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			About the Book

			For film projectionist Nick, love should mirror what he sees on the big screen. And when he falls for Ellie on the eve of the 2008 presidential election, it finally does.

			For four blissful years, Nick loved Ellie as much as he loved his job splicing film reels together in the local cinema. Life seemed . . . picture-perfect.

			But now it’s 2012, Ellie has moved out and Nick’s trying to figure out where it all went wrong.

			With Ellie gone and his life far from the happy ending he imagined, Nick wonders if their romance could ever again be as perfect as the night they met.

			Can love really be as it is in the movies?

			* * *

			Readers love Owen Nicholls . . .

			‘Sometimes a book comes along and it feels dusted with magic - Love, Unscripted is one of those books. Nostalgic, tender and achingly cool’ - Josie Silver, author of One Day in December

			‘A complete delight for film lovers (and lovers of love)’ - Holly Bourne, author of How Do You Like Me Now?

			‘An astutely observed romantic comedy that had me shaking with laughter and sniffing away tears. Pure pleasure.’ - Nev Pierce, Contributing Editor Empire Magazine

			‘A gorgeous romcom filled with movie references and Obama-era nostalgia’ - Kate Davies, author of In At The Deep End

			‘This is one of the best books I have ever read. If When Harry Met Sally and High Fidelity had a book baby, this would be it’ - Emma Cooper, author of The Songs of Us

			‘High Fidelity for the multiplex generation. Owen Nicholls makes it look easy but it’s a smart and funny book, laced with wisdom. A lovely, warm, engaging read.’ - Richard Lumsden, author of The Six Loves of Billy Binns 

			‘A properly funny, clever, bittersweet romcom’ - Richard Roper, author of Something to Live For

		


		
			

			To Nina – my real love

		


		
			Prologue

			When we were eleven, Leon Woodward told me about his plan to kiss Sally Carter.

			He would take her to the cinema to watch Disney’s Aladdin, a film he’d already watched three times in order to work out the exact moment a girl of Sally’s disposition would be most susceptible to a spontaneous lunge in which his lips pressed up against hers.

			He chose the moment the Princess first saw Aladdin for who he really was. It worked so well that the week after, he took Sally’s best friend Hannah Jenkins and did the same thing.

			Even at a young age, I thought this was a dick move. For two reasons.

			First, I liked Sally Carter. She was funny and kind and had nice hair and didn’t deserve to be the first guinea pig in Leon’s sexual blitzkrieg on every girl in school.

			Second, I really liked that part of the film. To me, it seemed wholly unfair to interrupt a pivotal scene where two characters’ true selves are unveiled for the first time with something that could easily wait until the end credits.

			But then Leon kissed a lot of girls in school.

			And I didn’t.
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			I’m still thinking about Leon Woodward kissing Sally Carter when the fire starts. It isn’t a big fire, just the melting of an inch-long piece of plastic, but the smoke sets off the alarms. I pull the film from the projector and stamp out the flames as an extremely anxious and very sweaty Seb comes running into the booth.

			‘Ah shit, what happened?’ he asks, with an exasperated tone I assume has less to do with the problem at hand and more to do with the paperwork he’ll have to fill out later.

			‘The gate got stuck, the lamp was on, A plus B equals man fire,’ I explain.

			‘Nick, you have to strike the lamp after you’ve got the loop running.’

			I scratch at the hair on my chin and cheeks. The two weeks’ growth of a boyfriend in a coma.

			‘I did know that. Sorry.’

			It’s not like I have a particularly bad memory. I can recite the entirety of the Pacino/De Niro coffee-shop conversation from Heat and can remember the exact order in which the eleven jurors are turned by Henry Fonda in Twelve Angry Men – it’s Juror #9, Juror #5, Jurors #11, #2 and #6 at the same time, Juror #7, then Juror #12 and Juror #1. Juror#12 changes his mind but switches back with Juror #10 and Juror #4, leaving just Lee J. Cobb breaking down in the final reel as Juror #3. But I can never retain certain key information about the inner workings of the projectors. A small part of me thinks they might lose their magic if I know exactly how they work. If I ever mention this to Seb, he’ll probably fire me.

			‘I’m sure Humphrey . . . it is Humphrey, right?’ Seb asks.

			I nod. It was my idea to name the projectors after my celluloid heroes, and Booth 3 houses both Humphrey and Katharine, Screens 6 and 7.

			‘I’m sure Humphrey will be fine.’ Seb says. ‘And you?’

			I know what he’s getting at.

			‘I’m fine.’

			He gives me the international face of ‘Really?’

			‘I’m absolutely fine. It was just a little fight.’

			His eyebrows rise enough to add an exclamation mark to the ‘Really?’ And a ‘Really?!’ is harder to brush off.

			‘Because Ellie said—’

			‘You spoke to Ellie?’

			He shouldn’t have spoken to Ellie.

			‘She rang me. She wanted to make sure you were okay.’ He pauses, not for dramatic effect, although it has that result. ‘She told me she’d moved out.’

			It’s true. She moved out a week ago, but I convinced myself she’d move back in quickly enough that I wouldn’t need to tell anyone. I was approximately two days away from dressing up in her clothes and waving at people from the window in order to convince friends and neighbours everything was still a-okay.

			‘It wasn’t a little fight,’ I confess.

			Seb’s ‘Really?!’ face collapses into one of such pity it’s all I can do not to well up. We both suggest a cigarette break at the same time.

			‘I think the fire’s gone,’ Seb assures me.

			‘That’s what she said,’ I reply.
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			4 November 2008 – 23.21 GMT

			Obama 0

			McCain 0

			270 needed to win

			I first met Ellie at a 2008 election night party held by a mutual friend of ours who just happened to be a libertarian. Normally I would baulk at being near anyone who would describe themselves as such, but Tom had a big house, good weed and an encyclopedic knowledge of Asian cinema. That he was the only person in south London who wanted John McCain to win wasn’t quite enough to counter these excellent qualities, and the fact that he’d only invited thirty or so twenty-somethings, who were all sane non-libertarians, was typical of him. He hated people agreeing with him, loved confrontation and would almost exclusively start arguments with the phrase ‘I’m just saying’.

			He addressed a crowd of five.

			‘I’m just saying, you lefties all fawn over Obama, but policy for policy he has more in common with Cameron than Brown.’

			A clueless twenty-something in a beanie hat took the bait.

			‘So you want another four years of the same regressive Republican agenda that took the UK into two wars?’

			Ellie entered my life half watching David Dimbleby informing us the polls for Kentucky, Indiana and Georgia would close in forty-nine minutes, and half watching Tom take on the hipster. A wry smile crossed her face; she knew full well what he was doing. It was that smile that got me. I’m a sucker for any kind of smile, but a wry one just floors me.

			Her smile was one of the first things I remember really liking about Ellie. The second was the way she tucked her hair behind her ears. There was a surety in the action. Maybe it was because as a teenager I was teased about my sticky-out ears. I even grew long hair to cover them. To see someone purposefully putting theirs on show made me want to yell out, ‘Good for you!’

			I didn’t. Obviously.

			That in a certain light she looked like Holly Hunter when Holly Hunter was in her mid to late twenties – so Broadcast News-era Holly Hunter – certainly didn’t inhibit my attraction. They shared the same quizzical eyebrows and flawless skin. Plus, she had Kate Winslet’s neon-red hair from Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind and wore the most nondescript zipped-up grey hoodie and navy jeans, like she was paradoxically trying not to be noticed yet screaming, ‘Look at me!’

			It took me forever to make my move. I became paranoid I’d been staring at her and she’d noticed and was now wondering who this weirdo creep with massive ears and . . . Wait . . . were we wearing the exact same hoodie?

			It was a sign.

			I grabbed two beers from the kitchen and went for it, handing her one and observing, ‘You must have seen Tom do this before to smile like that.’

			She squinted slightly, viewing me with the requisite amount of scepticism with which you should view someone who comments on your smile, and took the drink.

			‘He certainly has a need to be disliked,’ she said, elongating the vowels in ‘need’ – an Elliesque idiosyncrasy I have since found both adorable and infuriating in equal measure.

			We watched as Tom stepped his attack up a notch with a one-two of questions on the difference between the House and the Senate, and a much more aggressive than passive investigation into his opponent’s previous UK election-viewing habits, to which the hipster could only respond with a shake of the head.

			Tom was obliterating his foe with a smile in his eyes. I could see where this was heading and gave my insight to Ellie.

			‘If that guy mentions hope or change, he’s done for.’

			And just like that . . .

			‘So,’ he said, a little too smugly, ‘you don’t believe in hope? You don’t believe in change?’

			Tom erupted.

			‘Fuuuuuuck you!’

			The hipster was taken aback by this outburst and looked around for help, but none was forthcoming. On the contrary, if there’d been popcorn, it would have been opened and passed around for the crescendo.

			‘I will happily have a debate with you about the rights and wrongs of universal healthcare, military spending or the antiquated penal system of America. But I am fucked if I’m going to stand in my own home and try to form a cogent argument over two-bit slogans. Jesus Christ. Hope. Change. You moron. Those posters might as well have said “Kittens” and “Puppies”. Nobody is against hope. Or change. Everyone loves change as long as it’s vague enough. I had genuine respect for you when you were arguing the ins and outs of foreign policy. But this. This is beneath me.’

			The doorbell rang and Tom – without missing a beat – patted the victim on the arm and departed to answer it. But not before giving me and Ellie a wink on the way.

			‘He’s good,’ she said in a way that made me a little jealous, again bringing several extra vowels to the word.

			‘He almost convinced me to join his anti-tax group when we were at university,’ I said, stopping for a sip. ‘Before I remembered I like roads and hospitals and libraries and that I’m not an arsehole.’

			‘Is that where you know him from? University?’

			‘Yeah. You? You’re not part of his anti-tax group, are you, because if so, I didn’t mean the thing I said just then about them all being arseholes.’

			She let out a short, sharp laugh, her brown eyes twinkled and my heart soared.

			She followed the laugh with ‘I’m tempted to say yes to see how quickly your principles fly out the window.’

			‘As Groucho said, “These are my principles and . . .”’

			‘“. . . if you don’t like them I have others.’

			When I went to clink beers, the move was not reciprocated. Perhaps she just didn’t see me do it, but the minuscule rejection brought a cold sweat to my neck.

			‘I was friends with his sister when we were little. When I moved to Clapham, she passed me his details so I’d know someone locally. He has a point about why we’re so interested in another country’s election, though,’ Ellie said, erasing my social anxiety over the missing clink. ‘Did you stay up for the last election in the UK?’

			‘Nope,’ I said.

			‘So why this one? Why are we all so besotted with this guy?’

			I hadn’t contemplated until that very moment why we were all (except Tom) so excited at the prospect of Barack Obama becoming the 44th president of a country the vast majority of us had no actual affiliation with.

			‘First of all, it’s him,’ I said. ‘He has an allure. An allure so strong that a straight male from the south of England can say “he has an allure” without even pausing to wonder why he’s using such a romantic word.’

			At this Ellie flashed a grin that blew the wry smile clear out of the water.

			I continued, spurred on by the grin. ‘But I’ve always loved American politics. It’s what America pretends to be that’s appealing. Truth, freedom, liberty. All that jazz. In a country that’s still sort of young . . .’

			She looked deep into my soul and offered, ‘The possibilities are endless.’

		


		
			3

			‘We’ll always have Barack,’ I say to Seb as I put out my second cigarette. But the line and its relevance are completely lost on him.

			‘What’s that?’

			‘Me and Ellie. We met at the 2008 election.’

			‘Oh right. Is that three and a half years ago already?’

			Since he became a dad, Seb has become hyper-aware of time passing, and can often be caught forlornly noting ten-year anniversaries of albums he remembers buying with a similar refrain. He’s recently been promoted to projection manager, which is fine by me. He’s my friend, he works hard, and even though I’ve been at the cinema three years longer than him, I don’t really want the extra work and stress the promotion would mean.

			‘Two thousand and eight? Wasn’t that your Before Sunrise night?’ he asks.

			I’d actually described it as my In Search of a Midnight Kiss night, but Seb still hasn’t seen that film, and when I explained to him that In Search of a Midnight Kiss is a lo-fi American indie about two people who meet and talk all night and get to know each other and fall in love, he kept saying, ‘Like Before Sunrise’ and it was clear he’d married the two things in his mind.

			I don’t feel like correcting him, because he’s being incredibly supportive of my current relationship status. Considering he’s only just come back to work after the birth of his second child – and exists on three hours’ sleep a night – him giving even a solitary shit about me is superheroic friendship.

			When I first met Seb, if someone had told me he’d one day be responsible for the lives of two actual human beings, I would have found the quickest way to have him castrated. But seven years is a long time, and the twenty-three-year-old Seb with huge hair and a ginger Gandalf beard who used to leap across the tops of parked cars high on LSD has been replaced by a trimmer, tidier version who goes for weekly runs and takes his eldest to toddler yoga.

			‘You know you can call me any time, Nick. If you need a chat,’ he offers. ‘I don’t sleep.’

			I silently nod my appreciation.

			‘I better go do the handover with Lizzie. You staying down here?’

			I nod again, and Seb leaves me alone on the fire escape, smoking.

			It’s getting on for five, and that means shift handover. I’m on a mid shift, working from one until nine. Seb did the open shift, nine to five, and Lizzie is on the close, five until midnight. She’ll be print-checking the new Judge Dredd film tonight, Dredd (2012), making sure it’s put together properly and isn’t scratched to shit. The state of some of the films we get from other cinemas makes you want to weep.

			We’re a little behind the times. It’s 2012, and most cinemas are gearing up to be one hundred per cent digital. We just have two digis, which replaced projectors Cary and Ingrid, named for Grant and Bergman. When all eight screens go digital, there goes the job as we know it. I have faith that since we’re a small(ish) indie(ish) cinema, the powers that be will keep it true for a good few years yet.

			For me, 35mm has a proper feel to it. Sure, it may cut the crap out of my fingertips, and I know that in later life I’ll have a hunched back from carrying films from booth to booth, but it’s real. It matters. Digital cinema is just code and bits. And digital cinema means no print check. No getting to see the latest release sometimes way before the general public.

			And real film will always remind me of Ellie.

			She’s etched on every inch of this place. When I look at the bench where we put the reels together, I see her hanging out with me on an evening shift as I wind on film. When I look out of the glass port down onto Screen 4, I remember the time that to keep ourselves entertained watching one of the many crap late-noughties Woody Allen films, we tried out every seat in the auditorium to see which one was the comfiest.

			Having an entire cinema screen to yourself and your loved one is arguably one of the greatest experiences life has to offer, whatever the movie.

			I would have hung around and joined Lizzie for her print check, but Lizzie is one of the most difficult projectionists I work with. I kind of dread shifts where we cross over, and I think Seb knows this, because it’s rare we’re scheduled together.

			We used to get on. When she first started, we’d talk about TV and film all the time. She even made me a mix tape of all the TV shows she loved burnt onto a CDR. But I must have done something to really piss her off, because now we barely speak. Which is a shame, because Lizzie is one of the few people who won’t talk all the way through a film or sit there feasting on the gross nachos we sell. She has fantastic post-movie observations too.

			There are five projectionists in total. Me, Seb, Lizzie, Dave and Ronnie.

			Dave’s a great projectionist. His dad was a mechanic, which means Dave can strip a projector down to its bolts and put it back together. Blindfolded if needed. But he also has the worst taste in film imaginable. If Michael Bay made a film with Adam Sandler, Dave would be the first in line.

			The fifth projectionist, Ronnie, is like a sub. If someone goes on holiday or phones in sick, we call on Ronnie. He’s fifty-something and a bit of a burnout. He has hair like Neil from The Young Ones and was the first person to introduce me to Powell and Pressburger, two British film-makers who had a run of classic films from 1940 to 1951 that have not been matched in sixty years. He’s also incredibly intuitive to moods. If you want to be left alone, Ronnie instinctively knows. Sometimes way before you know yourself. But if you’re up for a deep, lengthy exploration of mind and soul, he puts the kettle on, sparks a fat one on the fire escape and nods along happily to every THC-induced life-altering observation you make, observations that – while spectacularly profound in the evening air – shrivel and die in the cold, harsh reality of the morning.

			The ability to sense someone’s mood is crucial when working in a projection booth. The ceilings are low, the air conditioning rarely works, and with each room less than nine square metres – with the noisy, dirty projectors taking up six of those – the set-up can lead to a hostile environment, especially if you’re in a bad mood or, I don’t know, having relationship problems. It’s sort of a blessing then that Lizzie is on shift, because I know I won’t have to make much effort.

			I’m determined not to check my phone incessantly for messages from Ellie, so I’ve limited myself to an ‘on the hour’ look.

			Still nothing.

			I’ve also agreed with myself that scans of her Facebook page are limited to every four hours, which means waiting until eight o’clock. Although, I reason, I’m halfway through my shift, so that milestone should sort of trump the four-hour one. And anyway, these are only guidelines, not rules.

			Nothing. Nothing for five days, when she uploaded some very cool photos of our Scrabble match, including the makeshift tiles we’d had to improvise because we’d lost one K, both Js, one H and two Es.

			That might end up being the last good night we have together. And even that included a pretty heated argument about the points’ worth of the missing J.

			She was right. It was worth eight.

			She was always right.

			Except about this.
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			5 November 2008 – 00.04 GMT

			Obama 3

			McCain 8

			270 needed to win

			The house erupted in a frenzy of boos when the senator for Arizona took the early lead.

			Tom was livid, screaming at his guests, ‘You charlatans don’t even understand the electoral system. McCain was never going to lose Kentucky. Your idiocy appals me. Keep this up and I’ll kick you all out before Iowa’s announced.’

			The audience’s jeers turned from the TV to Tom, with several miscellaneous snacks sent as ballistic missiles towards their host.

			I drank far too fast in the early part of that night and was already at the bottom of my third inexpensive, but not unpleasant, European lager from the local off-licence. Ellie had barely started on the drink I’d given her. I panicked my penny-pinching beer-buying had given her the impression I was cheap.

			It would have been an accurate presumption. I worked as a projectionist. My parents were both in public service. I’d never had four figures in my bank account without a minus sign preceding them.

			After a momentary lapse in conversation, my paranoia got the better of me.

			‘Is the beer okay?’

			Ellie took a sniff and a sip and swirled it around her mouth.

			‘It’s good.’ This time she didn’t lengthen the word. ‘Beery with a hint of beer.’

			I followed suit.

			‘I’m definitely getting a strong taste of sixth-form college.’ I took another sip. ‘A dash of unrequited love and . . . is that a soupçon of shame and regret?’

			She laughed and said, ‘You’re funny.’

			If she’d just said the latter without the involuntary former, I’m not sure I’d have continued my pursuit. People who don’t laugh, in my humble opinion, are the worst people in the entire world.

			With four years of hindsight, I know that if I’d voiced this insight Ellie would have said something like, ‘So, a man could drive a busload of orphaned kids off a bridge, and as long as he was chuckling to himself as he went, you’d give him a tiny bit of credit for his joie de vivre.’

			And I’d have said, ‘Well, yeah.’

			She’d have said this because she had – and still has – this magnificent way of downplaying hyperbole without making the other person feel like too much of an arsehole for over-hyping something.

			Me not saying anything about a lack of a funny bone being worse than fascism was also another of those moments that made that night so special. There were so many points where I could have said or done the wrong thing and everything would have turned to shit and I would have gone home alone and put on some Joni Mitchell and drunk cheap gin mixed with whatever was in the fridge.

			But I kept my inner monologue inner and instead said, ‘I’m Nick.’

			And she said, ‘I’m Ellie.’

			Then we shook hands. Like we were two normal people.

			And then she asked, ‘So what do you do, Nick?’

			And I said, ‘I’m a projectionist at The Royalty.’ And I waited. I waited for one of four reactions.

			Reaction number one would be to offer some form of recognition that this involved working in a cinema and was therefore ‘cool’. It might be accompanied by an ask for free tickets. Which was always okay because I like people watching films.

			Reaction number two would be to ask what the hell a projectionist was. This reaction was always disappointing.

			Reaction number three was arguably worse than number two, if only for the number of times every projectionist has heard it. I was hoping with all my heart that she’d avoid this reaction, which was: ‘Do you ever splice single frames of pornography into family films like in Fight Club?’ If she had gone with reaction number three, again there may have been no coming back, even with the cool hair and the spectacular eyes, and you know what, I really liked the downplayed outfit, it’s a thing in itself.

			Then there was reaction number four. I’d only ever received reaction number four twice. Once from an old Italian man who played squash with my dad, and the other time from a super-geeky guy called Barry who worked as an usher and really wanted to be a projectionist, but all the projectionists had agreed we definitely don’t want to be locked in a small room with Barry all day.

			Miraculously, Ellie answered with reaction number four.

			‘Like in Cinema Paradiso.’

			It was about then I fell in love.
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			The house feels empty without Ellie.

			I find myself staring at her side of the bed, missing the way she sleeps.

			Having not slept with my – or anyone else’s – fair share of women, I can’t say for certain, but I’m pretty confident no other person on the planet sleeps like Ellie does. She’s always on her front, with her left palm pressed up against her forehead, like Homer J. Simpson in the middle of an annoyed grunt. Her right hand sits in the small of her back and her legs are bowed out, her crotch pushed up against the mattress.

			I wonder if she’s sleeping like that right now. Or if she’s sleeping at all. Or if she’s sleeping with someone else already.

			I was never jealous with Ellie. Like most completely rational men, if someone else made her laugh, then sure, a small piece of me would die inside, but I’ve never so much as glanced at her phone, and the anonymity of her drawers and belongings are rightfully protected under European law. As they should be.

			When I send her texts asking what she’s up to, it’s because I’m genuinely interested in what she’s up to. Not because I think she’s sleeping with Darren from Marketing.

			Ellie, it’s fair to say, was my first proper relationship. I’d had girlfriends before, but they didn’t last long. My insecurities and the bullshit possessiveness that comes with crippling self-doubt soon put paid to them.

			The relationship before Ellie was about four months long and ended because I was adamant she was sleeping around. I figured out later I’d convinced myself of her waywardness, purely in the hope that she would cheat on me and I could end things as the hero of the story, the heartbroken guy that everyone would set up on dates – ‘Yeah, his ex, she fooled around behind his back, so he’s a bit fragile. But he’d be great for you.’

			I admit this not for redemption but because I need to understand if it’s happening again.

			Because now, alone in bed, I’m sure Ellie is sleeping with Darren from Marketing.

			My phone buzzes. It’s a text from Ellie.

			How are you doing?

			She never uses text speak or smileys and always uses correct punctuation. How could I have ever let her go? I pause for the briefest of moments to think whether replying instantly gives her relationship advantage and am immediately reminded of her mantra the night we met. To hell with games and mind-fuckery. Now and forever.

			I’m okay. You? You want me to call? I type quickly and press send.

			When waiting for a reply from a partner you’ve recently split from – where the reason for the split is still a foggy mess of confusion – time crawls. It’s not like a conversation, where a pregnant pause can be uncomfortable. Silence over SMS is crippling. A watched phone never vibrates.

			As if to prove the point, it’s only when I glance up at the clock – 11.21 – that the message comes through.

			I’d rather just text if that’s okay? I hate speaking on the phone.

			That she feels the need to write the last line sends my mind spiralling down a rabbit hole of questions. Does she think I’m unaware she hates talking on the phone? Does she think I’ve not been paying attention these past four years?

			I can’t prevent some apt Paul Simon lyrics written about Carrie Fisher flashing to mind.

			I know, I reply. What do you want to text about?

			Us.

			Do you still feel what you said last week? Send.

			There’s barely a pause before:

			I do.

			I don’t have anything else to say. I don’t want to be with someone that doesn’t . . .

			I don’t know how to type the rest. If we were face to face, I’d leave it hanging in the air, both of us knowing what I meant. But typing it out gives it a finality. It marks it down as evidence. I delete everything up to the first I don’t and add know what to say.

			I’m sorry, she types. I wish I felt differently.

			The phone could have auto-completed the That makes two of us message I send. I know that will be the last one for the night, but still I wait for a reassuring buzz to fill the air.

			We’re supposed to be going to my sister’s house for Sunday lunch tomorrow. It’s my mum’s birthday. I can already predict the way everyone will stare at me, sitting alone.

			Everyone will wait to see who will be the first to ask, ‘Where’s Ellie?’

			One half of Simon and Garfunkel is singing about Princess Leia again.
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			5 November 2008 – 00.44 GMT

			Obama 3

			McCain 21

			270 needed to win

			Ellie and I were sitting outside, smoking by the back door, when another cascade of jeers met the results from South Carolina and West Virginia.

			Again Tom was apoplectic that his guests were commiserating with each other over states he knew would be foregone conclusions, but his rage was falling on increasingly deaf ears as partygoers danced over the line of ‘nicely sozzled’ to ‘utterly pissed’.

			I was heading in the opposite direction.

			With conversation flowing at a pleasant if not breathtaking pace, I’d slowed my drinking to a crawl. When my sobriety kicked in, so did my nerves, and I found myself suddenly jonesing for a cigarette. I knew the revelation of such a filthy, disgusting (see also: lovely, social) habit had the potential to put a swift end to any progress I’d made with Ellie thus far. But what sort of a relationship could be based on me hiding my vice, and after the Cinema Paradiso answer, a relationship was very much on my mind.

			Luckily, Ellie was an occasional smoker and saw tonight as an occasion to smoke.

			When we stepped into the garden, I used the only piece of arsenal in my Wooing Women handbook. Ask questions.

			‘Where did you grow up?’, ‘How are you finding London life?’ and ‘Where are you living now?’ had been responded to in turn with ‘Canterbury’ – plus a run-down of the pros and cons of the cathedral city (pros: close to London and the coast; cons: poor music scene, nowhere to buy Converse) – ‘Tiring but fun’ and ‘On Silver Street by the Chicken Cottage, but not too close to the Chicken Cottage.’

			Silver Street was about a five-minute walk from the flat I was currently renting, so I was ecstatic at the close proximity of our houses and was daydreaming of how easily we’d be able to see each other in the early days of our absolutely-definitely-going-to-happen union.

			Ellie’s hair fell forward and she corrected it, presenting her ears again.

			‘So, what’s your big, crazy, wave-a-magic-wand dream?’ I asked, hoping she might come back with ‘meet a cute guy at a party and get married and have his children’.

			She didn’t.

			‘Good question. I’m twenty-seven now and I always said that by the time I reach thirty I’ll be living in New York City.’ She sang this last bit like it was the last line in the first verse of ‘Mona Lisas and Mad Hatters’.

			‘And you?’ she asked.

			‘Well, I’m only twenty-six, so I have much longer to work on my dream.’

			‘Let me guess. You wanna be a film-maker?’

			I shook my head with a hint of overkill.

			‘Standing in front of a roomful of people telling them what to do? Nothing would fill me with more dread.’

			It was then that she sized me up, squinted her eyes and had a eureka moment.

			‘You write!’

			I nodded.

			‘Screenplays?’

			I nodded again.

			‘I can see that, with your hoodie and your aversion to shaving and that look in your big blues.’

			‘What look?’

			‘Like you don’t know.’

			I was about to press her further when a drunk girl in a Metallica T-shirt came running through to the back door holding a trainer filled with vomit.

			‘Hey, someone just threw up into a shoe!’ the reveller explained before hurling said footwear into the garden. Then she slumped down between me and Ellie and asked, ‘Do either of you know where I can get some ketamine?’

			It was then that I glanced down to see that the girl was only wearing one trainer and had almost definitely been sick in the other.

			‘Not on a Wednesday morning,’ I said.

			‘There’s a primary school about two miles south of here,’ Ellie offered. ‘You could try there.’

			The drunk girl leant towards Ellie and stared at her menacingly. I was genuinely worried she was about to attack, and I’ll admit there was part of me that wanted to see how handy Ellie would be in a scrap. Mainly because on the lover/fighter spectrum I was way down the opposite end from Muhammad Ali and thought it would be great if my someday wife would be able to protect our family with her brute strength.

			Instead, Ellie kissed the girl on the nose.

			In a move that was probably for the best for everyone involved, myself included, violence was averted as the girl blew a kiss back and smiled a wasted smile that had more in common with a sloth than an actual human being.

			‘Two miles south, you reckon?’ she said hiccoughing three times in the space of the one short sentence.

			Ellie nodded. ‘Just ask for Mr Benson.’

			Ms One Shoe stood up, saluted and made her way into the garden.

			She’d gone about ten metres before she exclaimed, ‘I found my shoe!’ and promptly passed out.

			‘We should probably get her back inside,’ I said, ‘Or at least go find her a blanket.’

			Ellie looked at me and said, with sincerity, ‘You’re one of the good ones, aren’t you?’

			The compliment made me feel both elated and anxious, so I attempted to cover it with self-deprecation hidden in an invitation to spend more time with me.

			‘It’s way too early in the evening to jump to conclusions like that.’

			‘You’re right,’ she said, playing along. ‘I’ll give you until Texas to prove me wrong.’
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			For nearly four years I believed I had that thing I’d craved for so long. You have to understand that love is everything to me. It’s Rick and Ilsa. It’s Harry and Sally. It’s Han and Leia. It’s George and Mary. It’s Peter and June. It’s Wall-E and EVE.

			At the end of our big break-up fight, I clammed up. It definitely wasn’t the most mature option, but I genuinely didn’t have a clue how to respond, and she kept offering new and increasingly unoriginal platitudes designed to make me feel better that had the exact opposite effect.

			I stayed as silent as Buster Keaton and we sat like that for somewhere between ten and thirty minutes. Me staring at the carpet. Her staring at her interlocked hands as she chewed on both her thumbs at the same time.

			Eventually she rose.

			‘I’m meeting my mum in an hour. We’ll talk later.’

			I said nothing and she left.

			I was convinced from that moment on we – as we knew us – would never be the same again. That was almost three weeks ago, and we haven’t spoken – bar the occasional text message – since.

			But I have a plan to change this.

			*

			Of all the possible places for a potential rendezvous, Ellie’s dad’s house is at the bottom of my list of ideal locations. Richard has never liked me, and the events of the past three weeks will have done very little to initiate a U-turn.

			There’s little I like about him either, except his daughter. And his flat, which is enormous and overlooks Battersea Park. Inside it has huge windows and ridiculous furniture; you’d only have to sell one piece of it and you could refit our entire one-bedroom home. Outside it has these oppressive double doors with security cameras poking out at you from every angle. I read somewhere that Elizabeth Taylor used to live around here in the fifties.

			Did Ellie choose his place to stay knowing I wouldn’t want to visit?

			There are no names next to the buzzers, so I have to use a memory that’s never served me particularly well. Armed with my peace offering, I press the top button. A voice I can’t say for certain is Richard’s says, ‘Hello.’

			‘It’s Nick,’ I answer.

			The short and testy ‘And?’ signals I’ve hit the right buzzer. I can picture him now, lounging about in his three-piece suit and his cut-throat shave, suave like Colin Firth.

			At least I know I wasn’t a father substitute.

			‘Can I come up?’

			‘Nope.’

			A long pause is followed by ‘She’s not here.’

			‘Do you mind if I wait for her?’ I ask in the least belligerent way I can muster.

			‘She isn’t coming back tonight.’

			My finger is getting sore from pressing the intercom button.

			I carry on regardless, ‘Do you know where she is?’

			‘You can text her, can’t you?’

			This is a reasonable question for which I have no reasonable reply other than that I was hoping the spontaneous, romantic nature of my visit might make her fall in love with me all over again.

			‘Look, she left her bike helmet at ours, and now the weather’s getting better I thought—’

			‘You can leave it outside.’

			More silence.

			I consider one final ‘Can you tell her I came around at least?’ but figure that first, it’ll sound a little desperate, and second, there’s no way I can tell for sure he’ll let her know. In fact, any desperation I show will pretty much guarantee he won’t.

			I press the buzzer anyway.

			‘That’s really fucking helpful, Richard. Thanks. You know this isn’t my fault?’

			While he may or may not have heard, I think this might be the first time I’ve ever sworn in the presence of Ellie’s dad.

			It’s certainly the first time I’ve lied to him.
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