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‘Queer love is not conventional – it was never afforded that luxury. Holding hands on the sidewalk is a bolder move than it should be. Finding our other half, building a family and making a safe haven is what we strive for, but it is often a struggle. Twenty Years Together is an enthralling novel of missed connections and found companionship. It’s about where we look for love and chosen families. Tom Rob Smith has delivered a classic love story for the modern era, where love is the greatest hope and equality the greatest struggle’

John-Paul Sarni, writer and producer

‘A gorgeous, funny and quietly revolutionary love story. Twenty Years Together captures what it means to grow up and grow older together; not in spite of being gay, but beautifully, wholly because of it. Tom Rob Smith reminds us that queer love can be messy and miraculous all at once’

Gordon Greenberg, Broadway and West End director and writer

‘The warmth, the sharpness, the intelligence of every character… The kinds of conversations we get to witness between bright, sensitive people – and the life-defining decisions that these two beautiful men have to make – are like gifts Tom Rob Smith presents us with in his most delicate way. This book is like a friend you love talking to, crying with, laughing with. With powerful, innocent and always reflective dialogue, it cuts to the big questions of: What is happiness? What is friendship? What is marriage? Twenty Years Together, a beautifully self-reflective novel, had me in tears from beginning to end’

Juan Pablo Di Pace, actor, writer, director

‘As we now witness recently acquired LGBTQ freedoms being challenged, Tom Rob Smith delivers this keenly observed love story, which follows Danny and Luis as they navigate twenty years together. From 1992 to a more embracing 2012 we observe the burdens they’ve each carried from less accepting times and the continued impact of these adversities. This brilliantly ffecting and often funny love story calls to mind the seminal bildungsroman A Boy’s Own Story. It is a joy to read’

Michael Kaplan, BAFTA-winning costume designer (Blade Runner, Star Wars, Fight Club)

‘Twenty Years Together is expansive yet intimate, expertly crafted, charming, touching and constantly surprising; a reminder of where the LGBTQ+ community has been, where we are, and where we must remain’

Alexis Gregory, playwright (Riot Act, FutureQueer, Smoke)

‘A beautiful and deeply moving book that will stay with you for a very long time’

Johann Hari, writer and journalist

‘Twenty Years Together is a tender portrait of two men who love each other but do not know each other, because they do not know themselves. Tom Rob Smith has captured the anatomy of a long-term relationship with heartbreaking honesty. It is a profound exploration of what it means to love and be loved, and the pain that resides in a moment of fracture; a moment that demands courage and unvarnished truths to rebuild and face the terrifying beauty of finally being seen for the person you were and the person you have become. It is a masterful story of resilience, hope and love between two people building a life on shared ground. It is a triumph of the spirit’

Simon Oldfield, curator and co-founder of Pindrop

‘I love this book. It’s quietly joyous and it’s quietly heartbreaking. Twenty Years Together captures the ordinary heroism of loving someone for a lifetime in the most beautiful, aching way. It’s a novel of such gentleness and emotional honesty it almost hurts to read’

Stephen Laughton, playwright and screenwriter

‘Joyous and heart-wrenching, tender and true, this novel spoke to and healed something inside me. Danny and Luis have my heart’

Jeremy Lachlan, author of the Jane Doe Chronicles






[image: Twenty Years Together, by Tom Rob Smith. Simon & Schuster. London | New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | Sydney/Melbourne | Toronto | New Delhi.]




To Panagiotis





Prologue London 1992





Living Alone

After years of sharing digs, Danny Smith had finally found a room of his own. Previously he made do in a basement studio with strangers and single beds separated by paper-partition screens through which he could hear every snore. After the council shut it down as illegal, he couch-surfed for a time, including one weekend where, after refusing to trade sex for a roof over his head, he ended up on a bench in Victoria Embankment Gardens, peering up at the Savoy Hotel. With the help of friends, he secured the smallest bedroom of a flat in Stockwell and to celebrate he visited a garden centre buying damaged plants at a steep discount, the unwanted ones with bent stalks and crushed leaves, convinced he could bring them back to life, the most promising of which now lined his window ledge.

The man standing in Danny’s doorway, wearing only socks and a slip, reminded him of these unwanted plants in need of water, affection and sunlight. He was a flatmate’s hook-up. They had met at a weekend warehouse rave and had been partying ever since. Danny was about to settle down for an evening of diligent study when the man reappeared looking as lost as it was possible for a grown man to look. The flatmate had left him behind while on a mission to buy supplies. Though the abandoned man could barely speak, no longer sure where he was or what he was doing, he knew that he no longer wanted to be alone.

After loaning the man a pair of tracksuit trousers and a hooded top Danny ventured, ‘Here’s an idea. Don’t wait for Mark to come back. What’s going to happen? You carry on for another day? I can give you a sleeping pill and a vitamin pill. You can go home and rest.’

Concerned that the man might still live with his parents or didn’t have a home to go to, Danny double-checked, ‘Can you go home?’

The man nodded, on the verge of tears.

Danny said, ‘Please don’t cry. You’ll make me cry.’

Danny fetched a Nytol and a multivitamin, carefully wrapping them in a tissue and placing them in the man’s hand.

‘Let’s find your things.’

The bedroom resembled a crime scene. The curtains were wrenched shut. The carpet was littered with improvised ashtrays. The air stank of good times turned stale. Danny found the man’s shoes, two upturned trainers among take-out detritus. He deposited the man’s shirt and trousers in a plastic bag, salvaging his wallet and keys. As Danny was tying the stranger’s laces, the third flatmate returned home from work, warning that Mark would fly into a rage if he came back to find his hook-up missing. Conflict-averse, Danny decided to leave too. He fetched his study material, packing a small rucksack for the evening.

On the streets of South London the freezing February air brought the stranger back to his senses. Shame seeped into his eyes and it became clear that he couldn’t be trusted with the challenge of public transport. At a minicab office Danny handed ten pounds to a driver. With the man safely in the back of a cab, he asked how he could pay Danny back. Maybe he meant it literally, the ten pounds. Maybe he meant it a broader sense, this act of kindness. Either way, Danny gave him a hug and told him, ‘People helped me.’

After watching the cab drive off Danny opted to walk into Soho rather than catch the tube, partly to save on the fare but also because he kept fit by walking everywhere, harbouring a dislike of gyms dating back to his schooldays where locker rooms were a place of ritual humiliation. Taking his Walkman from his rucksack he put on the headphones, listening to Freddie Mercury’s solo album, Mr Bad Guy. Danny’s favourite track was ‘Living on My Own’. He must have played the song a hundred times, even if it did cut a little close to the bone, or perhaps because it cut so close.

Arriving at Greek Street, Danny found that Soho was subdued, the bars were quiet, the jazz revues were closed and many of the famous theatres were shuttered by the recession. A few hardy souls sat outside the Italian coffee bars, wrapped up in thick coats, smoking like wannabe Cold War spies. Having browsed the pubs Danny spotted a free table at the back of Village Bar. Ordinarily the venue would be busy but tonight, on a Wednesday and in the middle of winter, there was enough life that he wouldn’t feel lonely but not so much that he couldn’t study. Village Bar had opened the year before, breaking with the legacy of gay venues that shielded the identity of their patrons with blacked-out windows and secluded locations. Village stood at the junction of Old Compton and Wardour Street with bright lights and clear windows, showing off its occupants rather than sheltering them.

Inside Danny ordered an Irish coffee mixed with whiskey, demerara sugar and topped with whipped cream – caffeine, alcohol and dinner all in one. Bringing it back to his table he opened his books, hoping for no more interruptions unless that interruption was a handsome stranger. An hour before closing, Danny made a call to his flat from the payphone at the back of the bar. He heard the news that Mark had returned with another guy, making no reference to the fact that his previous hook-up had been rescued. It was safe to come home. Danny said, ‘That’s great.’

Except suddenly he didn’t feel great. He was about to reach the milestone of twenty-five years old – a quarter of a century. Danny had never told another man that he loved him. And he had never been told that he was loved.



Danny was about to pack up his books and head home when a man entered the bar, wearing a tailored grey suit and a cashmere scarf, looking like an investment banker who had wandered into the wrong establishment. At a guess the man was in his late twenties. Statuesque and stoic, with broad shoulders and coal-black hair, he attracted plenty of attention. He took a spot at the bar and ordered a bottle of beer. Danny assessed his own clothes. Dressed for warmth and comfort, he was wearing Topman jeans, two pairs of coarse wool socks, a thermal undershirt and a buttercup-yellow hoodie. He didn’t stand a chance.

Holding off packing away his books Danny idled at his table watching as various guys made various moves on the well-dressed newcomer, each politely rebuffed. On most days Danny lacked the confidence to approach a stranger sober. But tonight he accepted that he needed to stop hoping for the universe to arrange charming accidental encounters. They were a fantasy. It was time to take matters into his own hands. And hadn’t he done a good deed this evening? A stranger for a stranger. Danny’s thoughts were often like this – shot through with spurious reasoning. But what was there to lose? If it didn’t work out, he was leaving anyway and he calculated the humiliation would be short lived – fading by the time he hit the street.

With no basis for believing he might succeed where the other guys had failed Danny walked to the bar under the pretext of a drink order he couldn’t afford. Standing beside the man he noticed an earthy cologne, the expensive blends made from crushed seed pods and natural oils. While waiting for his second Irish coffee to be mixed and before he lost his nerve, Danny blurted out, ‘Who are you waiting for?’

The handsome man turned to him. His eyes were forest green. Danny had been convinced they would be brown.

‘I’m not waiting for anyone.’

It was the slimmest of openings and trying not to fumble the opportunity, Danny replied, ‘I’m not waiting for anyone either.’

Though the line wasn’t bad, the timing of his Irish coffee was lousy. The overzealous bartender had decorated it with spirals of squirty cream so that it looked like a kid’s ice-cream sundae. Danny was convinced that the immaturity of his drink would snuff out this fragile connection. He should have ordered one of those amber spirits served on the rocks that men in suits sip while smoking cigars. Except this guy didn’t make fun of him. In fact, it was hard to imagine him making fun of anyone, he was so proper and polite. Danny suggested, ‘How about we not wait for anyone together?’



Seated at Danny’s table they introduced themselves.

‘I’m Luis.’

Sensing that the question was lurking Luis explained that he was Spanish, born in a small city Danny probably had never heard of.

‘Try me.’

‘Cádiz.’

Danny hadn’t heard of it. It was in the south of the country, Luis said, on the coast, a historic trading hub with whitewashed houses, ancient fortifications and a cathedral. Danny pointed out that he too was from a small town on the coast, also one Luis had probably never heard of.

‘Try me.’

‘Bude.’

Luis hadn’t heard of it. It was a pretty town with beautiful beaches, sand dunes, no cathedrals but some cute churches. Glancing at Danny’s textbooks Luis asked, ‘What are you studying?’

Danny showed him the books.

‘I’m training to be a nurse, in a bar, which I know is weird. But the libraries are closed and my home was crazy tonight.’

Flicking through the pages, Luis said that nursing was a great profession. Judging from his tone he sounded sincere. This was important to Danny because lots of people looked down on guys being nurses, wondering why they wouldn’t want to be a doctor or a psychiatrist or something more prestigious, by which they often meant more male. After years of dead-end jobs Danny had decided to change direction. He had read in a self-help book that happiness was all about connections, personal and societal. Since he was not a guy with a deep reservoir of self-esteem he hoped this career, while modest in terms of pay, would bolster him in other ways and one day he would become one of those nurses who would hold a patient’s hand no matter who they were or how sick they might be.



Luis didn’t have much to say about his work other than he was a lawyer. Danny guessed, ‘You came here from work?’

Luis nodded and without stopping to consider, Danny followed with, ‘You’re not out? Are you? I mean – to them?’

Surprised by the directness, Luis shook his head.

‘No.’

Changing the subject, Danny admitted, ‘I talk too much.’

Luis ventured, ‘I don’t talk enough.’

Danny said, ‘Would you like another beer?’

Danny couldn’t afford any more drinks since he had no cash left. But he had his bank card and an interest-free student overdraft and Luis was worth it.

‘Isn’t this bar closing soon?’

Danny’s face fell at the inevitable rejection he had been waiting for. Luis added, ‘We could have a drink at my place.’



Outside Luis flagged down a black cab, an unaffordable luxury for Danny who fell silent contemplating the cost of the night. A minicab, a black cab and two Irish coffees. But Luis wouldn’t hear of splitting the fare, explaining that he would have caught the cab home anyway. He lived alone in a rented apartment on the top floor of an old biscuit factory in East London that had escaped the bombing during the Blitz. In contrast to Danny’s room Luis’s apartment enjoyed sweeping views stretching from St Paul’s Cathedral to the BT Tower. The interior was so spacious that it was easy to imagine big whirring biscuit machines where there was now a sleek Japanese-style low bed. Instead of a wardrobe there was a stainless-steel clothes rail lined with Luis’s immaculate suits. Luis apologized for the apartment being so cold.

‘It was summer when I rented the place.’

There was not a single plant or item of decoration, no photos or pictures, no personalization of any kind. Everything was functional except for an antique silver necklace, with a small crucifix, on the bedside table beside the books he was reading about Winston Churchill. Catching Danny’s curiosity, Luis explained that the books were so he could share the same references as his colleagues. Danny asked, ‘Are you good at fitting in?’

Becoming accustomed to the weird questions, Luis replied with a smile.



In the kitchen Danny assessed the limited beverage options. There were bottles of Spanish red wine and Scottish whisky. He checked the fridge and found two lemons and a jar of honey in the larder. He asked Luis, ‘Have you heard of a drink called a hot toddy?’

Luis shook his head, repeating the odd-sounding name and asking what it was.

‘It’s Scottish, I think. Or maybe it’s Irish. Anyway, it’s hot water, lemon, honey and whisky. It’s the perfect winter drink.’

Luis seemed concerned.

‘Is this apartment so cold?’

Danny shook his head.

‘They’re fun to make.’

Clattering around in the kitchen Danny produced two hot toddies, strong, not too sweet and decorated with a slice of lemon. And he was right, they were fun to make. Tasting one for the first time, Luis said he liked it very much and they took the drinks into the living room where they stood side by side at the windows looking out over the view. Danny pointed at the spotlit dome of St Paul’s and for the sake of saying something declared, ‘My favourite building in the world. But I haven’t travelled much.’

Danny suddenly felt small. Covering his insecurities he said, ‘Have you been to the top?’

Luis shook his head.

‘I didn’t know you could.’

Speaking without thinking, Danny suggested, ‘We should go.’

Too late he realized his mistake, revealing how keen he was. Cool and aloof were the only ways to play it. This was why he was perennially single, he scolded himself, hastening the conversation on.

‘I always wondered why they’ve never filmed an action scene there. A Hitchcock finale. With the villain sliding down the dome to his death.’

Danny finished his drink, still kicking himself for suggesting that they could go on a second date. But before he could say anything else Luis took the glass from Danny’s hand, placed it on the floor and kissed him.



Afterwards they lay together in the bed holding each other tightly because the apartment really was very cold. The sex had been good. Luis was in great shape, gym fit and by every traditional definition a heartthrob. When Luis excused himself to go to the bathroom Danny wondered if that was his cue to leave. He decided to take a chance and stay exactly where he was. Minutes later Luis returned, slipping back into the bed and putting his arms around Danny. It was so simple and lovely Danny almost cried. Luis asked, ‘Anything you need?’

Just this, Danny thought.



Luis was a deep sleeper. He didn’t move and he didn’t make a sound, an ideal partner in bed, Danny concluded. Maybe his body was a little warm but it was a freezing night so that was great for winter. It might be an issue in the summer, Danny continued before smiling at his own stupidity, imagining a summer together before there had even been a tomorrow. He was enjoying the night too much to waste it on sleep but eventually he must have nodded off because when he opened his eyes he saw the night sky turning a bruised shade of blue. Very carefully he lifted Luis’s arm and sneaked out of bed, collecting the glasses from the floor and heading into the kitchen where he washed up and wiped down the surfaces. He tidied away the honey, the spoons and the saucepan he had used to heat the water and whisky. He cleaned until the kitchen was spotless. As he was finishing Luis walked in.

‘You didn’t need to do that.’

Danny shrugged.

‘I didn’t want to leave a mess.’

That wasn’t how he wanted to be remembered, by a sticky spoon and the remains of a squeezed lemon. Luis fell silent and Danny knew he was weighing up whether to suggest that they should meet again. Why would he? Danny wondered. A man as handsome and successful as Luis could walk into any bar and find someone exciting and new. Danny wasn’t going to get down about it. If Luis didn’t want a second date Danny would be grateful for their perfect night together. He had already devised a solution to avoid any awkwardness.

‘I’ve written down my phone number, so you have it. In case you want to call. No pressure. Up to you. And it doesn’t have to be at the top of St Paul’s. It could be in a pub. Or a park.’

A park? What was he talking about? Luis picked up the slip of paper, looking at the number. He didn’t offer his own. There’s your answer, Danny thought. He left the kitchen, fetching his clothes and changing quickly.



Danny was ready to leave when Luis joined him.

‘This might sound odd.’

Danny tried to reassure him, ‘Odd is fine.’

For the first time since they had met, Luis became bashful.

‘Would you like to go to a wedding with me?’

The entire evening Luis had been so composed – sane and steady. Then, at six in the morning, he had invited Danny to a wedding. It was even more crazy than suggesting a second date to the top of St Paul’s Cathedral. Danny was delighted.

‘Sure, Luis. I’d love to go to a wedding with you.’

As an afterthought Danny added, ‘Who’s getting married?’





Twenty Years Later London 2012





Part One Summer





Chapter One The Wedding Anniversary

Danny had decided to wear fancy dress, despite worrying that he looked ridiculous. Earlier in the week the outfit seemed fun, playfully interpreting the invitation’s theme of ‘Summer Love’ by dressing up as a lawn tennis player from the 1920s, including flannel trousers, a piqué polo shirt and a knitted V-neck vest. He had found the items in a vintage store on Berwick Street, chancing across a wooden-framed Slazenger racket with fraying strings which now rested on his knees as if between sets. As a gift he had baked a coconut cake with rum-soaked sponge, layers of cream cheese and decorated with marzipan roses, noting, as it neared completion, that it resembled a wedding cake in miniature, which was appropriate since he had made it to celebrate Emma and John’s twentieth wedding anniversary – the reason for today’s garden party.

With the cake on a porcelain stand under a glass cloche, Danny sat alone on a cedar gazebo under an oak tree in Pembridge Square in Notting Hill. Protected by a high privet hedge he was hidden from the other guests arriving at the house. Strictly speaking he was trespassing – this was one of London’s exclusive gardens for residents only, enclosed by a wrought-iron fence and requiring a key to access it. He had slipped in as an older woman entered on her early-evening stroll, catching the gate before it closed. She had assessed him, sceptical that he was a resident of such a prestigious address. However, observing the coconut cake and tennis attire, she had refrained from saying anything. After all, how dangerous could such a man be? Once inside the square Danny toured the flower beds before discovering the gazebo where he now sat, waiting for Luis to show up and save him from the embarrassment of making an entrance to this high society garden party on his own, knowing almost no one and most likely the only man in fancy dress.

Even though it was a Saturday Luis was working. He was now at the prestigious Allen & Overy, one of London’s top law firms. He often worked late and occasionally at weekends, intent on becoming a partner by the age of fifty. So far Danny had already spent an hour waiting in a Turkish coffee shop near Notting Hill Gate tube station, sipping an iced cardamom coffee and reading various newspapers’ gloomy predictions about the upcoming London Olympics. Grown restless with caffeine and pessimism, Danny had sent Luis a text message as a gentle nudge, saying that the frosting on his cake was starting to slip and he couldn’t wait any longer. He was heading to the party, hoping to jolt a reply. But as he approached the white stucco house on the corner, more embassy than family home, he lost his nerve, continuing past the front door, orbiting the square until he seized his chance to sneak into the private gardens.

None of this explained why Danny was feeling sad. He wasn’t upset that Luis was late, the cake wasn’t ruined, and he was in no rush to join the party. To cheer himself up he decided to vape. After quitting smoking, Danny became an early adopter of vaping. Today’s selection was Sunshine Watermelon, an appropriate antidote to a bout of the summertime blues. Carefully refilling the device, Danny took a hit and exhaled a plume of fruity vapour. Barely a minute later the woman appeared by his side. If the cake had won him a sliver of credibility the vape cost him every shred of it.

‘You’re not a resident, are you?’

He shook his head.

‘No. I’m going to Emma and John’s wedding anniversary. They’re throwing a garden party. They live on this square.’

At the mention of their names, her tone recalibrated.

‘A wonderful couple. But they’re not hosting the party here. They have a garden of their own.’

He knew this, of course.

‘I’m waiting for my partner to arrive.’

The woman suggested, ‘Wouldn’t it be better if she met you at the party?’

Danny took another hit on his vape, exhaling and wondering if he should bother to correct the mistake.

‘My partner is a man.’

She nodded, as if with that admission his clothes, his cake and his failure to understand the rules of this place now made sense.

‘Let me show you to the house.’

Danny stood up and followed her to the gate. No doubt this woman, the Sheriff of Pembridge Square, would watch him until the moment he rang the doorbell. Holding the tennis racket in one hand and the cake stand in the other, he climbed the stone steps to the front door, accepting that he would now have to enter the party by himself.



Opening the door Emma said his name as though there were no one else in the world she would rather see, before asking, ‘Where’s Luis?’

Danny attended these parties by way of a guest pass rather than full membership. If you wanted Luis, the deal was some guy called Danny would tag along. He explained that Luis was running late. Emma expressed her admiration that Danny had come alone.

‘I didn’t want to miss the speeches.’

She placed her hand on his arm, letting him into a secret.

‘I have no idea what I’m going to say.’

‘You always know what to say.’

Perhaps it was an inappropriate observation, too direct and personal, but Danny often misjudged conversational cues. Emma reminded herself of precisely that fact before changing the subject.

‘You baked this?’

Bashful, he nodded.

‘The stand is for you as well.’

It was Wedgwood china with an herbarium print found in a Bermondsey flea market, priced at five pounds, bought for five pounds. Danny hated to haggle.

‘I read somewhere that you’re supposed to give a gift of china on a twentieth wedding anniversary.’

Emma seemed impressed, claiming that Danny knew far more about wedding anniversaries than she did. Accepting the stand, she studied the cake under the cloche.

‘I see roses, but I smell watermelon?’

Danny made a mental note never to vape around his cakes again.

‘You don’t have to serve it.’

Emma dismissed the suggestion.

‘You’re the only person who bothered to make us something.’

Emma’s father had been the British ambassador to Nepal, and she had grown up mingling with dignitaries and politicians, cultivating an effortless manner around people of power. Partly for this reason Danny always felt childish around her – she was so profoundly adult, not merely in terms of age. She was forty-nine, only four years older than him. Yet their lives were solar systems apart. As they walked through her family house she discreetly inspected his outfit.

Danny asked, ‘Is it too much?’

She shook her head.

‘You look dashing – like the tennis coach in a country mansion murder mystery.’

Danny imagined the character, not the owner of the estate but the man teaching the aristocrats. By contrast Emma’s clothes captured the essence of summer joy without being anything as tacky as a costume, such as this dress by Alice Temperley, the pattern so vivid it was as though real meadow flowers had been snatched from the field and stitched directly onto the fabric.

‘Please tell me I’m not the only one in fancy dress?’

Ducking the question she said, ‘Let’s fix you a drink.’

They entered a glass conservatory with the doors thrown open, leading to a stone-walled garden where some fifty guests were gathered, their children playing on a padded plaid blanket spread on the lawn. At the back of the garden evening sunlight broke through the branches of a chestnut tree. An unseen neighbour was hosting a barbecue, their grill throwing up wisps of charcoal smoke which, at most parties, would have been an irritation but tonight swirled above the heads of the guests, catching the rays of sun as if there was nothing in this world which couldn’t be corralled to Emma’s advantage.

A buffet was spread across several tables, bowls of green pea salad, plates of buttered asparagus and a whole poached salmon. There were pitchers of summer punch with cubes of melon and sprigs of fresh mint. If it wasn’t for the presence of waiters in crisp white shirts and beige canvas aprons circulating with champagne it would have been difficult to guess that the party had been catered. Emma set Danny’s cake on the dessert table among bowls of quartered strawberries. As he feared, the frosting had slipped, losing some of its firmness. Noticing his disappointment Emma picked up a serving knife and extracted the disfigured portion of the cake, a small but perfectly formed act of kindness.

‘Why don’t you help yourself and head outside?’

With that, Danny was on his own.

Deciding against taking any food he toyed with the idea of abandoning the tennis racket. In the end he kept it. Without the prop people might wonder if these were his regular clothes. He stepped into the garden, racket in one hand, a glass of punch in the other. The men were dressed in cotton suits with blue shirts, a few with Panama hats trimmed with a traditional grosgrain ribbon. The women were wearing white dresses with oversized belts – a collection of clothes curated for a summer catalogue.

Unable to spy an inroad to any of the conversations, Danny found himself at the end of the garden examining the vegetable patch and herb garden. Sipping the punch, a blend of spiced rum, pineapple pulp and fresh ginger, he crouched down to attend to the rosemary as though he were the genial gardener who had been asked to join the party and didn’t feel comfortable talking to the other guests. It was at this point that he heard his name being called and turned to see John approaching, guessing that Emma had dispatched her husband to interrupt his self-imposed exile. They shook hands with the grip of men concluding negotiations for an oilfield deal and Danny congratulated him on twenty years of marriage.

‘Thank you, yes, hard to believe. I’ve no idea where the time has gone.’

Danny thought about the townhouse, the garden, the three children, the lauded career and the country cottage in the Cotswolds. Instead, he observed, ‘You know that Luis and me—’

He corrected himself.

‘Luis and I, we’ve been together for twenty years.’

John adjusted his tortoiseshell glasses, considering this fact as if not entirely sure of it.

‘We have known you two for a long time.’

More than that, Danny thought.

‘Luis brought me to your wedding.’

Belatedly warming to the subject, John nodded. ‘Yes, that’s right. I remember now. Three years I’d worked with the fellow and no one in the office had a clue about his personal life. He was a handsome Spanish enigma. When we invited him to the wedding, we insisted that he bring a guest. To flush him out. We all wondered what kind of girl he’d bring.’

Luis’s invitation to Danny had been his way of coming out to his colleagues.

‘I’m his kind of girl.’

John laughed uncertainly.

‘Yes, I suppose you are. None of us had guessed that he was gay. You broke a lot of girls’ hearts, I can tell you.’

Sensing that he’d said something clumsy he hastily added, ‘Anyway, twenty years, huh?’

Danny reformulated the point.

‘For as long as you’ve been married.’

John mused, ‘It was on off for a while, wasn’t it?’

‘No.’

‘No?’

‘No.’

‘Well, here’s to your twenty years.’

Danny worried that he was forcing an inappropriate parallel between their relationships, an imposter crassly elbowing his way into someone’s celebrations. After their glasses clinked, they both fell silent, saved only by the arrival of Luis.





Chapter Two Speeches

While Emma introduced Luis to several important guests his eyes sought out Danny, giving him an apologetic smile, able to imagine the awkward exchanges he had missed. Luis hadn’t fussed with the dress code, merely unbuttoning his collar and taking off his tie. Yet he still managed to be the best dressed-man at the party, wearing Burberry cotton trousers, shot through with silk which gave them a shimmer in the evening sun. Over the years he had maintained a rigorous routine at the gym and his shoulders remained broad while his once coal-black hair was now a salt-and-pepper mix. To many observers Danny and Luis appeared to have little in common. A keen long-distance runner, slim in stature, Danny had a discreet strength whereas Luis looked like he once enjoyed team sports. Luis’s thought process was rooted in facts and to the point; he was knowledgeable on a wide range of subjects and able to converse in three languages. By contrast Danny’s thoughts hopscotched from subject to subject, often sounding jumbled in the only language he knew. What seemed to be an odd couple was eventually reframed, as onlookers assigned them familiar roles – some version of a husband and a wife.

John strode off to greet Luis while Danny stayed put in the herb garden, watching as Emma and John escorted Luis through the social groups that he himself had drifted past without a word. Luis, as a man, was recognizable to these people as one of their own, distinguished, professional, successful, with a sturdy Swiss wristwatch. After spending an acceptable amount of time mingling Luis took leave of the conversations and arrived at Danny’s side where they stood for a moment, unsure whether a kiss might be a spectacle. At a private party like this people would notice but probably no one would care. However, caution had so muddied their minds that it required a conscious effort to push any concerns aside. In the end, Danny kissed Luis on the lips with as much propriety as if he were placing a full stop at the end of a sentence. Luis, in response, took hold of the frayed-string racket, spinning it in his hands.

Danny observed, ‘No one else has dressed up.’

Luis glanced at the other guests.

‘But you knew this before you arrived, no? You wanted to turn up and play the odd one out.’

Danny considered the idea.

‘I’ve never needed to play at being the outsider.’



Standing on the steps to the conservatory Emma clinked a knife against a glass, signalling that the moment had arrived for speeches. Parents gathered their children as the waiters topped up champagne flutes in preparation for a toast. Keen to hear every word Danny and Luis took up positions close to the front. Danny had always loved speeches, not political or professional speeches but ceremonial ones at birthdays, weddings or anniversaries. Witty or drunken, he loved them all, but his favourite kind were emotional speeches where lips trembled and words faltered.

John spoke first. Even though he was a partner at one of the most ruthlessly adversarial London law firms, his manner outside of court was that of an absent-minded academic, able to afford this bumbling, bespectacled English gentleman routine because there was never any question of him not being taken seriously.

‘When I asked Emma to marry me, I was sure that the answer would be no. My destiny, I believed, was to be the man she dated while she figured out what she did and didn’t want from a relationship. The truth is that she should have said no. I wasn’t ready for her. I wasn’t good enough, not even close. Instead of ditching me to find the man she was looking for, she gave me the chance to become the man she was looking for and a husband worthy of her. She taught me everything that is important in life. Here we are, all these years later, with our beautiful children and our dearest friends. I’m forever grateful to Emma for seeing in me someone I didn’t know I could be.’

Moved by the tenderness of his words Emma took a beat to collect herself before joking, ‘I knew I should’ve gone first.’

After the laughter subsided she began, ‘It has been brought to my attention that I can seem annoyingly happy most of the time, infuriatingly optimistic and irritatingly upbeat. But when I met John, I was lost. I’d been hurt and hurt again and I was one heartbreak away from becoming jaded. John taught me that love could be healing, that it didn’t involve anger or manipulation. He showed me that love can lift you up, it can make you tall and it can be straightforward without any agenda other than our mutual happiness. He is the best husband and father a woman could wish for.’

The guests raised their glasses saying ‘to John and Emma’ or ‘to Emma and John’. Danny also raised his glass, unable to join in the chorus of toasts because he was crying. Luis turned to him, observing his tears. On the cusp of asking what was wrong, Luis caught himself. A sentimental soul, who often cried, tears from Danny needed no explanation. Except as the guests broke apart Danny wanted to explain – but Luis was already congratulating the married couple.
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