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    For Dylan, the best cuddler in the world.


  



  

    16th December 2004


  



  

    LAURA


    The crowd is packed so close that we have to fight our way towards the stage. I struggle to keep hold of Sarah’s hand and pull at the neck of the Christmas jumper I had to wear to gain entry. I struggle out of my jacket as we move through the room, the change in temperature from the icy wind outside to this tiny club causing my face to burn.


    ‘I think we might get a bottle smashed over our heads in a minute,’ I shout into Sarah’s ear as we reach the front, acutely aware of the hundreds of eyes boring into the back of my skull.


    ‘It’s fine, it’s fine. We’re VIPs,’ Sarah says, waving up at Luke on the stage. He smiles and nods his head in acknowledgement, his hands glued to his guitar, his mouth up against a microphone that’s wrapped in tinsel. 


    And then, he sings – his gorgeous raspy voice filling the room, his deep brown eyes fixed on me. And I’m ashamed to admit it but my knees actually feel weak – a properly ‘Bambi learning to walk’ level of unstable. 


    ‘They’re really good, aren’t they?’ Sarah shouts over the top of the music. 


    They are. I’ve read the articles online. ‘University Band Bursts on to the Music Scene After Being Featured on Radio One’. They’re picking up rave reviews, becoming the talk of the town. But I was still worried that they were going to be crap. That I was going to have to lie to Luke when he asked me at the end of the gig what I thought of it. 


    I nod in response to Sarah, embarrassingly lost for words and unable to break eye contact with Luke. The fact that he is wearing glasses with two reindeer waving out the top of them should make him less appealing, but, worryingly, it doesn’t.


    ‘God, you two.’ Sarah moves her head in front of mine and points two fingers into her mouth.


    I elbow her and then we turn back to the band to listen to the music. We watch the whole set – a mixture of beautiful lyrical ballads where it feels like the room falls silent except for the sound of Luke’s voice coming out of the speakers, and rousing guitar-heavy numbers where everyone seems to move in time with the music, no longer aware of where they are. When they end on ‘Last Christmas’, there’s such a joyful festive atmosphere that even I’m nearly swept up in it. 


    Eventually, to the sound of hysterical screaming, the band leave the stage and, along with the rest of the crowd, Sarah and I head to the bar. When we finally get to the front, both of us order two drinks so we won’t have to rejoin the queue for a while – Sarah going for the ‘Scrooge-Driver’ while I opt for the ‘Mistletoe Margarita’ (because of course drinks must have cringey Christmas names throughout the month of December). 


    ‘I’m surprised you didn’t go for a “Bah Humbug Highball”’, Sarah teases as we take our cocktails (adorned with Christmas tree straws) over to a corner of the club.


    There are no free seats, so we lean up against the wall, finally able to hear each other talk without shouting quite so loud.


    ‘So, what did you think?’ Sarah asks.


    ‘Yeah, they were pretty good, weren’t they?’


    She laughs. ‘I reckon if Picasso had asked for an appraisal, you’d have said, “not bad”.’


    I roll my eyes. ‘The last song was a bit of a low point. Plus having to wear this.’ I run my hands over my jumper, accidentally causing Rudolph’s nose to start flashing.


    ‘I saw you singing along.’


    ‘Never.’ I smile. ‘Must’ve been a twitchy nerve in my lips.’


    ‘Ah, so that’s what it was.’ Sarah scans the room. ‘God, I’m going to miss all this. The course, I mean.’ 


    She’s doing a masters in music performance at the local university – it’s how she met Luke – and she’s only got just over a month left.


    ‘Still the best thing you ever did?’


    ‘Composing all day? It’s felt like a bit of an indulgence, to be honest. I mean, what’s the likelihood of finding a career off the back of it? But I’ve loved every minute.’


    ‘It’s not an indulgence. You’ve been following your passion. I’m jealous.’


    Sarah started playing the piano aged three. By the time I met her in primary school, it was already clear that she was hugely talented. And not only can she play, she writes the most beautiful scores. When she’s sitting at the piano, her fingers like ballet dancers on the keys, it’s like she travels somewhere else. 


    ‘You’ll find your passion, too.’


    I wrap a strand of hair around my finger, a habit my mum loves to berate me for. 


    ‘Hmmm. I hope so. It’s certainly not working in Thomas Cook.’


    ‘You do get us the best holiday deals, though.’


    ‘True.’


    ‘So, come on then, make me sick with jealousy.’ She nods towards the stage. ‘Is the sex still “out of this world”?’


    I smile. ‘Never tell him I said that. His ego’s big enough as it is.’


    ‘Oh, to be back in those heady early days again.’


    ‘We’re only twenty-two,’ I laugh. ‘You sound like an old married woman.’


    ‘Well, Tom and I have been together since we were fourteen. It does feel like a lifetime. We’re certainly not at the “at it like rabbits” stage any more. More the “leaving the toilet door open whilst he has a crap” stage.’


    ‘You know you wouldn’t change it really.’


    Sarah shrugs and I can tell she’s trying not to smile. Her and Tom are perfect together. I’ve been jealous of their connection since the moment they met. But, at the same time, he’s the only bloke I know who does actually pass the “good enough for my best friend” test. 


    There’s a sudden cheer as the band come out from backstage and start to mingle with the crowd. Within seconds, Luke is surrounded, and he starts chatting animatedly to a stunning blonde wearing a skin-tight glittery jumper, with boobs so full and round they make mine feel like cushions where the stuffing’s fallen out. Luke keeps putting his hand on his stomach, his (almost stylish) reindeer Fair Isle jumper creeping up, the girls he’s with practically fainting at the sight of his washboard abs. Perfect Boobs whispers something in his ear and he laughs and whispers something back in hers. And then she lifts up her top and hands him a pen. Obligingly, he removes the lid with his teeth and then signs her equally toned stomach (I bet she’s tensing it).


    ‘You OK?’ Sarah asks and I jolt myself back to our conversation. ‘You know you’re the one he’s going home with?’


    ‘I know.’


    A couple of Luke’s band mates come over to join us, but Luke is still stuck signing autographs. 


    ‘What did you think?’ Cody asks, gazing at Sarah as if his wellbeing rests solely on her answer. He’s clearly got a huge crush on her, even though Sarah is totally oblivious to it. She’s never had any idea how stunning she is. She has the most gorgeous long blonde hair, currently held back with a sparkly headband covered in stars, and totally straight, whereas mine has always been mousy brown and has this annoying kink to it that means it never sits quite right in any style I attempt. I’ve dyed it red now, mainly just to annoy my mum and dad, but I’d give anything to have hair like Sarah’s.


    ‘It was amazing,’ Sarah says with total sincerity. ‘That regrets song …’ She places her hands on her heart.


    ‘Did it work out OK?’


    ‘Perfect. That bit you added the other day lifted it to a whole new level.’


    ‘Ah, thanks, Sar.’ Cody flashes his adorable dimples, pushing his long dark hair off his face. 


    ‘How about you, Laura? Did you enjoy it?’ Rich, the guitarist, this time. He’s the joker of the group, always pratting around. 


    ‘Yeah, it was good.’


    ‘Only good, hey?’ Luke comes up behind me, putting his arms around my waist, and I can’t help the thrill I feel. I’m not getting ahead of myself – we’ve only slept together a handful of times. But it beats my usual Thursday night sitting on the sofa with Mum and Dad watching EastEnders, our tea on trays on our laps. 


    ‘I’ve seen better,’ I tease.


    ‘Ooh, hit me where it hurts, why don’t you?’ Luke leans over, manoeuvring my straw into his mouth and taking a long sip. ‘But did you like it, really?’ he asks when he’s finished drinking, an almost childlike look in his eyes. 


    ‘I really enjoyed it.’


    ‘I guess that’s as good as I’m going to get.’ He laughs and leans towards me, his mouth so close to my neck I can feel my hairs standing on end. ‘You look amazing by the way.’ 


    ‘Thanks. You look reasonable.’


    In truth, he looks like a god; his jeans hanging beneath the waistband of his boxers, his pale jumper highlighting his gorgeous mocha skin. 


    ‘Reasonable enough to tempt you to stay at mine tonight?’


    Before I can respond, two girls come over clutching beer mats, putting their bodies between mine and Luke’s to make it clear they don’t want me around.


    ‘Can we have your autograph? You were amazing,’ one of the girls swoons.


    Luke gives me a sly wink and I smile back at him and then he starts chatting to the girls whilst signing their beer mats, and I join in with the others’ conversation.


    ‘But would you really want to erase them from your mind forever?’ Rich says. 


    ‘Yep,’ Sarah replies without hesitation.


    ‘Isn’t it better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all?’ Cody chips in.


    ‘Well, yeah, but I don’t want to have to remember it. I’d be right there with Kate Winslet, getting old Jim wiped from my mind in a flash.’


    Both blokes laugh. They’re talking about Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind. Sarah and I watched it a couple of weeks ago and we’ve already had this debate several times.


    ‘I’m with Sarah,’ I say, taking a sip of my cocktail before adding, ‘Why would you want to experience all that heartache and regret? Mind wiped, move on.’


    ‘But surely there’d be good memories too?’ Cody argues.


    ‘Like the sex,’ Rich chips in. ‘That’s useful for the wank bank.’


    Cody punches him in the arm. ‘I was meaning more the memories of the nice times you shared together.’ 


    ‘It’s easier for men,’ Sarah says, shaking her head. ‘It’s not real heartache.’


    Rich looks mock-offended and puts his hands to his chest. ‘You’re breaking my heart right now, you realize?’


    Sarah laughs, and the conversation drifts on to some band that they all went to see last week. As they chat, I find myself turning my body slightly so that I can watch Luke. One of the girls he’s with poses for a photo with him, planting a lingering kiss on his neck as her friend takes several shots. 


    ‘Doesn’t it make you feel amazing?’ Sarah asks, holding on to my arm and leaning her head against my shoulder. ‘Sleeping with the guy all these girls want to be sleeping with?’


    I shrug. 


    ‘Imagine if they get really famous and you get to go on tour with him and stuff?’ Sarah continues. 


    I feel a flutter in my chest at the thought. ‘We both know he’ll have moved on in a couple of weeks. But what are you always saying to me? “Live in the moment”? It’s about time I had some fun.’


    Sarah nestles into my shoulder. ‘Good for you.’


    And then suddenly Luke appears beside us. ‘Can I borrow her?’ he asks Sarah and then he holds his hand out to me. ‘Want to dance?’ 


    ‘All I Want for Christmas’ has just started playing. I normally turn the stereo off the second I hear Mariah’s dulcet tones but, holding on to Luke’s hand, it sounds different.


    ‘You do know she hates Christmas, don’t you?’ Sarah says.


    Luke looks me up and down and then he slowly shakes his head. ‘Well, we’re going to have to do something about that.’


    ‘Good luck. I’ve been trying to convert her for many, many years.’


    ‘Who do you think made them put “Christmas jumper required” on the tickets? You’re not going to get away with that nonsense with me.’


    With that, Luke pulls me into the centre of the dance floor and kisses me right then and there. And we’re still kissing when the song comes to an end. 


    As soon as we walk through the door to Luke’s flat, I push him up against the wall and he pulls at my clothes, removing my jacket, lifting up my jumper and pulling down my bra, mouthing each one of my breasts before putting his hands under my skirt and moving my knickers to the side. I kiss his neck, my hands squeezing his bum and tugging at his belt until it releases, then he helps me remove his jeans and boxers. It’s so intense it makes me feel lightheaded. 


    ‘You’re so fucking sexy,’ he whispers into my ear when we’re finished, before pulling up his boxers. ‘However many times I have sex with you, it’s never enough.’


    I know exactly what he means. Before Luke, I’d only ever slept with two blokes: my childhood sweetheart, Toby, who I lost my virginity to, and Oliver, who worked at Thomas Cook with me for a while. My first time was really sweet. We’d planned it for months. Toby had clearly put fresh bedding on because there was an overwhelming scent of Lenor and he’d put a red rose on the pillow and some romantic music on the stereo. He was gentle and kind but it wasn’t exactly passionate. And with Oliver, I didn’t even fancy him. I just sort of fell into it. So the few times I had sex with him, I was willing it to end and, irritatingly, he wore the fact that he could last for ages like some kind of medal. 


    But with Luke … With Luke, it feels like every part of me is on fire and I never want it to end. 


    ‘So what do you want to do now? Watch a film or something? Do you want a drink? I’ve got lager.’


    ‘OK, go on then, thanks. I’ll try and find a film to watch in your awful collection.’


    ‘Careful or I’ll make you watch It’s a Wonderful Life.’


    As Luke gets our drinks, I survey the DVD shelf in the alcove of his cosy lounge, a Christmas tree twinkling in the corner. It still seems amazing that he has his own place. I haven’t told him I still live with my parents – that my dad comes and switches my bedside light out for me when I’ve fallen asleep reading, that Mum still makes me a packed lunch for work, for God’s sake. On his top shelf, he has a row of books, all hardbacks – autobiographies of an eclectic mix of musicians from Anthony Kiedis to Bruce Springsteen and a few classic novels such as On the Road and Catcher in the Rye. When I first saw them, I thought he’d selected the books to make himself look interesting and cultured, but he can talk about them all in detail. His CD collection is equally impressive. Unlike my embarrassing mishmash of nineties boy bands, R’n’B and Smash Hits, his are all artists I’ve never even heard of. The only one of his DVDs I recognize is Lost in Translation, but we watched that the last time I was here so I pull out a couple of others (all art house stuff), select the one that sounds the least terrible and put the others back.


    ‘Great choice,’ Luke says, coming in with two bottles of lager in his hands. 


    ‘Best of a bad bunch.’ 


    He laughs, lying down on the sofa and putting his arm out. ‘Come on then. Get your butt over here.’


    As we watch the film, he keeps saying things like, ‘isn’t that a really cool metaphor?’ and ‘do you notice how they keep using the same refrain?’ Usually, I’d find it pretentious and off-putting, but he’s so earnest that it just makes me wish that I had proper opinions on things like art and film and music. I’ve never really thought deeply about any of that stuff. 


    As the film draws to a close, Luke starts to run his fingers up and down my arm and I feel the inevitable tingling deep in the pit of my stomach. Within seconds, we’re kissing and he’s pulling my top over my head and throwing it on the floor. I grab at his top too and he takes it off but then he stops, kneeling up, his legs straddling me.


    ‘What?’ I ask, suddenly feeling self-conscious.


    ‘I just want to look at you.’


    I pull on his arm to bring him back down closer to me, but he resists and shakes his head. Then he starts to remove my bra and I stop him.


    ‘What’s wrong?’


    ‘I just feel weird you staring at me.’


    ‘Why wouldn’t I want to stare at you?’


    Looking up at him, his arms tensed to hold his weight, his flawless skin, he is, by quite some way, the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen, and it makes me want to cover myself with a blanket or turn out the lights. I’ve always worried my boobs are too small, my figure a little bit masculine. I remember when all my friends started wearing bras, so I did too, even though I didn’t need one. And I waited and waited for my body to change, for puberty to hit, but my breasts never developed much further. I always hated it when summer came around and we went to the outdoor pool to meet the boys and I was the only one that looked like a little girl when the others all looked like women.


    ‘Your body is perfect,’ he says, pulling my skirt down. ‘There’s not a single part of it I would change.’


    Feeling empowered by his words (and the several cocktails), I let him take off my underwear, knickers first and then my bra. There’s undeniably something arousing about him surveying me, drinking me in, and when he starts slowly kissing every part of me, I’m no longer aware of any insecurity.


    The sex is frantic, and I’m conflicted, as always – half wanting to slow it down, and half wanting to race to the finish line. And afterwards, as we lie there out of breath, I can’t help wondering when we can do it again. It’s ridiculous. 


    Luke reaches underneath the sofa to get a blanket and pulls it on top of our naked bodies and we just lie there for a while before he opens the conversation.


    ‘So, which one was your favourite song? In our set tonight?’


    I know exactly which one. As soon as he started singing it, it made my eyes fill with tears and a lump appear in my throat. 


    ‘The one about how he made her cry but she’d never felt as alive as she did when she was with him. Do you know the one I mean?’


    Luke smiles and starts to sing the song. In the emptiness of the small room, his voice makes every hair on my body stand to attention and I’m glad that I’m lying on his chest, that he can’t see my eyes. 


    ‘“Accidental Babies”. It’s the only one of the set that we didn’t write. Oh, other than “Last Christmas”, of course.’


    ‘Sorry. The others were great too. It was just the way you sang that one, I think.’


    Luke shakes his head. ‘It’s a beautiful song. I’m the first to admit we’re not quite there with our writing yet. I’m not sure any of us have experienced the kind of heartache it requires to write a really amazing song. Or the type of love, for that matter.’


    ‘Too busy having fun?’


    Luke shrugs. ‘I guess. How about you? You’ve not told me much about your past relationships. Have you been in love?’


    ‘I don’t think so, no.’ I sit up and reach down for my unfinished bottle of lager and take a drink. ‘So what are you going to do when the masters finishes?’ 


    ‘We’re going to go into the studio. Make an album.’


    ‘Wow, that’s great,’ I say enthusiastically, despite wondering how he can say it without a trace of irony.


    A pipe dream, my parents would call it. If I went home and said I was going into the studio to make an album, they’d look at me like my head wasn’t on straight. 


    ‘How about you? What is it you really want to do?’


    ‘Well, working at Thomas Cook is actually pretty great. I get loads of cheap travel.’


    I purposefully use the word ‘travel’ rather than ‘holidays’ to make me sound more cultured. 


    ‘Yeah, but what about when you were little? When people asked you what you wanted to be, what did you say?’


    ‘A princess?’ I joke. ‘I’m just kissing a few frogs until I find my prince.’


    ‘A few frogs?’


    I don’t respond, leaving him to wonder, and then sit up and search for my underwear and T-shirt.


    ‘You’re not going, are you?’


    ‘Just to get a glass of water. Unless you want me to get a taxi home?’


    ‘Definitely not.’


    The thought comes from nowhere: I could fall madly in love with you. But I’m well aware that developing feelings for someone like Luke is like ripping your heart out, trampling on it and then finishing it off with a sledgehammer. So I bury it, as deep as I can, like I’m on the beach and I’m covering it in sand.


    ‘Meet you in bed?’


    Luke raises his eyebrows. ‘Again so soon?’


    ‘I don’t mean like that. I mean to sleep. Meet you in bed to sleep.’


    ‘OK, deal. Bring me a couple of slices of chocolate orange, will you? Cupboard above the kettle by the window. And help yourself to anything.’


    ‘Will do.’


  


		
			LUKE

			Whenever Laura comes over, I wish I’d remembered to hide all my embarrassing teenage memorabilia that I’ve got scattered around my bedroom. I have no idea why I brought it with me from home. The cringey film posters that I thought were cool at the time (The Truman Show, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas), the photo collages of me with an array of awful haircuts or pulling moonies at the camera with my mates like an idiot. Usually, as I enter the bedroom with Laura, we’re in the process of ripping each other’s clothes off so I can keep the lights low and just steer her into bed, but tonight she’s walking around looking at everything.

			‘Come to bed then, Nosy. Nothing to see here.’

			‘Scared I might find your stash of hard porn? A drawer of sex toys?’

			‘No. Nothing like that.’

			‘Love letters from your other women?’

			‘Oh yeah, a wardrobe full.’

			‘I bet fans send you their dirty knickers, don’t they?’

			I smile. ‘Just get into bed, will you?’ 

			‘Was Paris as amazing as I imagine?’ she asks, pointing to the photograph of me in front of the Eiffel Tower with my classmates.

			‘It was a school trip when I was fourteen so I’m not sure I really appreciated it, to be honest.’

			‘Did you have a gap year?’

			‘Yeah, I had a couple of years out after school. We did South America, but I didn’t save enough to get to Thailand or Australia like a lot of my mates. I was a bit irresponsible, spending too much on nights out, impressing girls with fancy meals and expensive gifts.’

			‘And now you’re twenty-five you’ve decided your sofa is enough of a good time, hey?’

			I pick up a pillow and throw it at her. ‘I hope I can impress in other ways.’

			Laura raises her palms to the sky. ‘Questionable.’ Then she moves towards my Taekwondo medals, picking one up and reading it. ‘Wow. Gold medal featherweight. A man of many talents, I see.’

			I have no idea why I’ve got those on display. As soon as she’s gone, that’s the first thing that’s getting tipped.

			‘It was a long time ago.’

			‘Why did you stop?’

			‘I just stopped enjoying it, I guess.’

			Laura nods in a way that suggests she senses there is a little more to it but, thankfully, she doesn’t ask any more questions. ‘Maybe you could try some of your holds on me some time,’ she says, coming over and climbing under the covers. 

			I pull her close and kiss the back of her neck. ‘I’d like that.’

			She turns over and puts her hand on my chest. ‘But first I need sleep.’

			Whenever I’m with Laura, it’s like I have a permanent hard-on. I mean, I’m a bloke – I’ve always loved sex. But with Laura, it’s different. 

			A few months ago, I actually started to wonder if there was something wrong with me. I was having this threesome with two girls I met after one of our gigs and I yawned. I just couldn’t muster up any enthusiasm – even my anatomy stopped playing ball halfway through. I blamed it on drugs, even though I hadn’t touched a thing, just in case word got out that the lead singer of Paradigm was impotent. I followed the experience with multiple one-night stands, just to check everything was still working (to be fair I was freaking the fuck out). And luckily my penis just about did its job, but I was desperate to leave each time. 

			And then I met Laura on a night out with Sarah and she wasn’t like any of the other girls I’d met. She didn’t spend every second telling me how amazing I was, and it made me realize how boring it had become – because I knew the attention was only because I was the lead singer in a band. It sounds a bit wet saying I wanted someone to like me for me (and the sudden jump from geeky kid who spent his lunch breaks on his own in the music room to bloke with girls actually following him around was of course very welcome), but it all just felt a bit fake sometimes, whereas Laura didn’t bat an eyelid when I said I was in a band. 

			‘OK, OK. As long as you promise I can have you again in the morning?’ I say, wrapping my arms around her.

			‘It can possibly be arranged.’

			She nestles into me, resting her head on my chest. I love it when she lies on me. The way she sort of melts into me like I’m a memory foam pillow. 

			‘You know, when you stay over, I don’t want to fall asleep because then it’ll be morning and I know that you’ll go.’

			It sounds like a line. It would be a great line, but it’s actually not.

			‘You say the sweetest things when you’re drunk.’

			‘I’m not drunk. Well, not that drunk.’

			‘I’m not going to have sex with you right now no matter how sweet you are.’ 

			‘I’m not saying it so that you have sex with me again.’

			‘Invisibility or the ability to fly?’

			She always changes the subject when we get anywhere in the vicinity of talking about emotions, but I go along with it.

			‘Invisibility definitely. Then I could spy on people. See what they say about me behind my back.’

			Laura shakes her head. ‘I wouldn’t want to know.’

			‘Really? Why not?’

			‘Because what if someone you really liked said something horrible about you?’

			‘Then you’d tell them to sod off. Cut them out your life.’

			‘It’s that simple, is it?’

			‘Of course. Why wouldn’t it be? If someone’s slating you behind your back and acting like you’re their mate to your face, then they need sacking off.’

			‘I’d definitely fly. Then whenever you’d had enough of a situation you could just take off.’

			‘Where would you fly to?’

			‘I don’t know. Somewhere hot. Somewhere quiet. A nice beach somewhere. A hammock swinging from the trees.’

			‘I’d fly on to the stage at Glastonbury, play a set to a sold-out crowd.’

			‘I’m sure you will one day.’

			‘I hope so.’

			‘I’ll be able to watch you on TV and say, “I saw his willy once”.’

			‘You did more than just see it. Anyway, who says we won’t still be together?’

			Laura laughs. 

			‘I’m glad the thought of being in a lasting relationship with me is amusing to you.’

			‘I’m sorry. It’s not that. It’s just …’

			‘It’s fine. I get it. You’re just using me for my body until someone better comes along.’

			‘You poor, hard done by soul.’

			‘Sometimes I cry myself to sleep about it.’

			‘I bet you do.’ Laura twiddles her hair, staring at the ceiling. ‘So, is that the dream? Main stage at Glastonbury?’

			‘Oh, I want it all. Sell-out tours. Number one albums. Music is the only thing I’ve ever felt passionate about.’

			‘What about the Taekwondo?’

			‘Sometimes I think I just did that because Dad wanted me to. His dad hadn’t let him do it so I think he was just living vicariously through me.’

			‘Yeah, I know what you mean. Sometimes it feels like Mum sees me as herself reincarnated. Like, through me, she can go back in time and erase her mistakes.’

			‘What mistakes are those?’

			‘Oh, she flunked out of school, got pregnant with me aged seventeen so she never really had a career and we always struggled for money. So to make sure I turned out differently, she forced me to go to grammar school, made me dress like a Mormon when I was a teenager.’

			I laugh. ‘I bet you still looked hot. So, are your parents still together?’

			‘Yep, since they were fifteen.’

			‘That’s sweet.’

			‘Yours?’

			I shake my head. ‘Dad left when I was fourteen. Couldn’t keep his dick in his pants.’

			‘Seems to be a common affliction for men.’

			‘Not for me.’

			Laura nods but I get the sense she doesn’t believe me. 

			‘So will I get to meet them sometime?’ I ask.

			‘My parents? God, no.’

			‘Oh, thanks.’

			‘I just mean, the whole being in a band thing. I think …’

			‘I wouldn’t be good enough for them?’

			‘No, not that. They’d just think you were going to break my heart.’

			‘And what do you think?’

			‘As we established, I’m just using you for your body so, no, I think my heart is pretty safe.’

			‘Good to know. For what it’s worth, I think my mum would really like you. Obviously, unless she knew you were just using me for sex.’

			‘Do you think?’

			‘I do. And she’s very fussy.’

			‘But clearly a woman of taste.’ Laura pulls the cover up over her shoulder. ‘Anyway, I might have to call it a night. I’m exhausted.’ 

			It’s true what I said earlier. I do hate it when she goes to sleep because I know that she won’t hang around in the morning (she never does) and I don’t know when I’ll see her next. And there’s so much more I want to find out about her. I don’t want this to just be a thing where we go home together after a night out. And yet I’m not sure how to make it something more – or if she even wants to. 

			I sit up in bed, knowing that I have to seize the moment. We only have one life, right, and I plan on living every ounce of mine. 

			‘No, we’re going out.’

			Laura rolls on to her back, a bemused expression on her face. ‘What do you mean, we’re going out?’

			‘I mean we’re going out.’ I grab my jeans and jumper off the floor and start getting dressed. 

			Laura sits up, leaning against the headboard. ‘It’s the early hours of the morning. It’s December. It’s freezing! Where are we going?’

			I find her clothes and pass them to her. ‘We’re going on our first date.’

			‘You do realize we’ve been seeing each other for nearly three months?’

			‘I know. But I’ve never taken you out, not properly, and I need to rectify that.’

			‘In the middle of the night?’ she asks, getting dressed albeit with a sceptical look on her face.

			‘No time like the present. You finish getting ready. I’ll be back in a second.’

			I quickly rush into the kitchen, grabbing some more lagers out the fridge (in lieu of champagne) and a half-eaten pack of mince pies. Then I pull the throw off the sofa, get some candles and a lighter, and shove it all in a rucksack. When I get back to the bedroom Laura is fully dressed, so I take her hand and, on the way out, I help her into my parka. It’s ridiculously long on her. She puts the hood up, her face looking tiny amongst the fur.

			I grab a torch and we walk for about fifteen minutes, Laura asking where we’re going the whole way, until we reach a stile.

			‘We’re going over there.’

			Laura raises an eyebrow but climbs over the stile. ‘Good job I’m wearing my Uggs and not heels, although you’re going to be in trouble if they get muddy.’ 

			We walk through the field – luckily it’s frozen rather than squelchy – until we are well away from all the lights of the town.

			‘Right. Stop here.’ I take the throw out of my rucksack and spread it out on the grass and then shine my torch on it. ‘Lie down, please.’

			‘You do realize I’m not going to have sex with you out here?’

			I laugh, lighting the candles I brought and putting them around the edge and then lying down on the throw on my back and, with definite hesitation, Laura follows. I wrap my arm around her and pull the leftover edges of the throw around us. ‘I thought we could watch the stars.’

			It’s a clear night and the universe is giving me a huge gift because the sky looks incredible.

			I expect Laura to make a sarcastic comment, and as I feel her shivering, I wonder if this is a really stupid idea, but then she says, ‘It’s beautiful, isn’t it?’

			We lie there staring up, the stars sparkling like a Christmas decoration.

			‘It makes you feel really insignificant, doesn’t it? Realizing we’re just a tiny part of all this.’

			‘I don’t know. I think it makes me feel special.’

			Laura turns her head to look at me but doesn’t say anything.

			‘Sometimes I come here when I can’t get a song quite right or something. Helps to clear my head.’

			‘I can’t believe I’ve never done it before.’

			‘You haven’t lived.’

			Laura looks pensive for a moment but then she says, ‘So this is our first date, is it?’

			‘It is.’

			‘Well, it’s a good one.’

			She rests her head on my chest and I’m glad that she can’t see the huge smile that I’m unable to keep from my face. We talk about the band, our school days (I leave out the fact that I was a total loser who got bullied daily). She asks questions about uni and I wonder why she didn’t go, because she’s clearly super bright. We talk about the planets and constellations and how we can’t get our heads around the fact that the starlight we’re seeing set off years, decades or even millennia ago.

			And then I remember the bottles of lager and half-eaten pack of mince pies and sit up and reach for my rucksack. ‘I almost forgot. I brought refreshments.’ I lay the items out on the throw between us.

			Laura sits up beside me and shakes her head. ‘Damn. It was going so well.’

			‘I know it’s not a very impressive spread. Lager and mince pies are a bit of an odd combination, aren’t they?’

			‘It’s not the combination. It’s just mince pies.’ She mimes being sick.

			I laugh. ‘You can’t have Christmas without mince pies.’ 

			‘You can. I do. And I will for evermore.’

			‘This could be a deal breaker, you know?’ I take a mince pie out of the packet and gobble it messily in front of her.

			‘This must be how it feels for a vegetarian when they have to sit watching someone else chomping on a hunk of dead animal.’

			‘I make no apologies.’ I open a bottle of lager and hand it to her and then open one for myself. ‘What are you doing for Christmas anyway? Are you going away? Staying around here?’

			Laura looks at her bottle. ‘I’m around.’

			‘Well, if you wanted to get together, we could go for a drink? Or I’m sure Mum would welcome one more. I don’t think I offer her much challenge in the Trivial Pursuit stakes.’

			‘Steady on, Luke. You’re inviting me over for Christmas?’

			I glare at her. ‘Don’t take the piss.’

			‘You do realize that is basically like proposing.’

			‘It’s fine. You clearly have bigger and better plans.’

			Laura snorts. ‘We don’t really do Christmas. Dad says it’s just commercial nonsense. I have tried telling him it’s actually something to do with the baby Jesus but he’s not buying it, so it’s generally a fairly quiet affair.’

			‘Oh, I always try to make it special for Mum. Dad was a massive Christmas fan, so we’d always have the biggest tree and fancy food and a floor full of presents. He used to do this silly family quiz about all the things we’d done over the year.’ I’m surprised that the words get stuck, and I clear my throat. ‘Since he left, I’ve always tried to make a fuss of Mum. We go to midnight mass on Christmas Eve. We’re not religious but Mum says she likes the sense of community. Then we go home and open one present each.’

			‘That’s really sweet.’

			‘Well, if you want to come over for a bit, you’re very welcome. I’ll hide the mince pies. I might even buy you a present.’

			‘I guess I could pop over in the evening if your mum really doesn’t mind? I don’t want to intrude.’

			‘Perfect.’ It’s stupid but, knowing that Laura is coming, I feel the same sort of excitement about Christmas that I used to as a little kid. ‘But prior to that, I think we need to squeeze in a second date. Before we progress to meeting the parents and all that.’

			Laura smiles.

			‘I mean, I can’t promise a date of this quality again,’ I continue. ‘But any ideas? What would you like to do?’

			‘I don’t know.’ She sighs. ‘Just take me out of my comfort zone. I have been stuck there for far too long.’

			‘You sound like you’re forty-two, not twenty-two.’

			‘Sorry. It’s just this town sometimes. Do you ever feel like real life is out there somewhere and we’re just wasting our days stuck in Lanmouth where the most exciting event on the social calendar is wreath-making at the town hall?’

			‘When we first moved from London a couple of years ago, I was a bit like, “what the hell do people do around here?” but now I really like it. Especially with the band – I’m hoping we’ll get to travel quite a bit with that, so it’ll be nice to have somewhere like this to come back to.’

			‘Well, yeah. I guess it’s different for you. For you it’s like a quaint little getaway – oh look, what’s this strange green stuff? And that cotton wool ball with legs and a head, how cute …’

			I roll my eyes.

			‘It’s different when you’ve always lived here,’ she continues. ‘When you’ll probably always live here.’

			‘So move away.’

			‘I love how simple life is for you.’ She shakes her head. ‘Anyway, just surprise me.’

			‘Sky diving?’

			‘God, no. I’m not all that keen on being inside a plane, let alone jumping out of one. I’d love to go up in a hot air balloon one day though, but maybe not in December, hey?’

			‘By the sounds of things, I better start earning a bit more money.’

			Laura laughs and shakes her head. ‘It really doesn’t have to be anything fancy. I mean, this is great.’

			‘I think I can do better than this.’ I finish my lager and then put the bottle back in my rucksack. ‘Right, I’m going to make it my mission. This will be your best Christmas ever. Starting with a mind-blowing second date.’

			She looks at me as if she thinks it’s bullshit, all just fake charm, so I kiss her under the stars to show her that I’m serious, with a determination in my belly to prove her wrong.
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			‘Will you marry me?’

			‘You’re seriously asking me right now?’

			‘Uh, yes.’

			It’s probably not the most romantic time to ask her. I hadn’t planned on doing it now, when she’s writhing in pain. To be honest, I hadn’t really planned to do it anytime in the near future. But then, watching her, I felt this overwhelming awe and the words just popped out. 

			‘I’m huge and sweaty and I keep pulling funny faces and … argh.’ She stops bouncing on the birthing ball and moves on to all fours again, and I know that there’s nothing I can say or do. She seems to travel somewhere else for a few seconds, somewhere unreachable, and then the pain passes and she’s back, making jokes and bouncing up and down like a kid on a space hopper.

			There’s a tap on the door and then the midwife reappears. ‘How’s it going in here? All still under control? How far apart are the contractions now?’

			I check my watch. ‘They’re still three minutes.’

			‘OK, great. Feeling like you need to push, Laura?’

			‘No, not yet.’

			‘Is it OK if I just have a quick listen in again? Shall we wait for the next one to pass first?’

			‘Sounds like a plan.’ Laura pushes her hair off her face, the strands all stuck to her forehead. ‘Luke just asked me to marry him. Is that really romantic or just wrong?’

			The midwife smiles. ‘I’d say romantic.’

			Laura looks at me and then suddenly she’s getting off the ball again and puffing like a steam train. When the contraction passes, she lies back on the floor whilst the midwife puts the Doppler to her bump, the reassuring sound of our baby’s heartbeat filling the room. However many times I hear it, it still blows my mind. That one day, nine months ago, we had sex and that simple act created a beating heart. At the time, Laura was tracking her cycle and it was like clockwork. Except that month it obviously wasn’t like clockwork and one moment of passion when I uttered the fateful words, ‘we won’t need a condom this far out, will we?’ led us here. 

			‘Yes,’ she says, turning her head and looking over at me from her position on the floor.

			‘Yes what?’

			‘Yes, I’ll marry you.’

			‘You’re sure?’

			‘If you can look at me right now and still want to marry me, then yes, I’m very sure.’

			I go over to kiss her, the midwife subtly moving out of the room to give us some privacy, but just as I reach Laura, she rolls over in pain. 

			‘I want to get in the water. I don’t think it will be long. I’m determined to get this baby out before Christmas.’

			I force a laugh but my chest feels as tight as a guitar string. 

			Laura peels off the pads from the TENS machine she’s been using to help with the pain and I take it, unravelling the wires and putting it away in its case. It feels good to do something useful for a second. Ever since the contractions started, I’ve felt so helpless, and Laura being Laura, she’s been so stoic that I’ve felt like a spectator, like she could do just as well without me. Well, obviously not the making the baby bit, but the birthing it.

			Once she gets into the water, she seems to enter a trance-like state, sucking on the gas and air at regular intervals and then deep-breathing her way through the gaps. 

			‘It’s like a spa. Just with drugs instead of herbal tea,’ I joke because I don’t know what the hell to do.

			If Laura hears me, she doesn’t respond. And then suddenly she starts making these low, almost otherworldly sounds and two midwives rush in. I reach out for Laura’s hand and am glad when she takes it, squeezing it as if to acknowledge that I’m here.

			The next bit passes in a bit of a blur and all I feel is pure terror. Seeing Laura in such pain makes my thoughts race – what if she’s not OK? What if the baby’s not OK? And then the midwife asks me if I want to see the head and I’m not sure I do considering what it’s sticking out of, but curiosity gets the better of me and I lean round to see my baby’s face peering up at me from the water.

			‘Can it breathe?’ I ask, panicked.

			The midwife smiles. ‘Yes, don’t worry. Baby is still attached to Mum so he or she breathes through the umbilical cord. Baby is perfectly safe.’

			The baby has a fair bit of hair and a little scrunched-up face. I’d like to say it’s beautiful but it looks like a gremlin.

			When Laura first showed me the pregnancy test, I looked into her eyes expecting to see the panic that felt like it was blocking my throat, but all I saw there was a sparkling light. She sent me out to the shop to get more tests to double-check and when I got to the supermarket I rang Sarah because I thought Laura would have already told her (she tells Sarah most things before me) but she hadn’t. The first thing Sarah said was ‘Her parents are going to lose their shit’ followed by ‘Does she want to keep it?’ 

			And it was such a relief to hear her ask the question because Laura seemed so sure, and to me it felt like someone had just built a wall across the road in front of me. What the hell was I going to do with a baby? The band was just taking off. If things went to plan, we were going to be touring. Plus I was just a stupid dumb boy. I couldn’t be a father.

			Sarah said I should tell Laura how I felt, but I knew I had to step up and live with the consequences. So I begged her to never tell Laura about our conversation, took a deep breath and went to find the pregnancy tests, smuggling them through the checkout underneath a box of Weetabix, as if I was trying to get drugs through security. Then I painted on my happiest face and drove home. 

			And over time, as the shock subsided, I came round to the idea of us having a child together. I’ve even felt quite excited – decorating the nursery (we decided on a safari theme), buying babygrows and tiny nappies that didn’t even look big enough to fit a kitten. But now, as Laura suddenly makes the deep inhuman sound again, I feel like sprinting from the room. 

			But Laura is still holding me tightly by the hand – and within moments the midwife is reaching down, grabbing our baby and passing it straight to Laura, who turns around and leans against the edge of the pool, the water turning pink. And as soon as its tiny body is in her arms, Laura stares at it with such adoration and awe that it makes me question whether I’m going to feel what I should, whether I’m ready to say goodbye to the ease – the freedom – that was life before this.

			‘Is it a boy or a girl?’ Laura asks, her voice shaky as she lifts our baby to the surface of the water so that I can see.

			‘It’s a boy.’ 

			At the twenty-week scan, being the impatient person that I am, I was desperate to find out the sex, but Laura was adamant that she wanted it to be a surprise. And as, in her words, she was the one risking stretch marks, needing to get up for a wee every hour, her boobs turning into ‘udders’ – it was her that got the final say. 

			Now, knowing it’s a boy, I feel this overwhelming pressure to better myself, to be a decent role model and make sure that he becomes a good man. But what if I’m like my dad and one day I wake up and realize that I can’t do it? That I’m a spineless, useless twat who only has room to care about myself? Wasn’t my dad once a decent bloke with good intentions?

			The midwife helps to put the baby back on to Laura’s chest (I’m suddenly incapable of holding a seven-pound object) and she kisses the top of his head. She’s a natural. It’s like she was destined to become a mother. 

			After a while, Laura looks up at me, her eyes a little tired. ‘Do you want to hold him?’ 

			‘Uh …’ 

			What if I drop him? Hold him wrongly, not supporting his head well enough, and cause him some sort of irreparable damage?

			‘Are you sure? I mean, do you want to do more skin-to-skin? I can wait.’

			Laura smiles. ‘Thank you for clearly listening to my birth plan. But I’m sure that I want you to hold your son and I want to get out of this water and dry off. Then, yes, in a few minutes I will be grabbing him back.’

			I lean down and kiss her. ‘I’m so proud of you.’

			With my heart smashing against the inside of my chest, I take my son in my arms and he looks up at me with these knowing blue eyes and it feels like he’s telling me ‘time to grow up now, Dad’, and it’s the strangest feeling; like a new chamber of my heart is opening up, this sudden capacity to love harder and deeper than I even knew was possible. And as my baby boy starts to cry, I realize that I have a choice. To step up or run away. So I bring my son on to my shoulder, kiss the top of his head and stroke his back. 

			‘Welcome to the world, Dylan.’

			Laura is being supported by the midwives, a towel wrapped around her, but she looks over and smiles at me with tears in her eyes.

			We went back and forth about names for months. We bought books, searched the internet, sifted through our favourite novels in the hope we’d find something. We agreed on a girl’s name fairly quickly. Arietti (from The Borrowers). But finding a boy’s name proved altogether trickier. I suggested Caleb but Laura didn’t like it. She liked Aaron but I’ve never understood the need for the double ‘a’. And then one evening I was in the spare room playing my guitar and she walked in, as always with a huge mug of tea cupped in her hands, the cutest baby bump I’ve ever seen, and just said, ‘It’s Dylan,’ and I understood straight away what she was talking about and said, ‘Yes, it is.’ 

			I rock from side to side. And gradually Dylan settles, his whimpering ceasing. And I feel like I’ve achieved more in this moment than I have in my whole life.

			‘Baby whisperer,’ Laura says, looking up at me from where she is now positioned on the bed with a blanket over her, her knees raised and a midwife at her bottom-half doing something that I’d rather not think about. The fact the midwife is now wearing a Christmas hat makes the whole thing feel slightly surreal.

			‘I think it’s my dancing.’

			‘Maybe he’s got his daddy’s sense of rhythm.’ Laura gazes at him. ‘He’s pretty beautiful, isn’t he?’

			I look at my son’s face, which is turned towards me, resting on my shoulder. ‘He’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.’

			I feel tears rising in my throat again and want to slap myself. Get a grip, buddy. 

			‘How are we ever going to get anything done?’ Laura asks. ‘We’re just going to spend all our time staring at him.’

			I smile. ‘I’ll still stare at you a bit too, you know?’

			The midwife finishes what she’s doing. ‘I’ll go and make you both a cup of tea. Toast as well?’

			We both nod and she leaves us to it, so I sit on the bed next to Laura, lowering myself carefully for fear of dropping our son.

			‘Do you want him back now?’

			Laura stares at him. ‘I should probably leave him. He looks happy on you.’

			‘He’ll be even happier on you,’ I say, sensing her desperate desire to have him back in her arms. I lower him on to her chest where he continues to sleep peacefully.

			Laura nods her head towards the door, which is lined with tinsel. ‘December the sixteenth.’ She shakes her head. ‘I mean, I’m glad it’s not Christmas Day, but the poor kid is going to end up with joint presents, never really having a party because everyone’s too busy with Christmas stuff …’

			‘I promise we’ll make his birthday special every year. Anyway, this date was already significant for another reason. Don’t you remember?’

			‘No, what?’

			‘It was our first date.’

			‘The stargazing?’

			I nod. I remember the date because it was the night we did the show at the Roundtree. The night the talent scout spotted us, which set the ball rolling to where we are now, recording our first studio album.

			‘Really? I can’t believe that was exactly a year ago. Maybe that’s why he was overdue. He was destined to arrive today.’

			I smile. ‘It was also the day I realized I was in love with you.’ 

			‘What? But we’d only been seeing each other for a few months.’

			‘I know. I still knew. It’s OK if you didn’t feel the same.’

			Dylan snuffles and Laura strokes his back. ‘As much as it pains me, I realized I was in love with you on Christmas Day.’

			‘Christmas Day? The irony! How come?’

			‘Your mum was showing me that memory book you’d made for her and I remember thinking how thoughtful you were and how beautiful it was that you loved your mum that much.’

			‘I can’t believe I didn’t know that.’

			‘There’s lots you don’t know about me.’ Laura smiles. ‘So, how did you know you loved me on our first date?’

			‘You asked me to take you out of your comfort zone and I realized that I cared as much about making you happy as I did about being happy myself. I’d never felt like that before. Always been a bit of a selfish bastard, truth be told.’

			Laura reaches out and grabs my hand. ‘Well, you did. Make me happy, I mean.’

			After the night with the stars, I booked us a snowboarding lesson for our second date and she spent the whole evening berating me because she could barely sit down her bum was so black and blue from all the falls, but a couple of weeks later she asked me if we could go again so I think she secretly enjoyed it. And I hope I gave her a decent Christmas Day. She came over to Mum’s in the evening and I tried to give her some of the things it sounded like she’d missed out on as a kid – I filled a stocking full of silly presents, made her play ‘pin the nose on the reindeer’ and charades. Mum adored her immediately and they spent the evening ganging up on me during the annual game of Trivial Pursuit. 

			‘I made you happy? Past tense?’

			Laura kisses the top of Dylan’s head. ‘Look at me. What do you think?’

			‘I think you’re amazing. I mean, the way you just did all that …’ 

			‘I didn’t have much choice,’ Laura jokes.

			I shake my head. ‘You were so brave. So calm. I would’ve been a screaming mess. Or I’d have passed out. Or just got them to give me loads of drugs or put me to sleep and cut him out of me.’

			Laura laughs. ‘It probably is a good thing I’m the one that had to give birth.’

			‘Seriously though, I promise I’m going to do my best to be a good dad. To not totally screw him up.’

			‘You’re going to be an amazing dad.’

			‘I hope so.’

			Because, although it might have taken until meeting Dylan for me to fully realize it, there’s nothing in the world I want more. 

		
	EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/ladybird563-regular.otf


EPUB/images/logo_large.png





EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/penguin.otf


EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/ladybird563-bold.otf


EPUB/images/cover.jpg
Two people. Fifteen years.

One
Decerﬂb

RACHEL MARKS

‘A beautiful festive love story’ Heidi Swain





EPUB/images/title_page_logo.png





EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/PufBkyR.otf


EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-light.otf


EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenirrounded-bold.otf


EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/symbola.otf


EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/PufBkyB.otf


EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenirrounded-regular.otf


EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-heavy.otf


EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


