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Zara

‘I’m going,’ I tell Katie over the phone. ‘My bags are packed.’

I’m sitting at a waterside cafe drinking fresh mint lemonade, watching people ferry back and forth across Dubai Creek on traditional wooden water taxis, known here as abras. To my far right, the Burj Khalifa pings from the Downtown skyline like a giant pen, touching the cloudless blue sky with its tip. Katie was supposed to be meeting me, but as usual of late, she cancelled again.

‘So, you’re leaving Dubai,’ Katie says, ‘to go and live in some British city that you’ve never been to before, with a fella you hardly know?’

‘Nick and I talk about living together all the time,’ I say.

‘And yet you haven’t seen Nick for six months.’

‘That’s nothing when you plan to spend a lifetime with somebody.’

‘Zara Khoury. You’re not thinking straight.’

How patronising. It’s not about not thinking straight. It’s about thinking off-course, doing something that’s out of the ordinary. And there’s nothing wrong with that, is there? How can wonderful things happen to us if we don’t do wonderful things to start off with?

‘Your daddy can’t bankroll your love life,’ she says.

‘Oh, don’t worry,’ I reply. ‘He won’t.’

She doesn’t respond, unless she’s waiting for an explanation.

‘I’ve got some savings, Katie. And a plan. I want to study again; finish my degree.’

‘Right. You know what they say? Once a dropout …’

‘Look, it’s not just about Nick Gregory.’

‘Ah, come on, Zara, don’t kid yourself. It’s all about Nick Gregory.’

The call to prayer filters across the creek, a beautiful and somewhat haunting melody that pauses me momentarily as I glance towards the mosques in the distance. Dusk will fall soon. Day turns into night so quickly in this patch of the world, the bold sun taking a break to allow an even bolder moon to rule the purple sky. I’ve never felt at home here, even though it’s been the place I’ve spent the majority of my thirty years. I long to feel an urge to root down, but all I can feel is flight; a gentle breeze trying to lift me from this seat and take me far away. The scar sitting on my right cheekbone, the size of my middle fingernail and the shape of Australia, is no longer a reminder of what can go wrong, but a sign of what can turn out right.

‘Believe me,’ I say. ‘This is all meant to be.’

Katie tells me she has to go; she has a meeting. I don’t get wished a safe flight, or nudged to give her all the juicy gossip. She doesn’t even mention the weather; and expats love to mention the British weather. She just goes.

As I intend to.

Tomorrow morning, I will land at Heathrow Airport. I’ll go and buy that second-hand car I found online and drive two hundred miles north of London, to a city famous for its football, its accent and, of course, The Beatles. A place where they call something good boss.

‘If only you could come here,’ Nick says, often. ‘You’d love it.’

Well, Liverpool, here I come.
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Jim

‘Unknown’.

I always answer my phone if the number’s unknown.

It’s one of my three life rules. Being up at six to get here, the Mersey Tunnel toll booth, for work at seven a.m. is another. This rule’s partnered with navy pants, a V-neck pullover and high-visibility jacket, otherwise I’ll lose my job. And the last rule’s making sure my ma takes her tablets and climbs the stairs five times daily to keep her heart pumping.

Beyond this, I let myself be.

Except now, ‘Unknown’ flashes, skittering beside my hand, vibrating.

My phone lies face up on the small desk my knees are crammed beneath, next to a tattered paperback. Gene Wilder’s autobiography; another Oxfam bargain. I’ve been at work for the best part of an hour, but this desk isn’t mine. Tomorrow I might be put in the toll booth next door. Yesterday I worked three booths to my left. I watch my phone, itching to answer.

‘Y’never heard of a barber, mate?’

It’s the fella in the Ford Focus. He exchanges his quid for the correct tunnel fare every morning whilst listening to local radio, some crass breakfast show churning out the latest, not-quite-greatest hits. I’ve met with the overbearing stench of his aftershave many a time, not to mention the same old jibe about my hair.

‘Have a good day, mate,’ I reply, handing over the change.

‘Nice one.’

And off the Focus speeds through the tunnel with an unnecessary rev. The next car pulls up; the window winds down; I hand over change.

‘Unknown’ continues to vibrate.

Christ. I always answer unknown numbers. Ever since my dad died eight years ago. Look, I don’t want to delve into it. But seeing that word flashing before me reminds me. I hadn’t answered the first time, had I? Or the second. And it was only on the third attempt I bothered picking up. It’d been the hospital, calling to ask for a Jim Glover, and I said, ‘That’s me.’ The voice, light and female I recall, asked me to come and identify a man, thought to be Roy Glover, brought in dead on arrival. A heart attack on the Dock road.

But guess what?

There’s a gleaming problem with answering my phone right now. You see, it’s a sackable offence. I’m allowed to read. We all are. Books, papers, even a good old crossword. But phones? Nope. The use of mobile phones whilst working within the cage of a toll booth is a sackable offence. No ‘three strikes and you’re out’. It’s an automatic lock-in.

‘Unknown’.

I hunch over the desk, press the green circle, grumble, ‘Hello?’

‘WELL, SOMEONE’S STILL HALF ASLEEP,’ the male voice belts into my ear. It’s a harsh, nasal twang. I can’t place it but it’s an altogether familiar sound.

‘Who’s this?’

A flurry of laughter ensues, overpowered by a husky female voice.

‘HEAVY NIGHT, WAS IT?’ she asks, finding herself hilarious.

Shit. Noticing a lady waiting in her car beside my booth, I whip my phone beneath the small desk and dish out some change. Then, peeping over my shoulder to check there isn’t another car behind, I bring the phone back to my ear.

‘WE’VE LOST HIM,’ the male voice says.

‘I’m here,’ I say. ‘Who is this?’

‘SHALL YOU TELL HIM, CONNIE? OR SHALL I?’

‘OH, GO ’EAD, CARL, THE PLEASURE’S ALL YOURS.’

‘Hurry up, I can’t really talk.’

‘JIM GLOVER?’ Carl sings.

‘How do you know me name?’

‘YOU’RE LIVE ON AIR, MERSEY WAVE 103.4.’

‘Y’what?’

Connie’s husky laugh takes over. ‘You’re live on the breakfast show with Connie and Carl, Jim. Now’s your chance to become a winner.’

‘A winner?’

Stretching ahead of me, and behind me, is grey tarmac. That single word, winner, is not part of my daily vocabulary. The two simple syllables sound full and foreign in my mouth, my breath still fresh from instant coffee.

‘You’re head to head with Sophie,’ Carl says. ‘Say hi to Jim, Sophie.’

‘Hiya Jim,’ a crackled voice says, the slight echo confirming that Sophie’s using a hands-free kit from her car. And yet, who is this Sophie? And why is she – with me – live on the radio?

‘Whoever answers this question first will become the proud owner of a brand-new BMW,’ Carl goes on. ‘Or, as Connie would call it, “a posh white car”.’

‘That’s a bit sexist,’ Sophie’s voice says.

Her comment is completely ignored. The game that me and her are somehow a part of continues. Cars filter into the tunnel ahead of my glance, weaving their way from other booths. Any second now, a car’ll pull up beside me and this game, this quiz, this radio prank, will come to a sudden end.

Why haven’t I already hung up?

For every second I remain on the line, I’m begging to be fired. The joy it’ll give Derek Higgins to demand that I see him in his office, to click his dry, swollen fingers as he orders me to remove my high-vis jacket. If reading is the perk of my role, then dishing out a P45 is Derek’s.

‘Jim? Sophie? Are you ready?’

We both mumble a yeah.

A mashup of the theme tunes to Countdown and Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? comes whistling through the speaker. Instead of waiting eagerly for the question, I can only focus on willing the banging in my chest to piss off. I’m breaking my boss’s rule to adhere to my own, and it could result in me losing my job. Sure, rules are rules, but what about priorities? I should hang up.

‘Okay; First one to say the correct answer wins.’ Connie clears her throat. ‘Name the author of On Her Majesty’s Secret Service, Dr No and Thunderball.’

A gasp from Sophie tickles my ear. ‘JAMES BOND!’

Bloody hell. My heart lightens. My knees are numb squashed beneath this little desk, my fingertips clammy.

‘Ian Fleming,’ I say.

A white van pulls up beside my booth, and with the efficiency of a robot, I hand change to the driver.

‘Good fucking morning to you, too,’ the driver spits. ‘Rude fucking bastard.’

I sigh and take a breath, knowing it’s now or never.

There’s a good chance that Connie and Carl and the whole of Merseyside missed my muffled answer. Or perhaps Sophie heard it, and she’s now ready to steal, to shout it out louder, clearer, stronger …

I blink. ‘IAN FLEMING.’

And just like that, I win a brand-new car.

Connie and Carl play ‘Congratulations’ across the airwaves, singing the word ‘commiserations’ to Sophie, finding themselves unbearably funny.

I put my handset on loud speaker, drop the phone onto my knees.

‘Stay on the line, Jim,’ Carl says.

A horn honks.

Again.

‘The producer’ll chat to you in a mo.’

Four, maybe five cars have piled up behind my booth, the one in front honking away with unashamed clarity. Derek’ll be making his way over any minute. With expert speed, I hand change to the impatient driver before he bombs it through the barrier. I recognise the next car. A Nissan Micra, silver, a sun-shaped sign stuck on the back window that reads Be the Light. Namaste. The girl behind the wheel passes through the tunnel regularly, never at a specific time of day. Sometimes, her hair’s snatched up or curled all fancy like a Charlie’s Angel, her wrists decorated with a bunch of bangles. Ed Sheeran sings through her speakers. Even now, in November, she never fails to wear oversized sunnies.

‘Hey, you,’ she says, rolling down her window and dipping her glasses to the edge of her nose. I give her a one-sided smile. She’s a right chatterbox, this one, always trying to entice me out on the lash with her mates or making a remark about me looking ‘cold’ or ‘hot’ or ‘tired’. Today it’s ‘worried’.

‘I’m going for a few drinks tonight in Oxton,’ she tells me. ‘Fancy coming?’

Oxton. Pretty posh. Over the water.

A horn honks.

‘Me best mate’s having a party,’ I say. ‘Bonfire night, and all that.’

Another horn honks.

The girl pushes her sunnies up her nose with her middle finger, mouths, ‘whatevs’ and drives away. Another car pulls up. Then, another. My head’s frazzled. Have I really, really just won a car? Come on, focus. I move fast, get the queue of cars to settle into a smooth, quiet rhythm as I wait for the producer to speak to me. I’m still on hold. And still trying to fathom how this has happened.

Last month’s payday.

Yep, that was it. The day I signed my name.

I’d been sheltering from the wet drizzle, browsing around a discount book store. Fluorescent strip lighting and BOGOF offers surrounding me, I stood reading the back of a Truman Capote biography. My phone rang.

‘Alright, Mam, what’s up?’

‘It’s nothing, love. I’m okay. Honest.’

‘You don’t sound okay. What happened?’

‘I was just making tea, that’s all. Me mind must’ve wandered. I forgot to concentrate for a moment. I burnt me hand. It just dropped, the kettle, it just dropped.’

‘I’m on me way. Don’t worry.’

I discarded Capote into the bargain bucket beside me and headed through town, towards Liverpool One to catch the bus to my ma’s. Wind whistled through the city, a cold chill reminding shoppers that autumn was falling into winter. I was almost at the bus stop when I noticed a white BMW made entirely from Lego. It wasn’t on the road, of course, but beside the shopping centre’s crowd-pulling outdoor piano. Impressive. As were the two young girls holding clipboards, approaching passers-by to sign up. Resembling a manufactured girl band, all petite with dark lashes and pouty pink lips, they wore bikini tops and hot pants, oblivious to the current climate.

‘We only need three more names,’ one of the girls shrieked.

I dodged out of her way, but her mate stepped in.

‘Come on, sign up,’ she said. ‘We’re not allowed on our break ’til the sheet’s full.’

‘I can’t,’ I said. Because I couldn’t. I had to get to my ma’s.

‘Don’t you wanna win a car?’ both girls sang, like a kitsch pop duo.

A pen got thrust into my hand.

‘What’s the catch?’ I asked, scribbling down my name and number as fast as possible. I never waited for their answer. I just legged it for the bus.

Had it been as simple as that to win a car? Really?

‘Jim Glover?’

The voice from within my phone hollers around the toll booth.

‘Yeah?’ I reply.

The producer of Connie and Carl’s breakfast show gives me strict instructions for how and when I can collect my prize. She’s most unenthusiastic, as if me winning this car is a hassle her life can do without.

‘You’re totally serious, like?’ I ask.

‘Why did you take part if you didn’t think it was serious?’ she snaps.

Bloody hell. My whole morning’s gone from boring to bonkers. I’m really trying to control myself here, but Christ, I’ve just won a car. What’s the catch? Come on. Surely there’s a catch.

‘There’s no catch,’ the producer says.

She hangs up and the line goes dead. The rain outside has stopped, the sun stretching through the cold, windy air. Steam clears from the windows of my toll booth and a hint of blue sky frames the top of the tunnel entrance. I allow myself to smile, a wide, cheesy grin.

‘Jim Glover?’

I stare at my phone. Who said that?

A rat-a-tat-tat sounds against the reinforced plastic window.

Derek Higgins.

His dry, swollen finger signals me to get out of the booth.

‘Follow me.’

The office door swings on its hinge, creaking, a fault in the frame preventing the satisfaction of it shutting.

‘How’s your missus?’ I ask.

‘On a diet,’ Derek tells me. ‘But we need to talk about you, Jim.’

There isn’t a clue in sight to prove that Derek has occupied this office for years. The walls remain white, the desk uncluttered; a desktop computer and a single biro. A shift rota hangs beside a plain calendar. No family photograph, no football logo, no tea-stained personal mug. To those who don’t know, it could be Derek Higgins’ first day.

‘You’re going nowhere,’ Derek barks, choosing to perch on the desk, his navy trousers bulging at the crotch, his navy socks not quite hiding his pasty calves. Offering me the only chair in the office with his hand, he removes his glasses, squinting. ‘Nowhere,’ he reiterates. ‘And in a way, it’s quite endearing. The fact that you’re going nowhere.’

Now, I’m a tall fella. My growth spurt was quick and early – I was towering over my teachers by the time I started secondary school. I’m neither proud nor ashamed of my height, although my ma still nags me about my natural hunch. And yet here, in Derek Higgins’ office, I feel small; worthless.

‘You know what I’m gonna say, don’t you, Jim?’

I nod.

‘It hasn’t been an easy decision for me. Lots of pros, lots of cons.’ Derek holds out his palms like a pair of weighing scales. ‘You’re a pretty predictable character, Jim. Which is good on one hand, but …’ He trails off. ‘You’re going nowhere.’

‘So you keep saying, Derek.’

‘Don’t be offended. It’s no criticism. It’s the way you are. Most lads your age have either tried to get somewhere and failed, or actually gone somewhere, like down south, or –’ he lowers his voice, ‘– London.’

I sit back into the office chair, letting my long legs spread.

‘You’re a good-looking lad, Jim. You are. I mean, you’re not my type, if you catch my drift? But, you’d have to be blind not to notice you’ve got the looks. You’re what my wife’d call a “dish”; a “bad boy”. They all love a bad boy, don’t they?’

Oh, Christ. I best brace myself.

‘You could’ve been in sales, Jim. Retail. But you didn’t go anywhere. You weren’t one of those lads who did something soft, like … form a band.’

‘I was in a band,’ I mutter.

‘What did you play?’ Derek leans back and plays air guitar.

‘Vocals. Lead vocals actually.’

‘Exactly my point.’ Derek clicks his fingers, such a strong, perfected click that its echo bounces off the walls. ‘You never pursued it.’

‘I was fifteen. Everyone’s in a band when they’re fifteen.’

‘I wasn’t.’

There were four of us in the band. Snowy, Griffo, Mikey, and yours truly.

Brian ‘Snowy’ Walsh – who got his nickname from his resemblance to Snow White; skin as white as snow, hair as black as ebony – played lead guitar. The drummer, Mikey Farley, was the youngest of six kids, so learning to play the drums was his only way of being heard. I was the front man and Phil Griffin was on bass. Griffo’s dad was always away on business which meant that Griffo’s mum went out with the girls a lot, so it was in their triple garage where we formed, rehearsed. The Griffins had a cook and a cleaner and electric gates. In fact, still do. None of us knew what Griffo’s dad did, but we all knew he was raking it in. We drank a lot of his expensive spirits, wrote songs. We only ever performed covers. Led Zeppelin, the Stones, Chili Peppers.

‘We used to do a boss cover of “Video Killed the Radio Star”,’ I tell Derek.

Derek sings a line, falsetto.

‘Did you ever play The Cavern, though?’ he asks.

‘Once. Student night.’ And it’s true. The sweat does drip off the walls.

‘Predictable,’ Derek says.

‘Or maybe I’m not so predictable,’ I say, standing. ‘I can’t be arsed with this.’

‘Excuse me?’

A horn honking outside startles us, ripping away my sudden confidence to storm out. I sit back down. Derek begins to pace the office and I realise, yeah, he’s only being honest. I am predictable. Nothing I’ve ever done during eight years of working in the toll booths could’ve given Derek any other impression. My timekeeping’s impeccable. My hair’s always a mess. I only drink instant coffee from the machine. I chat to my colleagues, ask after their kids and buy them Mars bars when they’re sick. You see, Derek didn’t know me prior to my toll-booth days. He doesn’t know about my old impulsive nature.

‘You’re right,’ I say. ‘I’m going nowhere. But maybe that’s about to change.’

Derek pulls himself away from the rota and puts his glasses back on, glaring at me.

‘Derek, I won a car.’

‘A car?’

‘Yeah, a car.’

‘A real one?’

‘Yep.’

‘How?’

‘On the radio. On the breakfast show.’

‘Jesus Christ, lad. What sort of car?’

‘BMW.’

‘A BMW?!’

Derek loosens his tie a little further, wipes his brow. ‘Congratulations, lad.’

‘Cheers.’

The passing cars fill the dead air hanging between us, until Derek starts to laugh.

‘What’s so funny?’

‘Oh, lad. I’m just imagining you driving around your neck of the woods in a BMW. I mean, it’s not gonna last five minutes round there.’

The laughing produces tears and Derek removes his glasses again to mop them up with his thumb. He’s got a bloody nerve.

‘That’s out of order, Derek. Out of order.’

But, is it? Maybe Derek has a point. The joy of winning is still boiling hot. I haven’t had a second to think this through, let the cold water splash me in the face. I think about the flat I rent above Wong’s chippy. The living room overlooks a dual carriageway flyover. Below my bathroom is a tiny back yard, just enough space for a wheelie bin. Where the hell am I going to park a BMW out there?

The bubble bursts.

‘Look, Jim. You’re better off selling the bloody thing and going on a spending spree.’

‘What do you reckon it’s worth?’ I ask. I watch cars speed past day in, day out, but I don’t know much about them. As a kid, I preferred my bike and my books. I passed my driving test years ago, like. I’m not soft. But I lost all interest in getting a car because I couldn’t afford one.

Derek blows his lips. ‘Twenty grand. More. I’m not a BMW man myself. More a Merc.’

‘Twenty grand?!’ Shit.

An hour ago, I was trying to read Gene Wilder’s autobiography cocooned in a toll booth. Now, I could be sitting on a small fortune. Derek Higgins’ white office walls are suddenly leaping with rainbows and fucking unicorns.

‘Sell it, Jim,’ Derek tells me. ‘I mean, where would you drive it anyway? You haven’t exactly got anywhere you need to be, have you?’

Twenty thousand pounds. That’s way more than I earn in a whole year. There’s no need to worry about getting sacked. I’ll be okay.

Actually, I won’t just be okay.

I’ll be grand. Twenty fucking grand!

‘Anyway, Jim. Back to my original point.’

My shoulders relax. I take my hands out of my pockets. An intense warmth encases me for the first time in, God, probably over a decade. Since I graduated from uni. Christ, back then I had options, I had hope. But a new car is more solid than an English degree, isn’t it? Holding my hand out, I smile, feeling a tingle of the old Jim Glover returning. I’ll save Derek the pleasure of firing me and call the shots myself. I’ll quit.

Derek doesn’t spot my outreached hand. He opens a drawer beneath his desk.

‘Surprise!’ Derek says, handing over a letter. ‘You’re the Chosen One, Jim!’

‘Y’what?’

I crouch over, resting my elbows on my knees, and skim the words to get the gist.

‘You’re sending me on a training day?’ I ask. ‘For card payments?’

‘Yes, I am, Jim. Yes. I. Am. We have to move with the times. Not everyone wants to buy a Fast Tag for the tunnel and drivers are becoming more and more tired of using coins. You’ll be our representative, learning how to use the card machine. You’re the brainy one out of all the numpties here.’

‘Love how you just described yourself as a numpty, Derek.’

‘Watch it.’

‘Do I get paid extra for going?’

‘Oh, aye.’

This is officially my lucky day. I should go and buy a scratch card. I’ve never been promoted, never done the whole ‘rounds are on me’ down at the Pacific Arms with my mates. Would my dad be proud, I wonder?

‘How much extra?’ I ask.

‘You’ll be paid in … respect.’

‘Ah, for fuck’s sake.’

‘Language, lad. I chose you ’cause you’re smart.’

‘I’m touched, Derek.’

‘Don’t be a smart-arse.’

The words I quit are tickling the edge of my tongue. I want to say it – scream it – but for some reason, they don’t escape.

‘Now, get back in the booth,’ Derek says. ‘Break’s over.’

Predictably, I obey.
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Zara

I’ve just landed in Heathrow Airport.

My teeth are brushed, my hair is behaving, likely due to the expensive product I’d felt obliged to buy after treating myself to a chestnut and blonde balayage. It was worth it. My Lebanese genes are to be thanked for my hair, which has a mind of its own, like my papa’s. I ate a small cheese sandwich offered to me before we started our descent and now it’s sitting in my stomach like a brick. For such a frequent flyer, I can never seem to sleep on planes, not unless I drink a huge amount of red wine. Last night, I didn’t touch a drop because I wanted to be as fresh as possible for this long drive to Liverpool. I tried to rest, I did, except I managed to get through three whole movies. The sky here is low and thick and white. It will be lunchtime in Dubai now, an endless blue rooftop stretching high above the locals and expats, the sun shining its warmest rays across the desert.

But I’m not here for the sky or the sun. I’m here for more than the whole damn sky.

I’m here for the universe.

I’m here.

I buy a UK SIM card for my phone from one of those machines in the terminal and call the guy selling me his car. We arrange to meet outside of Boots and he shows up like a taxi driver, holding a piece of crumpled paper with Zara Khoury written in bold marker pen. He reminds me to get insured, then mentions something about me having to go online to tax the car and hands me some paperwork. I’ll go through all this in detail with Nick later. I handover my cash and the guy tosses me the keys – which, of course, I drop – and he tells me where the car is parked. A no-frills deal for a no-frills car.

Pushing a luggage trolley with two large suitcases, a holdall, a canvas tote bag and a mop – yes, a mop – I wander around Level Two of the airport parking lot, looking for my new car, shivering. God, I’d forgotten how damn cold this country is.

Nobody gave me a huge send off in Dubai, not even Katie. I’m not embarrassed or anything, I just don’t think they got it. What I’m doing. Maybe if I was on the outside looking in, I wouldn’t get it either. Or, maybe I just didn’t know my friends as well as I thought I did. That happens when you move a lot; multiple settling-in periods. But I always listen to my gut. It will lead me to put down roots one day. I know it.

Anyway, if I’m honest, I haven’t socialised much during the past six months. Work has dried up since the scar lodged into my cheek. Companies aren’t keen on employing promo girls with something that isn’t a beauty spot or a beaded jewel. At first, I hit an all-time low, but once Nick helped me to find some confidence again, I knew I had to hold onto my small pot of savings. I wouldn’t be here today otherwise, looking for my new (well, used) car.

Where is it? I hope I haven’t been fooled.

I can hear Katie in my ear, tutting. She’s my oldest friend because she’s lived in Dubai her whole life, consistently too, unlike me. She’s Irish and belongs to the tight-knit, well-connected Kelly family who own a chain of Irish pubs planted inside big-brand hotels. One pub even has a cartoon drawing of a fish dressed up as a leprechaun framed behind the bar, something I drew back at uni before I dropped out. So, whenever I returned to the Sandpit, whether as a kid, a teenager or an adult, Katie was always there to jump back into the scene with.

It’s a transient place, Dubai, people coming, people going. You’re at the mercy of your sponsor or your work visa and when people feel like they’ve done a good stint, they’re ready to move on. Or go home. It’s a really easy place to make friends. Not so easy to keep hold of them. The most recent crowd I fell in with were better described as drinking buddies. A whole international mix, but predominantly South African or British, they were stellar at organising dhow cruises around the Omani Peninsula or thinking up group costumes for the Rugby Sevens: busy bees with feather dusters; Smurfs. Last year, a bunch of the guys dressed as human-sized fast food items and lay stacked on each other, swapping the order of the burger layers each time one of them needed to use the bathroom. I mean, it was hilarious. Katie’s dating the lettuce now. I think it’s serious.

Don’t get me wrong, she was great when the scar on my face was new. No, new doesn’t sound right. It makes it seem like I went out and bought something shiny. I think a better word is raw. But she got bored with me. I became a lot less up for it, a lot less fun. And Katie Kelly likes fun.

At least I had Nick.

‘You have him on a screen,’ Katie liked to remind me. ‘You don’t have him here.’

‘That’ll change one day,’ I told her.

And that day has arrived. Today.

Bingo! I find my new car. A small Peugeot 106. Haggard, and much more used than simply a ‘used car’, it’s the most hideous colour on the planet: not red; not brown; somewhere in between, like old dried blood. The pictures that guy posted online had told a different story. But, if this car gets me from A to B today, then so what? I love it. Plus, it’ll give me independence, which is key when moving to a new place. I don’t want to be too dependent on Nick, despite what Katie thinks.

I open the trunk and get a rush of excitement at the reality of what’s happening.

‘I need to see you,’ Nick had told me yesterday via Skype. ‘Now.’

‘If only that were possible,’ I teased.

Little did he know my bags were packed and waiting downstairs by the front door of my papa’s villa. I told Nick I was going camping in the desert with friends, not to be offended if I didn’t reply to his messages that evening, as it would be unlikely I’d have signal. He pretended to sulk, sticking out his bottom lip, then edged closer to the screen and realised something was missing from beside my bed.

‘Where’s the mop, sweetheart?’ he asked.

It was downstairs, of course, with my luggage.

‘Lulu found it in my room and used it to clean the floor,’ I said, thinking on my feet.

‘No way!’

‘I know, right. Can you believe it? So it’s drying out in the utility room.’

And now, I’m fitting that mop into the Peugeot, sliding it through the trunk and letting the handle poke through to the passenger seat. Its accessories – wigs, hats, novelty spectacles – are stuffed into the holdall. I was prepared for some drama getting the actual mop through check-in, expecting the odd glance from other passengers, but it’s all been smooth sailing. My plan is actually going according to plan.

I settle into the driver’s seat and make a phone call to get myself insured.

Then, I turn the key, start the Peugeot’s engine.

I’ve driven a manual before, but not for years. I stall twice and hear my papa’s voice saying, ‘Why drive when you can catch a cab?’

By some sort of magic, I get the car going on the third try. Chugging out of the parking lot, the planes groaning overhead, I pull over into a temporary stopping bay to set up the portable satnav. I found it in a kitchen drawer at my papa’s villa. It was there amongst old phone chargers and a toaster with a European plug socket, so I figured he wouldn’t miss it any time soon. I enter the address for my final destination, one that’s imprinted on my mind, my heart.

I set off and once I’m comfortably in fourth gear, I squeal in delight.

Nick Gregory is going to get the surprise of his life.
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Jim

At three o’clock, when my shift at the tunnel finishes, I catch the bus to my ma’s.

My family moved into this red brick terrace when I was five. Two up and two down, with a back yard and no front garden, we Glovers embraced the move, elated that we finally had our own staircase. The house hasn’t changed much in thirty years, except for the addition of them slogan cushions with things like, ‘Home Is Where the Heart Is’ littering the settee. One whole wall is covered with family photos, mainly of our Lisa and Emma, my sisters. I’m not offended. They’re a right pair of posers, all dolled up in high heels and massive feathers, dancing on cruise ships. Imagine me doing that? No ta. I find the opposite wall more appealing anyway, carpet to ceiling with bookshelves. We all love a good paperback. Well, me and my ma still do.

‘Jesus Christ,’ I cry, letting myself in. ‘Do you really need to whack the central heating up this high?’

‘Sorry, love, it’s been on all day,’ my ma says, swallowed up into my dad’s old armchair, the telly blurring.

‘All day?’ I bend down to pick up the mail.

‘Oh, calm down, will you? Go and put the kettle on.’

During the week, I clean my ma’s house, make her tea, watch The Chase with her. I make sure the mobile hairdresser comes to set her hair. Thursday’s usually corned beef hash, but I just swung by the Asda to get a couple of microwave cottage pies. I’m picking up my brand-new BMW in an hour. I’ll have to give The Chase a miss and hope the excitement of my win isn’t too much for her. She’s got a chronic irregular heartbeat.

‘There’s no catch,’ the producer had said.

God, I keep replaying those words over and over. Commercial radio stations are a bitch for pulling pranks on their listeners. How can I be so sure that this competition is legit? What happens if there’s no car wrapped in a red ribbon for me to take home? I should prepare myself for another phone call in the morning, Connie and Carl laughing their arses off, informing me that I’m the biggest joke on Merseyside.

‘Ethel brought some Jaffa Cakes round,’ my ma says. ‘Put them on a plate, love.’

I strip off my fleece and head into the kitchen. Clothes remain damp in the washing machine, a bowl with the dregs of soggy cereal sits in the sink. The bills, held up against the fridge by a novelty selection of magnets, are in the wrong place for me to ignore. Debts. My ma’s run up a fair few since my dad died, not quite registering the way a credit card likes to work, to bite you in the backside. She’s still paying for birthday pressies for our Emma’s kids years after they’ve outgrown them, but she’s too delicate to know, to be told. So, I take care of it. I glance at the mail: bills, more bills, and a postcard from Florida.

‘What you reading at the mo?’ I ask, placing a cup of tea and a plate of Jaffa Cakes on the little side table next to my dad’s armchair. ‘Anything decent?’

‘It’s upstairs on the bed, the name of it escapes me. Something about a family buying an old farmhouse in Scotland. The mother’s gonna have it off with the recluse who lives on the other side of the loch. Obvious. Bloody good, though.’

I turn the heating down and perch on the arm of the settee, eat a Jaffa Cake whole.

‘How’s the Gene Wilder one going, love?’

‘Great. He was really into the craft of acting.’

‘You’re the spit of your dad, loving all them real-life stories. I prefer the made-up ones.’

I wonder if my sisters are still passionate about reading. Their faces look directly at me from the wall – Lisa drenched in white lace at her Holy Communion, Emma’s senior school portrait, the shoulder pads of her blazer shrinking her head to the size of a pea. And how they both look now, Christ. I haven’t seen either of them in person since our dad’s funeral. After their cruise-ship days, they settled in Florida and set up a dance school, the promise
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﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿PROLOGUE

Three months earlier

‘YES!’ I say to Jack.

Perhaps too enthusiastically.

We’re three days into our first holiday together. Beside a chaotic dual carriageway, an old lady lays out pop-up gift cards – intricately handmade and just thirty baht each – on the entrance steps to a modern shopping mall. The mall towers above us, LED-screen advertisements for international brands beckoning us to come inside. Jack and I gaze at one particular familiar logo. There we stand, stationary, as thousands move frantically around us. We’re caught in a time lapse. The hot sun scorches through hazy white clouds. I haven’t even held Jack’s hand today; I’m just too hot and bloated. My pounding head and racing heart is a constant reminder that we hit it too hard, and now our bender is laughing back at us and yelling, ‘I told you so!’

It’s safe to say that Bangkok’s intense speed has knocked us sideways.

‘Yes,’ I repeat. ‘Please.’

‘You sure?’ Jack asks. ‘I mean, we’re on the other side of the world and I don’t want you to think I’m not very cultured—’

‘I’m sure,’ I snap, before he talks us out of it.

‘Really, Chloe?’

‘YES!’

The golden arches lure us in. We order a feast. As we eat, we comment on how immaculate the restaurant is, how piping hot the fries are, how although it’s McDonald’s, it somehow just tastes better here than it does at home. Yeah, that’s how hungover we are. I finish my meal by scooping up a fallen droplet of Big Mac sauce with my finger. Jack sips the dregs of his Coke like a child, releasing a burp for his grand finale.

‘S’cuse me,’ he says.

‘We’re disgusting,’ I say.

He’s laughing at me, and I know why; my Liverpool accent has come out in full force, as it does when I’m tired – or in this case, hanging. Mocking me, he scrunches up his face, and, making his voice high-pitched, repeats the word ‘disgusting’.

It’s a terrible – inaccurate – impression. I narrow my eyes.

‘Feel better?’ he asks, in his own voice. He calls it ‘Home Counties’. I call it posh.

‘So much better.’

Last night, in between haggling at Patpong night market for fake designer boxer shorts and swerving ping-pong shows, we had done shots in bars. Back at our hotel room, Jack had raided the minibar while I ran a bubble bath. We had had sex in the bath, followed by sex on the balcony. Dressed in fluffy white robes, I had blended aquatic shades of blue onto Jack’s eyelids with my eyeshadow palette and finished them off with a flick of black eyeliner. His tremendous bushy beard had made the overall look grotesque, but to me, he was beautiful. It must have been three in the morning, yet the moon shone on, so out we had wandered again, eating pad thai from a street food vendor who also happened to serve beer. I had bought (another) small wooden frog from a young boy loitering, selling a tray of trinkets.

‘We’ve got about twenty minutes to get back to the hotel before the junk food crash hits us,’ Jack says, his infectious smile creating a deep dimple in his left cheek. ‘We need our bed.’

He leans across the table, reaches out his hand and tenderly wipes something from my chin. It might have been a dab of salt, or it could well have been a huge dollop of ketchup, but I don’t care. The simple touch of his thick skin on mine makes me fuzzy, almost giddy. There’s nothing more appealing than the thought of getting into bed with him right now, stripping off my dress – which is more of a loose cotton rag with holes cut out for my head and limbs – and pressing my body against his strong, sandy-haired chest, nuzzling into his neck.

‘Come on, hun. Let’s go,’ I say.

Back outside, I rummage in the embroidered pouch slung across my bare shoulder on a long shoelace strap. It’s from Patpong and the perfect size to carry around holiday cash and lip balm. I fish out one hundred baht, hand it to the lady selling cards, and pick out three designs. The lady throws in a fourth card and bows her head. I repeat her actions and thank her very much.

‘Chloe, over here!’ Jack calls.

A small crowd has gathered a few feet away. ‘Look at this bloke,’ he says.

Sitting inside a discarded supermarket trolley is a local man, unamused. His feet are bare, but his shirt and trousers suggest a blue uniform of some sort, perhaps for service at a hotel. Directly behind the man is a larger-than-life statue of Ronald McDonald with his giant yellow hands pressed together in the wai greeting, his red smile as bold as the food sitting heavily in my gut. The man seems to have found a perfect little spot to take a break, although he’s interrupted by a couple of passers-by who ask if they can have a selfie with him. He nods repeatedly and they all pose tight, gesturing double peace signs.

‘I’ve got to get a pic of this,’ Jack says. He digs into his khaki canvas man-bag, another Patpong purchase and one that he has not stopped admiring, wondering why he’s never bought anything like it before. I can already see it being slung into his wardrobe, never to be seen again; because believe me, he won’t be using that commuting on the London Underground.

Jack ushers me to get into the picture.

‘No way,’ I cower behind his broad back. ‘Leave him be.’

But raising his hands, Jack frames the picture in portrait and … snap! I glance over Jack’s shoulder and he’s nailed it. Clear, colourful and precise; not a photo bomber in sight. The man is looking directly into the lens. Ronald McDonald looms in the background, a God-like presence. Bangkok has been captured: a moment of honesty within the bizarre.

Jack shows the man, who gives a thumbs up, and then he shows it to me properly. It’s a truly great photograph.

‘That could win a prize,’ I say.

‘We should get it printed and hang it on our wall,’ Jack says.

Stopping amidst the choppy sea of fast-paced pedestrians, he’s head and shoulders above most, his thick sandy hair a foot above my recently bleached bob. He slaps his hands high onto an imaginary wall, pretending to see his photographic creation hung up there.

‘Our wall?’ I ask.

‘Let’s live together.’

In the short time I’ve known Jack, I’m used to his outspoken thoughts, his confident remarks. They’re never arrogant, yet always strong, supported by his big physique and naturally bellowing voice. He’s the big, friendly giant, and it seems like my innermost desire is coming true; he’s mine.

‘A couple of months ago we didn’t even know each other,’ I remind him, but there’s a chuckle in my voice. I’m making him aware of what others might say, rather than airing my own concerns. To be honest, I don’t have any.

‘Move in with me, Chloe.’

‘You want me to move to London?’

‘We’ll save a fortune on train fares.’

‘How romantic.’

‘And we’ll see each other seven days a week.’

‘Hmm. I might get sick of you, hun.’

‘Doubt it. I’m far too adorable.’ Oh, how true this is. ‘I mean, what’s the worst that could happen?’ Jack booms, announcing this question to the whole of Bangkok, his arms outstretched like a preacher. I take the opportunity to cuddle into him, sliding my arms around his back as he wraps me up completely. We squeeze each other tight. It’s a done deal.

Jack and I are going to move in together. This isn’t a pair of kids making an immature decision, swept up in the magic of youthful lust. We’re in our mid – well, late – thirties. We know what we want.

‘I reckon I love you, Chloe Roscoe,’ he says, not for the first time.

‘And I reckon I love you, too, Jack Carmichael.’

We meander back to the hotel, a mellow glow encasing us. We have absolutely nothing to do today. And there’s nothing better than doing nothing with Jack.

Nothing at all.
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I’m rinsing the shampoo out of my hair when I hear the front door slam.

‘In the shower!’ I yell, stating the obvious. Our flat is small and our shower is noisy. We don’t have a bath. I have to brush my teeth sitting on the loo to avoid feeling claustrophobic: yeah, that’s how small it is. But we have perks. Our fridge has an inbuilt ice machine and our kitchen door opens out onto the low-level shared patio, making ours the only flat in this redbrick Victorian house with direct garden access.

I don’t know where Jack’s been. He wasn’t home when I got in from school a couple of hours ago and he’d left his phone by the blue Marrakech dish where we keep our keys on the bookshelf in the hall. Wherever he’s been, I hope he’s brought me a Kinder Bueno. Or a Magnum. Perfect weather for a Magnum.

I apply conditioner and leave it to work its magic while shaving my legs and under my arms. It’s a lot of effort to look effortless when it’s hot, but needs must. The whole country is experiencing a heatwave and we’re heading out to sit in the basement of a pub in Greenwich. I can’t imagine there’ll be any air-conditioning and sweat will be dripping off the walls, so I need to wear next to nothing. We’re going to a comedy night – one of the comedians on the bill is a best mate of Jack’s. I’ve not met this mate before, but apparently he’s close to the bone: you either find him hilarious or utterly offensive.

Through the transparent shower enclosure, I see the bathroom door open just a little.

‘Where’ve you been?’ I ask, making the mistake of rubbing my eyes with shaving gel on my fingertips and squirming at the sting. ‘Jack?’

Jack doesn’t respond.

I rinse my face, turn the water off and grab a towel. The bathroom door is slightly ajar.

‘Jack?’

As I wrap the towel around myself, wet hair dripping onto my shoulders, the screech of a bar stool against the laminate floor tells me he’s in the kitchen. Maybe I should drop the towel, give him a proper welcome home surprise: do a little shimmy-shake. But I expose myself involuntarily when I scream and the towel falls to the ground.

‘Who are you?!’ I hear from the man standing before me.

I scramble to cover myself, shaking.

‘Who the hell are you?!’ I manage.

He’s about twice my age, edging on seventy, but in good shape and a little taller than me. Smart, silver-haired with an impressive hairline, cleanly shaven and wearing a light blue shirt with tailored shorts, he’s pale, but doesn’t look ill. His mouth is hanging open so wide that I can see his gold and silver fillings. I’ve seen his photo – it’s on the fridge, beside where he’s standing now, held up with a magnet of the Leaning Tower of Pisa – except he’s decades older in real life. The shape of his green eyes behind his spectacles is eerily familiar. I know exactly who this man is. He’s Jack’s dad.

Gripping the towel around me with a tight fist, I wipe my free hand dry and offer it. ‘I’m Chloe.’

John seems reluctant to accept at first, and we exchange the flimsiest of handshakes as he looks around the flat at anything other than my almost naked body. His focus falls upon last night’s dirty dishes. Jack made bolognese. I’d made a lame attempt to start washing up, filling the saucepan with soapy water and letting it soak: remnants of minced beef and chopped onions float around like dead fish.

‘Sorry, the place is usually a bit cleaner than this,’ I say.

‘It’s not a problem,’ he mumbles, a soft northern lilt in his voice, although I know he’s lived the majority of his life down south. He removes his specs, rubbing his eyes with just his thumb and index finger. ‘Uh – who did you say you were again?’

‘Chloe …’

‘Ah, yes. Chloe.’

‘It’s nice to finally meet you; although I wish I was more suitably dress—’

‘Wait. I – I can’t recall knowing about a – erm – Chloe.’

‘Jack never mentioned me?’

‘He … He – erm – never …’

‘Are you okay? Mr Carmichael?’

‘It’s John. Call me John, please.’

I go to the sink, turn on the tap and fill a glass that’s been draining on the side. ‘Drink this,’ I say.

He thanks me with a nod and drinks fast, dribbling onto his shirt. I pretend not to notice and turn around to look at the photo on the fridge: Jack on his dad’s shoulders on a beach in Majorca.

‘It’s such a coincidence,’ I say. ‘I went to the same resort with me mum and dad when I was little, so I recognised that beach straight away. Jack said you stayed in a villa, but we were on a package holiday. Imagine if we were there at the same time, though. Wouldn’t that be hilarious? It was 1989, I think. Can you remember when this was taken? Jack’s rubbish with dates, isn’t he?’

‘Chloe,’ John says, solemnly. ‘Jack’s dead.’

‘Y’what?’

I’m still looking at the photo. An uncontrollable rush of giggles empties from within me. I don’t know how to stop them spilling out of my mouth. Did he just say that Jack was dead? Dead? How is that even possible when his bolognese leftovers are still stuck to the plate by the sink?

‘I’m sorry to break the news,’ John says. ‘I presume you were his – erm – girlfriend?’

‘I am,’ I catch my breath. ‘I am his girlfriend. What’s going on? And why don’t you know who I am? Is this some sort of prank?’

‘It’d be a pretty cruel prank, my dear.’

I must turn around. I must stop looking at this fucking photograph.

But when I do, I don’t like what I see in John’s face. It’s broken. And this is nothing to do with age. Tears are streaming from beneath his specs, rolling down his cheeks. He dabs them with a white cotton handkerchief. I love how men from that generation always have a handkerchief.

‘Jack’s dead?’ I ask.

John nods.

‘I promise I didn’t mean to laugh just then.’

John nods again. He knows.

A breeze floats in through the open window above the sink. On a day as hot as today, it should be embraced, but I begin to shiver. John steps forward – perhaps to try and comfort me, or maybe he’s decided to close the window – but his foot knocks one of the two bar stools. A stack of textbooks lying haphazardly on the seat falls to the ground between us, loose papers fluttering down in slow motion like white birds. I go to pick them up, but hesitate to ensure my dignity is intact. John gets to the books first. He lays them on the breakfast bar, one by one, reading the titles quietly aloud.

‘Macbeth, Blood Brothers, An Inspector Calls …’

‘They’re mine,’ I tell him. ‘For work.’

‘You’re an actress?’

‘No, a teacher.’

‘Ah, English literature?’

‘Drama,’ I say, apologetically. I don’t know why. ‘I’m covering someone on mat leave.’

John puts the books into a neat pile and hands them over to me, but I don’t accept them, keeping my hands tight onto my towel. He returns them to the stool. Every second that passes feels like an hour, a year.

‘So, how did …’ I attempt, but I can’t find the words to continue.

‘An accident. Hit by a van.’

‘Oh!’ I laugh again.

‘It happened on this road, just a few yards from here.’

‘But, how? I mean, Jack’s unmissable. He’s a massive, hairy bear.’

An almighty din startles me and I gasp, my heart now plunged into the pit of my stomach. My phone is ringing. It’s on the breakfast bar, dancing to the vibration. John and I both stare at the device like an alien has invaded, the single word ‘Mum’ lighting up the screen. It rings and rings and rings, and then it stops. I release a sigh, as does John, who looks as if he’s about to say something. Then a message alert interrupts him.

‘Sorry, John,’ I say, snatching my phone.

The message contains a photo of a wicker laundry basket lined with beige gingham cotton.

Isn’t this lovely? Shall I get it for your new flat? Mum x

My flat isn’t new. My mum hasn’t been to visit yet because she lives in Liverpool and I only recently moved in. My suitcases aren’t even fully unpacked yet: the Ikea drawers we purchased last weekend are still flat-packed. Jack, however, has been living here for three years. He has the laundry sorted. Had the laundry sorted. Fucking hell, must I resort to past tense already? Over a wicker basket?

I type back.

Thanks Mum but we’ve got one. Xx

She replies straight away.

It’s only 8.99 you know.

Caught in a freakish crossover of past and present, I ignore my mum’s persistence and notice that another message looms for me, unread, received at 11.33 this morning. It’s from Jack.

Pizza at Dough-Re-Mi before the comedy? X

Yes, I want to reply. Yeah, definitely. But Jack’s phone is on the bookshelf in the hall and he has no way of coming home to get it because he’s been—

‘Hit by a van?’ I ask John. ‘Seriously?’

‘Shortly after lunchtime.’

‘Why has nobody told me until now?’ Why does my voice sound so normal?

‘We didn’t know about you.’

And yet I know about John. About how he grew up on a farm in Lancashire and moved to London when he was twenty-two. He married his wife, Trish, and they settled in Berkshire, had three sons, Jack in the middle. I know that he’s retired now, but he used to own a company that made stationery. He sold it for a good amount, but not as good as he’d hoped for. I know that he supports Manchester United, although, unlike Jack, he’s never been to a game, and that he’s a huge Barry Manilow fan – like, borderline obsessed.

But John – he didn’t know about me. Seems Trish didn’t – well, doesn’t – either.

‘Jack’s driving licence still has our house as his permanent address,’ John tells me. ‘I was home today when the police came to inform us. He was killed on the scene.’

This can’t be true. We’re going to a comedy night.

‘I’m here to find Jack’s phone,’ John continues. ‘His work, his friends need to – erm – know.’

‘I was hoping for a Kinder Bueno,’ I think, perhaps aloud.

‘Sorry?’

‘Or a Magnum. Perfect weather for a Magnum.’

I stare at my phone, at the last communication I’ll ever receive from Jack; except it’s interrupted with another message from my mum, followed by another photo.

Chloe look! Cushion covers to match the wicker basket. Aren’t they lovely?

My phone slips out of my hand and crashes to the floor. John’s arms envelop my bare shoulders and I freeze, allowing this stranger’s embrace to hold me together so I don’t crack. I’m completely naked beneath this towel and I can hear Jack’s king-size laugh bouncing off these basement walls at the sight of his dad and his girlfriend being pelted head-first into a top-notch awkward moment.

Except I can’t hear Jack’s laugh, can I?
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