the words
         but believe in them at the same time. It’s complicated. Besides, it hardly matters what I did or did not mean to say. The
         fact is I’ve just issued my boyfriend with an ultimatum. An ultimatum with a very short deadline and a dire ‘failure to comply’
         clause.
      

      
I hastily pick up the plates and manically start to tidy up the kitchen. I toss rice and congealed leftovers into the bin. I wash up and I wipe the table. Anything rather than meet Adam’s eye. It takes me twenty minutes to have the tiny
         kitchen gleaming; I even drag a soapy cloth across the floor. Throughout my frenzied activity Adam says nothing and he doesn’t
         move.
      

      
He is truly petrified.


      

      3. Scott

      
Some people think it might just happen. Fame and that. That you’ll just stumble on it. Or that someone will hand it over,
         that’s the Simon Cowell effect, that is. But I always knew finding fame took more than that. It needed plans, schemes and
         determination. It needed energy. When I’m pissed I don’t have much energy and I forget plans. So I had to stop getting pissed.
         Because to lose it all now, well, it would be a damn shame. It would.
      

      
The other thing people don’t realize is that it’s a violent toil making art. It’s far too easy to lose your nerve. People
         who aren’t good enough rarely realize it. Others who are good enough don’t believe it. You have to believe in everything.
         In luck, in your fans, but mostly in yourself.
      

      
When I was fifteen I got a Saturday job in a butcher shop. I needed extra money for clothes and records and stuff that makes
         life bearable. Nothing could be as ugly as chopping meat. For twelve months all I smelt was blood. Even when I was nowhere
         near the fuckin’ shop I smelt of blood. The bloke I worked for was an arse. I had to wear green nylon trousers and a green
         checked dickie bow. There was no amity or fun. Nan thought being a butcher was a good trade: ‘You never see a skinny butcher.’
         (Yeah, but who wants to be fat?) She thought I should suck up to the arse that was my boss so he’d take me on full-time after
         my GCSEs. Mum didn’t disagree, she didn’t have the energy. It was like we were living in a different century to everyone else by growing up in the north
         in the late 70s and early 80s. It was made clear to me that I was starting at the bottom and that was where everyone expected
         me to stay. No one believed I’d be anything. A lack of belief can break your heart; it breaks your soul. If you let it.
      

      
But I do believe in myself, except when I don’t. I do when I’m up there on stage and women are flinging their bras and morals
         at me. Then I know I’m a god. Trick is, not to think too carefully about exactly what sort of god I might be because then
         you stop believing in yourself and it’s possible you might drown in your own vomit (the default end for a rock star).
      

      
When I think back about how I got here, I am not surprised. People say, ‘A lad from Hull, here with all of this! Who’d have
         thought?’ They say that all the time and they are surprised. But I tell you who’d have thought. I’d have thought. The wall-to-wall open legs, the millions in the bank, the swimming-pool that I could fill with champagne if
         I wanted to, this is my proper place in life. The two-up-two-down terrace in Hull was the mistake; that was the angels’ clerical
         error. I should never have been dropped off there among all that disappointment. In our house there were just two states of
         existence, both underpinned by a solid sense of disappointment (my mother’s—never too happy to be married, heartbroken after
         my father pissed off). The two states of existence were basically TV On, TV Off.
      

      
TV On was the dominant state; it ran from about 7 a.m. all the way through to 1 a.m. the next day (and the next and the next). The thin curtains would be pulled across the window, shunning the bright daylight in the summer and offering
         no protection against the dreary black elements in the autumn and winter. The TV droned or blared and my family sprawled in
         front of it. My nan, small, neat and industrious, usually knitting booties for young girls on our estate that had come undone.
         The girls were never grateful for the old-fashioned booties, preferring Mothercare’s finest, purchased with government clothing
         vouchers. My brother and me sprawled in front of the TV; legs getting longer, tempers getting shorter with every passing year.
         My mum rarely put her feet up but when she did, she liked the TV on for a bit of company. Because we all lived too close to
         each other and yet miles away.
      

      
The house wasn’t aired enough. We didn’t open windows. It always smelt. It smelt of the dog, the chip pan, of farts and sweat.
         Different types of sweat: my mother’s honestly earned and nervous, me and my brothers’ fetid and hormonal, my nan’s perfumed
         with lavender. But the smell I hate remembering most of all, out of all those foul stenches, is the smell of alpine air fresheners.
         That smell epitomizes my mum’s desperate, pointless grasp at middle-class respectability and it depresses me. Really depresses
         me.
      

      
The TV was only ever off for a few short hours, after me and my brother had finally slunk off to our rooms, ostensibly to
         catch a few zeds. The silence started to hum. I didn’t sleep at night. I dreamt. Dreaming is what most empty and confused
         teenagers do. The difference being, dreaming is all that most of them do. Changing dreams into ambition, that’s what sorts the men from the boys. It was in those short, quiet
         hours when the TV was not blaring that I made my plans to be great. I wrote songs and practised on my guitar and swore to
         myself that I’d do anything, anything at all, to get to where I knew I should be. I’d work hard, I’d audition, I’d move to
         London, I’d ignore the word no, I’d keep trying, I’d win people over, I’d screw people over if I had to. I’d do it all.
      


      

      4. Fern

      
Flowers are romantic. That much is accepted by everybody, whether it’s a newly engaged woman wondering about the structure
         of her bouquet or some sorry-assed adulterer that’s been caught with his willy out and wants to try to make amends with his
         missus. Everyone knows flowers are a good place to start when dealing with matters of the heart.
      

      
That’s why I’m delighted to be surrounded by them in the shop every day, especially at the moment. Adam and I are barely speaking
         to one another. I worked all day Saturday. He spent Sunday fixing up a gig somewhere, I forget exactly where, I’m not sure
         he even told me. Rationally, I know that he’d already confirmed this work before we had our row; irrationally I feel he’s
         avoiding me. To be accurate, we’re avoiding each other. Even when we finally fall into bed at the end of our gruelling days
         we do little more than exchange monosyllabic polite questions and answers, designed to learn precisely nothing about one another’s
         state of mind.
      

      
Since Friday night the flat has been full of stress and silences, so I’m happy to rush to work and let the fragrances which
         perpetually float in the air soothe me. Ben’s Bunches and Bouquets is my sanctuary. My haven. Flowers can be calming, reassuring,
         joyful and sexy. Currently, they provide me with everything Adam isn’t.
      

      
I never wanted to do anything other than be a florist. I started working at Ben’s B&B four years ago, just before I met Adam.
         I love my job. The shop is just a ten-minute walk from our flat and Ben is just a few years older than me and a fun boss who
         gives me plenty of creative scope and independence; he’s become more of a friend than a boss over the years. Even as a tiny
         tot I used to love to bury my nose in the bright roses blooming in my gran’s garden. I’d inhale the silky, sensuous scent
         the way some starlets inhale cocaine in the loos at China White; I couldn’t get enough. My gran had a keen creative and romantic
         streak. She lived before web design or adultery became acceptable conduits for these character traits and so, as she had always
         been especially green-fingered, she found a more genteel outlet—she arranged flowers.
      

      
Gran grew lots and lots of flowers in her garden. Mostly I remember roses and sweet peas but I know that she grew delphiniums,
         lavender, marigolds and nasturtiums too, to name but a few. It was my habit to trail her as she mooched around the garden.
         Clippers in one hand, wooden trug in the other, she’d set off in search of the most beautiful stems available. She never rushed.
         She’d amble along the borders, stopping from time to time to stand in front of a bush, carefully considering which bloom to
         choose. It was painstaking. I almost pitied the flowers that Gran overlooked, the ones that she didn’t think were quite perfect
         and beautiful enough for her arrangement; the ones insects had gnawed through or more devastatingly had been blighted by some
         plant disease. Then, finally, she would select one. Snap, the stem would be severed in a swift sure cut, the bloom picked up and laid with reverence in her basket. Move on.
      

      
I found the process at once strangely thrilling and heartbreaking; which, I’ve come to realize, is true of everything to do
         with flowers. A bouquet sent to a birth is definitely to celebrate but also to acknowledge that the poor mum has a bruised
         vag; a wreath at a funeral is sent to express extreme sorrow but sent with love and respect.
      

      
Flowers are big, you see, complex.

      
As a kid there was nothing I liked to do more than watch my gran arrange the flowers she’d chosen. I spent hours watching
         her weave her magic, trimming the leaves from the lower half of the stem (or they would rot in the water, leading to a hideous
         smell), fearlessly snapping off sharp thorns from roses with her hardy, plump thumb (see, a rose can be improved upon, take
         away the thorns), swapping honesty for baby’s breath to create balance and harmony. Her displays were always moving. Some
         were refined, poised and taut. Others were jolly, vibrant and wild. They all seemed wonderful to me. My advice to everyone
         is never underestimate the power of a bunch of sweet peas tied up with a cheerful, colourful ribbon.
      

      
I am doing my best not to think about all the things I said to Adam on Friday and I’m doing a pretty good ostrich impression
         by throwing myself into my work. I’ve briefly told Ben about the row but I’ve insisted that we don’t discuss and dissect the
         matter. Ben’s happy to follow instructions; he doesn’t really like thrashing out anything tricky. He’s always saying that
         all he ever wants is for everyone to be happy, preferably all the time. Sadly, it’s not a very realistic aim and he doesn’t
         have a magic wand or an especially clear grasp on how that might be achieved (who does?). He’s a good businessman though. Precisely because
         he knows the value of dreams and the comfort of luxury, he is able to make a decent profit on both at Ben’s B&B. It’s a busy
         flower shop. Ben has carved out a nice little market in a chi-chi part of Clapham just off Narbonne Avenue. There are lots
         of yummy mummies who think that spending forty quid on a big bunch of lilies is essential shopping on a par with having milk
         in the fridge.
      

      
Working as a florist isn’t a bed of roses (excuse the pun). People think I spend my entire day drifting around in a soft-filter
         moment; in fact there are some aspects of the job which are genuinely gruelling. Early starts at the market three times a
         week, loading the van by myself and then driving back to the shop, through the morning rush hour, means that sometimes it
         feels as though I’ve done a day’s work before we’ve even opened the shop door. Adam is right, being a florist has made me
         strong and fit—there’s a lot of heavy lifting. Besides the physical aspect, being a florist demands tact and patience and
         sometimes a bit of mind reading; you wouldn’t believe how many customers seem only to know what they don’t want but have no
         clue as to what they do want.
      

      
Still, this week I’m grateful for the gruelling and absorbing aspects of the job. I volunteer to take Ben’s turn to go to
         market, I lug endless buckets of water around the shop as though I’m performing some sort of medieval penance, I rearrange
         the stock every day, I bone up on the life span of exotic flowers, even those we rarely sell, and I leap on customers the
         moment they cross the threshold. I’d rather do anything than dwell on the impending birthday and the ultimatum I issued. Ben has been joking that
         he might as well retire somewhere sunny; his secret ambition is to have a year-round tan. I do a pretty good job of avoiding
         any form of brooding until Wednesday, when not one, but two brides-to-be visit the shop to place orders for wedding flowers.
         That’s God’s zany sense of humour.
      

      
The first customer is a slight, unassuming woman with a no-nonsense approach to organizing her wedding flowers. She compares
         the prices of roses and carnations for buttonholes. She dismisses lilies because the orange stamen stains. She listens as
         I reel off a few options for her bouquet. It takes just twenty minutes for her to make her selection. She plumps for tight
         white roses for everything. She places her order for her small, simple wedding: a bouquet for bride and maid of honour, half
         a dozen buttonholes, and a corsage for her mum and the groom’s mum. She digs out a pen and a small notebook from the bottom
         of her handbag. She makes a neat tick in the margin next to the word flowers and notes down the figure I gave her as an estimate.
         As she leaves the shop I envy her restraint and contentment.
      

      
The second bride-to-be arrives with considerably more commotion. The overly tanned and loud woman is accompanied by her mum
         and two friends. All four women have strong opinions on what will be ‘absolutely a must’ or ‘to die for’ and loudly express
         them over and over again, seemingly unaware that they often contradict each other and themselves. Ben is in the back room
         doing paperwork, so I alone have to deal with Bridezilla.
      

      
I realize that the woman is unlikely to be a virgin and her insistence on a ‘totally massive white do, with all the extras’
         is perhaps a tad hypocritical but what the hell, who isn’t? I know it’s the way I’m going to go—floor to ceiling flowers.
         I’m excited for her from the moment she walks into the shop, even though I have served hundreds of brides like her in the
         past and I know that designing, sourcing and delivering the flowers for her wedding will cause no end of stress for me.
      

      
The bride hurtles through dozens of ideas. She shows me pictures that she has cut from glossy bridal magazines. There is a
         dramatic picture of red gerbera with clusters of cropped beargrass and a beautiful organza bow, and another one showing traditional
         pale lilies and roses draped with garlands of pearls, and a third of a bouquet of exquisite orchids which are beautifully
         combined with minimal foliage to create a contemporary design. She wants it all.
      

      
After several hours of bouncing from one thought to another (during which time her mum ran out for sandwiches, I served eight
         other customers and Ben completed the paperwork for this quarter’s VAT return), we finally settle on stunning pink tulips
         and exotic nerines combined to perfect effect in a stylish and contemporary bouquet. The bride orders two bouquets; one to
         keep (apparently you can have your bouquet mounted in a glass dome—Lord help
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