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				One

				I didn’t feel much like Julia Roberts as I emerged from the hot and crowded London underground. There were no paparazzi ready to photograph my every move—unless you counted the two Japanese tourists snapping away at a black London cab that was just dropping off a fare. And neither did I probably resemble her that much, trundling my old blue wheelie suitcase along the pavement while I looked in awe at the Notting Hill area of London I thought I knew so well.

				It was usually another movie star people compared me to, but one from Hollywood yesteryear. With my black hair and green eyes, I suppose I did bear a passing resemblance to Gone with the Wind’s Vivien Leigh. And since my parents had kindly christened me Scarlett as a baby, this only added to the illusion.

				It certainly doesn’t look much like the movie, I thought as I made my way down Portobello Road, which was lined with many antique and craft shops. Where was the vibrant market that Hugh Grant had walked through, with its eccentric market traders selling their wild and wacky wares? So there were a few stallholders, but I really didn’t think a fruit and veg stall and a man selling dodgy-looking watches equated to a Hollywood movie.

				I’ve always loved any film Hugh Grant was in. I don’t really know why—I don’t fancy him exactly, I just love watching him up on the screen. I was certainly at my happiest during the Four Weddings, Notting Hill, Bridget Jones era. There’s something very comforting about watching a Hugh Grant movie. You know no one’s head will be blown off in the first three minutes, no one will be tortured, and the worst thing that might happen is seeing a lanky Welshman eating mayonnaise in his underpants.

				Now I’m sure it said I have to turn off somewhere near a coffee shop…I glanced at the piece of paper in my hand. I must concentrate on finding the house first. The movie stuff can all come later…

				I looked around for a street sign.

				Oh, but isn’t that the house with the blue door where Hugh Grant lives in the movie? No, Scarlett, concentrate for once in your life—stop daydreaming. You’re here to prove something. Not to let them be right about you!

				I found the exit off Portobello Road and set off on my way again. But I was distracted almost immediately—this time I felt justifiably so. This time it would just have been rude not to stop and take a quick look. Because I’d only gone and stumbled across the bookshop.

				You know the Travel Bookshop? The one in the Notting Hill film where Hugh and Julia meet for the first time? I hesitated in the doorway for a few seconds…I really should go and find the house…but it was the bookshop…a few minutes couldn’t hurt.

				I hurriedly pulled my suitcase inside and tried not to look too overjoyed when I saw just how much the real shop resembled the movie version.

				As I moved farther into the shop and stared at the bookshelves, I pretended I was actually interested in buying a book, hopefully not looking too much like a tourist, just lurking there hoping to spot Hugh Grant serving behind the counter.

				“Wonderful area, Nepal,” a voice said next to me. I hadn’t even noticed anyone standing there, so entranced was I to be virtually “inside” one of my favorite movies. “Have you ever been before?”

				I looked down at the book on the Himalayan Mountains I was holding.

				“Wha…er, no I haven’t. Have you?” I asked, turning to see a young man replacing a book on the shelf beside me.

				“Yes, quite a few years ago now, though—I highly recommend it if you are thinking of going.”

				“Thanks—I’ll bear that in mind. Erm, do you work here?” I asked hopefully, thinking I’d struck it lucky right away. This was too good to be true, being chatted up in a travel bookshop in Notting Hill. Perhaps you should call me Julia after all.

				“No, why on earth would you think that?”

				On closer examination I realized the man was wearing a long black raincoat, holding a briefcase and carrying a bag full of groceries.

				“Oh sorry, no, of course you don’t,” I said, chastising myself for getting too carried away in a movie moment as always. “Silly mistake.”

				“Yes,” he said, looking me up and down scornfully. “It was.”

				Then without saying another word, he turned smartly away and walked out of the shop.

				I stared after him for a moment, the sound of the shop’s doorbell still ringing in my ears. “Charming!” I muttered as I grabbed hold of my suitcase again. “I hope everyone’s not that friendly here. Now I really must concentrate on finding the house. Where on earth did I put that address?”

				I stood on the pavement outside and fumbled around in my pockets for a few minutes, and then my bag, and then my pockets again, desperately searching for the piece of paper with the address on it. Beginning to panic now, I quickly turned, meaning to return to the shop to see if I might have dropped it in there.

				So caught up was I in my own turmoil I didn’t see the man hurrying toward me along the pavement. As I stepped to cross in front of him, a dog being carried in the man’s arms yapped, making me jump with fright. Unfortunately as I jumped, I stopped suddenly, and to prevent himself colliding with me, the man had to stop abruptly too. He managed to save himself from falling, and the contents of his shopping-bag-laden arm from spilling. But not the inside—I noted as it ran down the front of my white shirt—of a large cup of freshly squeezed orange juice.

				“Oh my dear, I’m so dreadfully sorry,” the man said, quickly putting his shih-tzu dog and shopping bags down on the ground.

				“No, it was my fault for stepping out in front of you like that,” I said, trying to pull my soaking wet shirt away from my skin. “I wasn’t thinking.”

				But the man didn’t seem to be listening to me; rather unnervingly he just stared at my chest. “Quick, take off your jacket before the juice seeps on to that too.”

				I hesitated for a moment, wondering just what sort of guy I’d bumped into. He seemed incredibly fixated by my chest and getting me out of my clothes at this very moment. I glanced at him again. He was wearing black jeans, a black leather jacket, and dark glasses. But he had topped off his look with a pink cravat and a black beret. And the bags that he’d placed carefully down on the pavement next to the dog were all emblazoned with “Harvey Nichols.”

				I relaxed a little.

				He was right, I didn’t really want orange juice all over my new suede coat, so I did as he said and carefully removed my jacket to reveal the offending orange stain.

				“You simply must get that shirt in to soak immediately,” he insisted. “Orange juice is a devil to get out if it’s left. Go home immediately and sponge, sponge, sponge, darling. Then I can rest easy that Delilah and I haven’t ruined your gorgeous outfit forever!”

				I smiled at him, my earlier fears now subsiding. “Don’t worry—I’m sure it will be fine.”

				He rummaged in his bag and produced a business card. “Look, this is my number. If the stain doesn’t come out, be sure to call me and I’ll reimburse you for a new shirt.”

				“No really, it’s fine,” I said, waving the card away.

				“My darling, I won’t hear of it—here, take the card, I insist.”

				I took the card from him. It read:

				MARY MARY QUITE CONTRARY

				Fabulous Fashions and Divergent Designs

				Oscar St. James—Proprietor

				“I have a shop on the King’s Road,” Oscar explained. “But Delilah and I live just around the corner in Elgin Crescent. Are you somewhere nearby too?”

				“Er…well I think I am.”

				“What on earth do you mean, darling?”

				“I’ve just arrived, and I was on my way to where I’m supposed to be staying, but I seem to have lost the address.” I shrugged in embarrassment. “I think I’m going to have to phone my friend to get directions again. I’m only here for a month, you see.”

				“Oh really, why? No, ignore my last question,” he said with a flourish of his hand. “Far too probing! My mouth gets completely carried away with me sometimes. Well, most of the time actually, isn’t that right, Delilah?”

				Delilah looked up at him disdainfully while she peed on a nearby lamppost.

				“Look, darling, I can’t just leave you out on the street like this. Why don’t you come back to my house? You can ring your friend and find out where you’re supposed to be going, and while you’re getting yourself sorted, I can get that juice out for you in a jiffy.” He leaned toward me in a conspiratorial fashion. “I have this fabulous little product, given to me by the Red Hot Chili Peppers’ ex-stylist. It works in an instant on every type of stain you can think of.” He lowered his voice. “And as you can imagine, with them—there were a lot of stains to deal with.”

				I grinned. “Really, it isn’t necessary. I’ll be fine.” I knew I didn’t have anything to worry about with Oscar by now, but I wasn’t used to random strangers being this nice to me, especially in London.

				“I insist, darling. Besides, I don’t get many opportunities to rescue damsels in distress. Old queens,” he said, giving me a wink, “now that’s a different story. So what do you say?”

				“Sure, why not,” I finally agreed. “It really is very kind of you, Oscar.”

				Oscar fed his arm companionably through mine and turned me in the direction of his house. “Not at all, darling. Oh, do come on, Delilah,” he said, impatiently tugging on her pale blue leash when she didn’t move. “It won’t do you any harm to walk, just this once.”

				***

				When we arrived at his house, Oscar quickly unlocked the door and swiftly turned off his alarm.

				“Now then,” he said, turning toward me as Delilah trotted off into the kitchen for a drink. “Let the battle of the stains commence!”

				We followed Delilah into a kitchen that could have jumped straight off the pages of Elle Interiors.

				Oscar looked pleased by my obvious amazement. “Welcome to my pride and joy!” he flamboyantly announced. “Designed by none other than Iko Katwatchi himself!”

				“It’s simply—fabulous,” I said, thinking this was the type of endorsement Oscar would like.

				“Isn’t it just? He’s the most important name in kitchens right now.”

				“Indeed,” I agreed, even though I thought Iko Katwatchi sounded more like one of those newfangled exercise regimes.

				“Now first, the offending stain, please?” Oscar said, holding out his hand like a surgeon asking to be passed his scalpel.

				I looked hesitantly down at the front of my shirt.

				“Oh my dear, how rude of me. Let me give you something of mine to change into while I work.”

				Oscar went through another door into what appeared to be a laundry area. “Here,” he said, reappearing. “Freshly laundered this morning.” He smelt the T-shirt. “Ah, lily of the valley, how appropriate for you with your exquisite lily-white skin.”

				“Thank you,” I said, blushing a little as I took the shirt from him. I’d always been self-conscious about my pale skin and often tried to hide it with fake tan and makeup. But here was someone complimenting me on it for a change. I felt myself warming to Oscar.

				“I will return in two shakes of Delilah’s tail,” Oscar said, leaving Delilah and me alone in the kitchen.

				Delilah glanced at the door Oscar had just gone through, and I could have sworn she rolled her eyes.

				Quickly I changed into the T-shirt before Oscar could return.

				“All decent, are we?” he asked, popping his head around the door.

				“Yes, fine now, thanks.”

				He winked. “Not that you’ve anything to worry about from me, you understand.”

				I’d kind of gathered that.

				“Would you like to ring your friend now?” Oscar asked. “Then I’ll make a start on your shirt.”

				Oscar made us both a cup of herbal tea while I rang my best friend, Maddie. After a few of the pointless questions that people always ask in these situations, like “Where did you lose it?” and “Have you looked in the last place you had it?” Maddie said she didn’t have the address on her but promised to get back to me as soon as possible.

				I watched while Oscar went to work on my shirt. While he soaked, sprayed, and scrubbed, I learned how he had inherited his house when his aunt died and how he had started his boutique with the rest of the money she’d left him.

				“So, darling, are you going to tell me just why you’re moving to Notting Hill for only a month?” Oscar asked while he was finishing up my shirt. “Or do I have to guess?”

				“No big mystery. I’m house-sitting, that’s all.”

				“Oh, is that it?” Oscar said with disappointment. “I thought it was going to be a much more interesting tale.”

				“Well,” I said, eager not to let him down but also desperate to tell someone what I was up to—I was never great at secrets, “there is a bit more to it, actually. But I warn you it’s rather a long story.”

				“I knew it!” Oscar said, clapping his rubber-gloved hands together ecstatically. “Wait one moment. I’m almost finished here. Let’s go through to the lounge and then you can tell me all about it.”

				We settled down comfortably on Oscar’s sofa in his equally chic lounge. I wasn’t sure why I hadn’t just stopped at the “house-sitting for a month” excuse. That’s what I’d planned on giving everyone before I arrived in Notting Hill as the reason for my being here. But Oscar seemed to have a way about him that made you want to open up and tell him your whole life story.

				“Right then, darling—tell me everything,” Oscar instructed as he tucked his legs underneath him on the sofa, while Delilah curled herself up into a furry ball on his lap.

				So I did.

				I began to explain the strange chain of events that had led to my arrival in Notting Hill earlier that day…

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Two

				“And the Oscar goes to…”

				Johnny paused dramatically, and his chocolate-brown eyes darted up from beneath his long, dark lashes to survey the audience in front of him.

				Yes, we were in the palm of his hand, and so probably were the millions of people watching around the globe, as he toyed with us all before he tore into the fateful gold envelope that would mean joy to one and misery to all the others.

				Did I imagine it or had he glanced at me just then before he ripped open the envelope? Does he know something? Does he have some inside information on who the winner is? Or maybe there’s another reason he might be looking at me like that? I’d always suspected Johnny Depp and I would make a fine couple, and now it seemed, on this most significant of nights, I was about to discover the feeling might be mutual.

				“Scarlett O’Brien!”

				Yes, it was me! Johnny was calling my name. I was finally going to claim my Oscar from one of my favorite actors, and, I hoped, by the look on his face as I glided elegantly toward him in my Stella McCartney gown, soaking up the congratulations of my fellow Oscar nominees as I passed by, a whole lot more. It was what dreams and fantasies were made for.

				“Scarlett,” he called again, but this time his voice was more of an urgent whisper. “Scarlett, will you get a move on or is your bum permanently glued to that seat? The show is over now!”

				I shook my head.

				That certainly wasn’t Johnny Depp’s velvety voice calling me gently from the stage. It sounded much more like—

				Oh my God. I turned my head from where I’d been staring into space and realized that I wasn’t in Hollywood after all. And yes, I was in a theater, but it wasn’t the Kodak theater in Los Angeles; it was the Royal Shakespeare theater in Stratford-upon-Avon. And the person standing there in a suit and tie calling my name wasn’t the gorgeous Mr. Johnny Depp but my fiancé, David.

				“I…I’m sorry, David,” I apologized, hurriedly gathering my belongings up from the floor. “I must have drifted off there for a bit.”

				“Hmm.” David gave me one of his looks. (Which, considering that he had the exact same coloring as Mr. Depp, sadly was nothing like the “look” that Johnny had given me a few minutes previously.) “We’ll talk about this later, Scarlett,” he said, lowering his voice as he leaned toward me. “But for now we’ve got other things to deal with. Over there are twelve Japanese businessmen waiting for us to take them out to dinner. So if you’re finally back from whatever fantasy world you were away in, I think it’s time we did just that, don’t you?”

				Hesitantly, I turned to my right to see a line of immaculately dressed oriental gentlemen watching our every move, and I closed my eyes for a moment. Damn it, I’d wanted tonight to go so well for David. Why couldn’t I for once just have enjoyed what was going on in the real world and not brought one of my cinema fantasies into it?

				I mean, I had tried, really I had, but it’s what always happens when I’m bored—and tonight had been really, really boring.

				I’d had to spend the evening sitting in the front row of a theater, with a dozen Japanese businessmen sitting either side of me, and David hidden somewhere among them. Up on the stage, people appeared to be dying left right and center, and for most of the performance I had quite felt like leaping up there and joining them.

				As I sat watching the tale of King Lear unfold in front of me, my head was filled with questions like, “Could it possibly go on much longer?” and, “Were these Japanese men really understanding all of this, or were they just grinning and nodding out of politeness?” And more importantly, did I have enough movie fantasies to fill an entire Shakespearian tragedy?

				I’d hoped my first attempt at a real Shakespeare play would be something like Shakespeare in Love. If Joseph Fiennes or Ben Affleck had been up there on the stage it might have been a tad more interesting. Although I’d always had issues with Colin Firth playing the baddie in that film; Colin to me would always be Mr. Nice Guy in whatever movie he was in.

				I tried picturing several movie heroes of mine wearing tights, but that didn’t take much time: men in tights didn’t really do it for me—even superheroes. When I got to Johnny Depp in full Shakespearian costume, he soon began to merge into Captain Jack Sparrow and that passed a good few minutes.

				I’d done my imaginary Oscar walk down the center aisle of the theater when we came back from intermission. This was something I usually did at the end of seeing a movie in a cinema: when you walk down the steps toward the screen when the credits are rolling, I like to imagine my name has just been called as the winner of an Oscar. It’s usually Best Actress, but sometimes I vary it. Sometimes it will be for Best Screenplay or something like that. The person presenting me with my Oscar is usually Will Smith, but if I’m feeling particularly annoyed with David that day it’s either Brad Pitt or Johnny Depp, who then sweep me off my feet and tell me they’ve not only always admired my work for many years, but fancied the pants off me too.

				And that was the fantasy I was in the middle of tonight when unfortunately David caught me.

				No one else seems to understand my love of the movies. I don’t think I even know why I love them so much. It’s almost as if it’s a genetic thing that’s been bred into me. But my father doesn’t take any interest in them; in fact, I can’t ever remember him watching a film on TV, let alone paying to go to a cinema. And I never really knew my mother.

				Still, David’s cool with it. He usually puts up with my “nonsense,” as he calls it, just as long as he gets to watch his nature programs on TV, or those building ones he seems to have become obsessed with recently. In fact, lately our Sky+ box is constantly full of DIY programs. All since we bought our first house together—a period property in need of some renovation—and David decided that to save us money he would have a go at doing the place up himself.

				This would have been absolutely fine had David been the DIY type, but my David is less Bob the Builder and more SpongeBob SquarePants when it comes to home renovation, and now some six months down the line, I was living in a house that it would have been kinder to put out of its misery had it been an animal in distress.

				Tonight’s effort to impress the Japanese businessmen had been David’s idea—he’d never included me in any of his company’s business dealings before. But David said now we were soon to be married things should be different and he would like me to accompany him on business dinners and, in the future, to begin entertaining clients at the house once it was ready.

				I wasn’t too worried by this talk of entertaining clients; by the speed of the progress David was making with the renovations, I wouldn’t have to worry about entertaining anyone in the next few decades. Not unless David thought they’d be impressed by eating off the top of an upturned bucket or a Black & Decker Workmate.

				***

				“I once had a boyfriend like that,” Oscar mused, reaching for a biscuit. “His house was a complete tip whenever I went round to visit. I couldn’t stand it. I spent all my time tidying up when we were there.”

				“Well I may have exaggerated slightly—it’s not quite that bad, I suppose.” I took a chocolate HobNob from the plate Oscar was offering me. “But I did once write a letter to the BBC asking them if the DIY SOS team could come in and help me out.”

				“And did they?”

				“No, apparently they’ve stopped making the show now. I don’t think they do complete house makeovers anyway.”

				Oscar laughed. “That’s the benefit of getting someone in to do the work for you.” He admired his immaculate home. “Although that Nick Knowles can turn up on my doorstep any day with his power tools, I quite like the rough ’n’ ready look.”

				“I can imagine,” I said, grinning.

				“Still, not everyone can afford to have designers in to decorate, darling, can they?” Oscar patted my knee reassuringly. “I’m sure your fiancé’s doing his best.”

				“But that’s the thing, Oscar, David isn’t short of a bob or two; we could easily have afforded to get someone in to do our renovations between us. But no, he thought he’d save us a few pennies by doing it himself. Although by the amount of things that keep going wrong and have to keep being redone, it’s going to work out more expensive in the long run than hiring a few Jack-the-lad builders.”

				“Bit on the cautious side with money, is he?” Oscar asked, politely sipping at his herbal tea.

				“No, he’s not cautious, or even careful. He’s tight. That’s what all the DIY is about. Oh, Oscar, it’s like living in purgatory with power tools.” I picked up my cup from the glass table and took a comforting gulp of the hot filtered coffee.

				Oscar laughed. “Oh, Scarlett, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t find it funny, because it’s your life. But it’s the way you tell it.”

				I had to smile. “It’s OK, at least I’m not boring you.”

				“No, darling, far from it. But I want to get back to the story. Now, where were we? Let’s see now, rewind, rewind…” Oscar circled his hands around like film spooling from a reel. “Oh yes, you were at the theater with your fiancé and the hordes of Japanese chappies…”

				***

				So, although my first attempt at “business entertaining” hadn’t got off to an awfully good start, I was determined to make up for it.

				After the slightly embarrassing incident earlier, David and I had managed to gather our oriental guests together outside the theater, and we were now standing on the pavement trying to hail enough taxis to drive us to the restaurant where we were about to have dinner, when the familiar tones of “Let Me Entertain You” began reverberating from my bag.

				You’d have thought by the look on David’s face that the real Robbie Williams was calling to confirm a date with me next week.

				“Sorry,” I mumbled, rummaging about in my bag. “I’ll just silence it.”

				“Ah Wobbie Williams—Take That,” one of the Japanese men said as he climbed into the taxi. “Vey good singer—I like. You like?” he asked as David went to close the taxi door on him.

				“Er yes, Mr. Yashimoto, I like,” David lied, nodding enthusiastically at him.

				I looked down at the phone as I pulled it out of my bag, meaning to silence it immediately, but I saw the Grand cinema’s number flashing on the screen.

				Gosh, it must be important if the cinema was calling me.

				“I’ll just be a minute, David,” I called, moving away from the curb. I knew the manager of my local cinema well and he’d once had Kate Winslet in to watch a movie when she’d been appearing as Ophelia with the Royal Shakespeare Company. I’d never forgiven him for not calling me to let me know she was there. Maybe he’d got someone else famous in his cinema today?

				But no, my life was never quite exciting enough for me to bump into passing celebrities on a Friday night. As I spoke to George on the other end of the line, I quickly found out it was just work.

				“Come on, Scarlett,” David called from the open door of a taxi. “We’ve got to go now, to catch up with the others.”

				“I’m really sorry, David, but that was George at the Grand,” I said, holding up my phone by way of apology. “It’s their popcorn machine, it’s broken down again and I’ve got to get over there immediately.”

				“What, now? You are joking, Scarlett. You can’t mean to say that you’re going to work tonight?”

				I nodded.

				David rolled his eyes. “If you were a doctor on call I could understand the emergency, but surely they can manage without you just this one night?”

				“You don’t understand,” I said, approaching the taxi. “George has got a big meeting of his Movie Club on tonight and he has to have popcorn! You can’t possibly have one without the other. This is work, David. I thought you of all people would understand.”

				“But so is this, Scarlett,” David said, gesturing at the remaining Japanese businessmen waiting to depart in the taxi. They were managing to stare at us but still do it politely as always. “This is my business.”

				I could feel the unsaid words, And it’s more important than yours, hanging in the night air between us.

				“Don’t force me to choose, David,” I said in a low voice.

				David stared at me and I saw a challenging look flicker across his eyes. But he obviously decided now was not the best time for a face-off. He slammed the taxi door closed and rolled the window down.

				“How long will this machine take you to mend?” he asked, looking straight ahead.

				“Not too long, I hope.”

				“Shall I order for you, then?” he asked as he turned his head slowly toward me.

				“Yes, please.”

				“I’ll do my best to try and pad them out a bit with drinks at the bar first, but you’d better be there by the first course, Scarlett,” David said, his voice low so our guests couldn’t hear him. But his expression remained resolute.

				“I’ll do my very best, David,” I said, grateful he’d calmed down and not just stormed off in a rage. He could be so childlike sometimes.

				David looked at his watch. “You’ve got one hour, Scarlett, so no daydreaming. I know what you’re like once you get inside a cinema. You’re bad enough out of one.”

				I smiled at the departing taxi. No daydreaming, indeed. As if I would. Ahem.

				***

				“So you mend popcorn machines for a living?” Oscar inquired politely, when I paused to see if I was still keeping his interest.

				“My father and I jointly own a small company that supplies popcorn machines to cinemas, but I do all the call outs when there’s a problem. David’s business is movie-related too—his family owns a large chain of cinemas.”

				“Oh really?” Oscar said, starting to sound bored. “So come on, you’re not going to stop there, are you, darling? What happened next? Did you manage to fix the popcorn machine and still make it to the restaurant on time? Or did you start daydreaming once you got to the cinema?”

				Hmm. Oscar had only known me for an hour or so, and already he knew me a bit too well.

				***

				As I climbed out of the taxi at the front doors of the cinema I rummaged for my purse to pay the fare.

				“I sometimes think this thing must have belonged to Mary Poppins once,” I joked with the taxi driver as I groped about in the depths of my bag.

				“Bit dressed up for the cinema, aren’t you?” he quipped, determinedly ignoring my joke. I looked down at what I was wearing. My theater attire, although not quite the Stella McCartney gown I’d fantasized about earlier, was a very nice black and white shift dress from Zara.

				“I’m not going to see a film actually,” I informed him, as at last I found my purse and thrust a £10 note through the window of the taxi. “I’m here to fix their popcorn machine.” And without waiting for a response, I rushed purposefully into the cinema like a paramedic on her way to tend an emergency.

				“Scarlett, thank the Lord you’re here,” George panted as we rushed across the foyer together. “It just packed up again—there was a sort of sizzling noise and then nothing. The Movie Club’s holding their AGM tonight—they simply must have popcorn!”

				“Don’t panic, George,” I said calmly. “I’m sure I’ll be able to sort it out.” I knelt down behind the machine and began to examine the familiar inner workings with the toolkit George had prepared for me.

				I loved George. He looked just like Jack Black, only a quieter and much more reserved version of the Hollywood actor. He was a brilliant cinema manager, always keeping me up to date on what new movies were coming out, and he always knew just which ones I’d enjoy watching. He was more like a friend than a business contact, so I hadn’t minded at all rushing over to the cinema to help him out that evening.

				“Is she going to be all right?” he asked after a couple of minutes, peering worriedly over my shoulder.

				“She, George?” I asked without turning my attention away from the machine. If I just tighten up that nut, then we should be in business again.

				“Er, yes. She’s been with me for a while, has Poppy.”

				I bit hard on my lip. “Poppy? You’ve given the machine a name, George?”

				“Scarlett, you know how important this cinema is to me. We’re like one big happy family here, including all my machines.”

				“Yep, one big happy family, that’s what we are!”

				I looked up and saw Marcus, one of the cinema attendants, dispensing Fanta into a plastic cup next to me. He winked. “Isn’t that right, Naomi?”

				Naomi passed a packet of Maltesers across the counter to a customer. “Hmm?” she asked distractedly as she opened the till to get change. “What’s that, Marcus?”

				“George reckons we’re just one big ol’ happy family here at the cinema.”

				Naomi rolled her eyes and carried on serving her customers and I felt sorry for George. He obviously loved this cinema in a way that no one else understood. Probably in the way that I loved movies in a way that no one else seemed to understand either.

				“There you go, George, all sorted,” I said, closing up the back of the machine. I brushed some stray pieces of popcorn off my dress as I stood up behind the counter. “Best keep an eye on it though—it…I mean she could still be a bit temperamental. Erm, George…” I thought I’d better tread carefully, so I lowered my voice. “It’s possible we may have to replace Poppy soon. She is getting quite old, you know, and we do have some lovely newer models.”

				George looked horrified. “Newer models—but what’s wrong with Poppy? She’s done me well up until now, why would I want to trade her in for a new model?”

				“Let’s just see how she goes, eh, George?” I said gently. “I’ve patched her up for now, but how much longer she’ll run for…”

				“Sure, Scarlett,” George said, and he patted Poppy lovingly as white fluffy popcorn began dancing about inside her glass cabinet again. “I understand.” He turned to me. “I’ll give you a call if there’s any change in her condition. I guess I’ll be seeing you pretty soon, though—the new Hugh Grant movie’s out next week.”

				I nodded eagerly. “You know me too well, George. I’ll be in to see it one evening or even one afternoon if I can get away from work for a couple of hours.”

				George winked at me. He knew that “occasionally” I would sneak away from work to catch a movie. There had to be some benefits to doing the job I did, and having to visit cinemas to mend their popcorn machines was one of the few times I got to set foot outside the office.

				I bade farewell to George and shivered as I stepped out into the cold January evening once more. The warmth and comfort I always felt at being inside a cinema was at once replaced by the cold reality of life. I pulled my long coat around my shoulders and looked quickly at my watch. If I got a move on I might just make it to the restaurant in time for the first course. I was about to hail a taxi when my mobile phone rang again. I grabbed it from my bag, expecting it to be David checking up on me—but it was Maddie.

				***

				“No, don’t take the call,” Oscar squealed. “You’ll be late if you do!”

				I laughed. “Something tells me you’re getting quite into this, Oscar.”

				“Ooh, I like a good soap, me, and this has all the makings of a classic episode. So did you take the call?”

				“Yes, I had to. It was my best friend and I hadn’t heard from her in ages.”

				“Why? Oh sorry, I’m being nosy again.”

				“Since I’m sitting here telling you virtually everything that’s happened in my life over the last week or so, I don’t think that’s classed as being nosy. Maddie’s getting married soon, so she’s been really busy lately…”

				“Maddie, I haven’t heard from you in ages.”

				“Scarlett, I know—I’m so sorry about that. It’s just with my wedding so close now life’s just been manic.”

				“It’s fine. I quite understand.”

				“Do you? I would have thought you having a wedding planner to organize your big day took all the stresses away. That’s the whole point, isn’t it?”

				I thought about the wedding planner that David’s parents had insisted we hire to help us plan for our big day. Or Cruella, as I’d renamed her. I could feel stress beginning to seep into my body at the thought.

				It wouldn’t have been quite so bad if my wedding planner had been at all like Jennifer Lopez from the film of the same name, as I’d envisaged. Or even Martin Short in Father of the Bride, just for the comedy value. But no, my wedding planner was more like Meryl Streep in The Devil Wears Prada crossed with Glenn Close playing Cruella De Vil in 101 Dalmatians.

				“So,” I said, quickly changing the subject away from my own wedding which was never something I chose to dwell on for too long, “when are we going to see each other? When have you got a window for me in your busy schedule?”

				Maddie laughed. “Don’t be daft, Scarlett, you know I always have time for you. How about this weekend?”

				“I could do tomorrow,” I said, thinking it would get me out of David’s planned trip to a DIY warehouse he’d found on the Internet that did discount prices in tiles. What were we supposed to be looking at this time? Was it floor tiles for the kitchen, or wall tiles for the bathroom? I could never remember.

				“What would you like to do, Maddie?”

				“I don’t know, Scarlett, why don’t you decide—wait, as long as it doesn’t have anything to do with the movies.”

				“As if!” I said, trying to sound affronted. “I do have other interests.”

				Maddie laughed. “Scarlett O’Brien, I could count on one hand the times we’ve got together and you’ve chosen what we’re doing and it’s not been movie-related. If I have to sit through Thelma & Louise one more time, I swear I’ll scream or, worse, stop fancying Brad Pitt—and that would be a real tragedy.”

				I was smiling at my end of the phone, but I felt I had to defend my girls. “But wouldn’t you just like to take off like them sometimes, Maddie? Get away from it all and have an adventure, find out what might really be waiting for you out there in the world?”

				Maddie sighed; we’d had similar conversations many a time. “No, Scarlett, I wouldn’t. Been there, done that, I’m afraid. I’m quite happy with what life’s dealt me now, you know that. And can I remind you while we’re at it just how that film ends?”

				There was no point in arguing with her. Maddie was a super-organized, practical person, who’d made just about everything in her life happen for herself. She didn’t believe in fate, destiny, or any of my “airy-fairy” nonsense as she put it, even though she’d met her own fiancé, Felix, in the strangest of places. And you don’t get much stranger than on top of one of the parade floats at Disneyland Paris.

				“OK, OK, you win. I know there’s no point in arguing with you. Plus,” I said, looking at my watch again, “if I don’t get to a restaurant soon, I might not have a wedding of my own to organize…” My voice trailed off as I wondered for a moment if that might not be such a bad thing.

				“What on earth do you mean, Scarlett?” Maddie asked. “Where are you now? Wait, let me guess—at the cinema, right, just for a change?”

				“Yes, I am standing outside a cinema, but only because I was here fixing a popcorn machine. I got called out on an emergency.”

				Maddie snorted with laughter. “Only you could call fixing a popcorn machine an emergency!”

				“It was for the manager—his cinema is very important to him.” I could feel myself starting to get irritated by yet another person’s apparent lack of regard for what I, and now also George, it seemed, considered important in life. But I didn’t want to start an argument with Maddie—I didn’t have time.

				“Look, Maddie, I really do have to go. David is waiting for me at a restaurant. What are we going to do this weekend? You pick something if you don’t think I can.”

				There was silence at the end of the line for a moment and I just knew that one of Maddie’s more wacky ideas was about to be revealed. Well, it would seem wacky and off-the-wall to me, but completely sane and normal to Maddie.

				“How do you fancy an art gallery?” came back her casual reply.

				“An art gallery?” I answered cautiously. Our hometown of Stratford-upon-Avon was famous for many things but art wasn’t usually one of them.

				“Yes, there’s a touring exhibition I’d quite like to go and see. It’s only here for a week.”

				“A touring exhibition of…?”

				“Russian Jewish painters.”

				There it was—the sting in the tail. “The Madness of Maddie,” as I liked to call it, escaping once more. I’m sure there were plenty of fine works of art by both Jewish and Russian artists, but I couldn’t think of any off the top of my head. Why couldn’t it have been a Monet exhibition or even the guy that cut off his ear? At least I knew some of his paintings—but I had to admit that was only really because I’d once watched an old movie about him that starred Kirk Douglas.

				But it had been so long since I’d seen her properly that I decided even a day looking at obscure paintings would be worth enduring.

				“Right then, you’re on; the art gallery it is. I’m supposed to be going DIY shopping with David tomorrow but it should be OK—especially since there’s no films involved either.”

				Maddie laughed. “Yes, Scarlett. Even you can’t find anything to do with movies at an exhibition of Russian Jewish art.”

				***

				“And did you find anything?” Oscar asked, bringing me back to the present day again. “And what about the meal, Scarlett? You still haven’t told me whether you made it on time.”

				I couldn’t believe someone was finding my mundane life so interesting. “All in good time, Oscar,” I smiled. “I’m just coming to that.”

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Three

				I dashed into the restaurant just as the first course was being served.

				Hastily I apologized to our Japanese guests and slipped into my seat while David frowned at me from across the table. As I took a good swig of the wine which the waiter had very efficiently poured into my glass the moment I sat down, I noticed that David was doing something strange with his hand. It was almost as if he’d got some sort of nervous affliction. He kept brushing his hand across the side of his head in very small, swift movements—almost as if he didn’t want anyone else to see.

				I looked at him oddly—what the hell was he doing? It was a most effeminate gesture, like he was trying to smooth his hair down. But David’s very short hair was, as always, immaculately presented, so I couldn’t understand what he was up to at all.

				I turned my head to one side as I tried to figure it out. But David just continued to get redder and redder, and his eyes wider and wider as he stared across the table at me. Now he was actually flicking his head to one side—back across his shoulder.

				He looked like a very camp advertisement for hair conditioner.

				“Escuss, Miss,” the Japanese man sitting next to me said as I turned toward him. “I think Mr. David is trying to tell you this.” He reached into my hair and pulled out a very large piece of fluffy white popcorn.

				“Oh…oh right. Er, thank you,” I said, nodding at the Japanese gentleman.

				“My pleasure,” he said, giving a small bow in return.

				I turned to look back at David who’d stopped doing his Black Beauty impression, but now was doing animal impersonations of a different kind as he growled silently across the table.

				I sighed and took another large gulp of my wine.

				Perhaps tonight just wasn’t meant to go well…

				After the popcorn incident, the gentlemen from Japan were very pleasant and polite to me in the little bit of conversation we had together through the rest of the evening, but they were there primarily to talk business with David, and talk business is what they did all through dinner.

				The topic of their conversation was, strangely enough, my favorite subject, but it was the business side of the cinema they were discussing not the fun part, and they weren’t really interested in a little company that supplied popcorn makers to local cinemas.

				I tried to sit there being the dutiful hostess for David’s sake—looking pretty and smiling in all the right places—really I did. But I soon got bored and I began to look around for something to amuse myself as I sat there. None of the waiters looked like movie stars; neither did any of the other diners. I’d tried to accept my Oscar earlier in the evening and that had got me into trouble. Plus, I felt Johnny Depp should probably wait for another night when we were less likely to be disturbed.

				And unfortunately for me, there were not even any snails on the menu, so I couldn’t have any fun shooting them across the room and calling out “slippery little suckers” as a passing waiter expertly caught them in his outstretched hand à la Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman.

				Eventually it was all over, and we bade farewell to our guests. As David and I saw them into taxis bound for their hotel, the last of the Japanese men, the one who had pulled the popcorn from my hair, paused next to me.

				“I thank you, Miss Scarlett, for vey pleasant evening,” he said. “But I think you would be enjoying the Romeo and Juliet story more than the King Lear—yes?”

				I smiled at him. “Yes, Mr. Yashimoto, I think I probably would like that one better.”

				He nodded. “I thinking this is so. Mr. David is good man, Miss Scarlett, but you are special lady too. I am thinking Mr. Shakespeare vey right when he say, ‘The course of true love never did run smooth.’ Hmm?”

				I stared at him for a moment. “Er, yes, you could be right there, Mr. Yashimoto. I’ll bear that in mind, thank you.”

				“You are vey welcome, Miss Scarlett,” he said and bowed.

				I watched with David while he was driven away in his taxi, the words ringing in my ears. Whatever did he mean? I may not have remembered any of the Bard’s other quotes from tonight, but I certainly remembered that one.

				***

				“The Japanese chappie said that to you?” Oscar asked, aghast. “How very odd!”

				“I know, isn’t it? Have you had enough yet?” I asked apologetically. “I did warn you it was a long story.”

				“You mean there’s more?” His mouth dropped open.

				I nodded. “Oh yes, much more.”

				“Then do you know something, darling?” Oscar said, a solemn expression appearing on his face.

				I shook my head. Had he had enough? I’d been babbling on for quite a while now.

				“If there’s more story to be told, then we’re definitely going to need—more biscuits!” Oscar cried, as he leaped off the sofa and hurried back to his kitchen for supplies.

				***

				The taxi journey back to our house that night was very quiet. David didn’t seem to be in the mood for pleasant chitchat.

				And when we got home things weren’t much better.

				“Look, David, I’ve said I’m sorry about earlier,” I said, straightening up a plug socket that was hanging off the wall by its wires before I could plug the kettle in. I thought if I made David his favorite hot drink of baby marshmallows in drinking chocolate before we went to bed, it might make up for tonight’s minor disasters on my part. “But I thought it went quite well in the end. The Japanese men all seemed to enjoy themselves.”

				“No thanks to you,” David mumbled as he undid his tie and threw it on his Black & Decker Workmate.

				“Hey, I heard that,” I said, spinning round.

				“You were supposed to.”

				I looked around the kitchen—if you could call it a kitchen. At the moment it looked more like the middle of an episode of Changing Rooms. Did I really want to start an argument with David now? It was late and I was tired…but still…

				“So what was I supposed to do then? Just ignore George’s call?”

				David shrugged and began to walk into the hall.

				“Don’t just walk away from me, David. You started this.”

				David turned around. “I started this?” he said, his eyes flashing dangerously. “I started this? I started this complete obsession you have with the cinema, so that it interferes with anything and everything we do?”

				Oh, so that’s his opening gambit tonight? This is a new one.

				“I do not have a complete obsession with the cinema; tonight was about my job.” I corrected myself. “My business, actually.”

				“I’m not just talking about tonight, about taking the call from George; I’m talking about everything. About the daydreaming for instance, like you were in the theater this evening.”

				I opened my mouth to protest.

				“Don’t tell me you weren’t, Scarlett, because I know that look on your face. God knows I’ve seen it often enough.”

				I folded my arms. But I couldn’t deny what he was saying. And OK, yes, I may be a bit of a daydreamer—but I wasn’t a liar.

				“It’s not so bad when you’re a bit bored; I suppose we all have our own ways of passing the time when life becomes dull, and trying to live your life like a movie is certainly different. It’s when it starts to encroach on our lives together that I have a problem with it.”

				“I have no idea what you mean, David,” I said haughtily. Even though I had a feeling I knew exactly what he meant. I turned away from him and began to clatter mugs and spoons about on the kitchen worktop in an effort to deflect the conversation.

				But David wasn’t going to be so easily distracted by a mug of hot chocolate tonight. “So then,” he continued, “how many times do we watch a movie together and you sit there comparing me to the hero, Scarlett, hmm? I can’t be Tom Cruise or Daniel Craig or whoever else it is that night. I’m me, David, not some superhero in tights.”

				It was a good job I wasn’t facing him just then because I almost laughed out loud at the image of David prancing about in tights. Luckily I managed to suppress my laughter, and as I turned back to reply to his accusations, another thought occurred to me. If David knew me well at all, he should have known that those were the two least likely Hollywood actors I’d have been comparing him to; they were hardly my favorites.

				“David, I can honestly say I’ve never wanted you to wear tights,” I managed to say with a straight face. “And yes, maybe I have compared you to the odd film star on occasion, but that’s not a crime, is it? I bet most women do it when they’re watching a movie.”

				“When they’re watching the movie, yes, but not later that day when their man is washing up or shaving or…well, do I have to spell it out for you?”

				I swallowed hard. He knew about that?

				“So,” I said, desperately grasping at something to change the subject with and to use as ammunition. This argument was becoming decidedly one-sided. The boiling kettle not only made me jump, but also helped me with my task. “How do you think it is for me living in this…this skip of a house?”

				David looked blank.

				“Well, I’ll tell you. It’s like living in a permanent episode of DIY SOS, without the hope that a bunch of purple-shirted experts are going to come along and rescue me from this Homebase hell.”

				David looked completely shocked at my outburst.

				“But I thought you liked our house project?” he asked in a small voice, as though I had just come along and knocked down all his sandcastles. “I thought you liked us doing up the house together?”

				“No, you like doing it, David. You’re the one who likes the DIY and makeover programs, not me. I’d just have got someone in to do it all up for us if I’d had my way.”

				“But that would have cost a fortune. We’re saving ourselves so much money doing it this way.”

				“Are we?” I asked, looking round me. “Take that wall for instance. How many times have you re-tiled it now because it keeps going wrong and the tiles aren’t on straight or the grouting’s not right? We’ve had to buy at least three new lots of tiles that I know of. We might as well have just paid someone to do it right the first time.”

				“But I haven’t done tiling before,” David said, smoothing his hand over the tiles. “It isn’t easy to get right the first time.”

				“All the more reason to get an expert in then.”

				“But they charge so much, Scarlett. It’s just money down the drain.”

				I rolled my eyes. “Oh, David, for someone who has money, you’re so tight with it!”

				“I am not tight. I’m just careful. That is one of the first rules of good business, Scarlett. Look after the pennies and the pounds will look after themselves. You should take note of that and then maybe one day your little business might be as big as ours.”

				Whether he’d meant to or not, with that one comment he’d now got me completely riled.

				“No, David, you are not just careful. You are the Ian Beale of the cinema industry. What about our holiday last year?”

				“Yes, and what about it? We had one, didn’t we? After I’d been made to sit through yet another of your girlie films.” David folded his arms and looked at me meaningfully as if he’d scored yet another point.

				“David, we’d been watching Thelma & Louise, and I seem to remember you promised me a road trip?”

				David nodded. “Yes—and?”

				“And we ended up taking a dilapidated motor home around the Peak District for a week.”

				“I got a good deal from this chap I know.”

				“Exactly. It was hardly a road trip across America in a Ford Thunderbird, was it?”

				David shook his head. “Scarlett, if you’re not happy with the way things are…”

				“You know something, I’m not…but it seems I’m not the only one, am I?”

				David looked at me. “Perhaps we both need to have a think about some things then?”

				“Perhaps we do!”

				“Look, I’ll go to the tile warehouse on my own tomorrow if you like. Give you a bit of space here to have a think.”

				“No need. I’m going out with Maddie tomorrow so I’ll be out all day anyway.”

				“Oh well—that’s good.”

				“Yes it is.”

				“And should I sleep in the spare room tonight?” David asked, looking at me with big, sorrowful eyes that suggested he hoped I’d say no.

				“I’d say yes if it was in a fit state to sleep in,” I said matter-of-factly. David’s face lifted for a moment. “But since it’s not, perhaps you could make up a bed on the sofa.”

				And then it fell again.

				“Oh, all right,” he said. “That’s probably for the best then.”

				“Yes, I think it is.”

				While David made himself a cup of tea, and then a bed on the sofa with a pillow and a sleeping bag, I perched on a stool in the kitchen and silently watched him. I didn’t regret my decision for a minute, knowing the last person on earth I wanted sleeping next to me in my bed that night was Ian Beale.

				***

				Oscar burst out laughing.

				“Oh my dear, I can quite understand why you’re here now. I would have wanted to escape from that DIY freak too. But how on earth did you find the house here in Notting Hill?”

				“No, Oscar, that’s not the only reason I needed to get away—far from it. I’m coming to that. And to how I got the use of the house. If you still want me to tell you, that is?”

				Oscar sat back against the sofa, wide-eyed.

				“Well of course I do! Forget sleeping with Ian Beale. This is better than a Sunday omnibus of EastEnders, Hollyoaks, and Corrie all rolled into one!”

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Four

				I stood outside the art gallery the next day waiting for Maddie, still mulling over my argument with David.

				I knew things hadn’t felt right between us for a while, but I always thought I’d be able to get past his little idiosyncrasies—especially since David never seemed to have had any issues with my love of the cinema before. But now, after last night’s outburst, I was starting to wonder whether I could go through with this wedding. If I could actually make this arrangement work.

				Getting married to David was permanent; there was no going back. I mean, in cinema terms, we were talking From Here to Eternity, The Full Monty, Diamonds are Forever…

				After a few minutes of me torturing myself with every movie I could recall with a forever theme, Maddie came floating down the street in a suitably artistic outfit. She wore a long, velvet coat with a burgundy and gold Monsoon dress, and she had completed her look with a large gold butterfly in her hair and gold sandals. So pleased was I to see my best friend again that I even restrained myself from making any comment about sandals in late January.

				As we began our quest for artistic and intellectual enlightenment among the many paintings and works of art the gallery had to offer, I put all thoughts of David from my head. He could wait for another time.

				While Maddie stood and scrutinized every single painting and sculpture she came across, reading the small yet informative card that was placed beside it in full, I wandered quickly from exhibit to exhibit, wondering on more than one occasion just how depressed these people must have been to create some of the stuff. If they’d worked in offices and lived in houses just like mine, then perhaps some of their artistic output could be rightly justified.

				I was just about to give up the will to live when my eye was drawn to a cluster of paintings at the end of the room; actually, it was one painting in particular that had caught my attention. Unlike all the other exhibits I had passed, this painting was instantly familiar. It was as if it had once hung on a wall in my own home.

				I sat down on the bench in front of the painting, and all at once was lost in my own familiar world as I stared up at it. Now this was a piece of art I understood.

				The painting was of a young woman floating against a dark blue sky. She wore a red dress and a long white veil which a man was adjusting on her head to make sure she was perfectly presented for her wedding. In the background was a church, and all around her animals, some playing musical instruments—a violin-playing goat was especially prominent.

				I glanced at the card next to the painting:

				La Mariée (The Bride) ~ Marc Chagall 1950

				Young women or couples can often be seen in Chagall’s work. But few of his paintings are as striking as La Mariée, depicting a yearning for something that’s lost.

				In the 1999 film Notting Hill, Julia Roberts’ character, Anna Scott, sees a print of La Mariée in the home of Hugh Grant’s character, William Thacker. Anna later gives William a gift of what is supposed to be the original painting.

				A yearning for something that’s lost…

				The words circled around in my brain for a while before they descended to my heart, where they tried to poke and prod at a part of it where I never allowed anything to go.

				I’d always loved the painting that now hung in front of me. I thought it was because of Notting Hill; it wouldn’t be the first time I’d taken to something because I’d seen it in a movie.

				Like when I’d first seen Sleepless in Seattle I’d taken to listening to late-night radio call-in shows…just in case. But the callers in this country were rarely in the mold of the gentle Sam character portrayed by Tom Hanks. They were normally far scarier, and much more your usual daytime talk show–style troll.

				With Bridget Jones I’d kept a daily diary. Internet chat rooms with You’ve Got Mail. I’d even taken dance lessons at our local community center when I’d first seen Dirty Dancing. But our dance instructor didn’t bear much resemblance to Patrick Swayze or even Patrick Dempsey. No, imagine if you will an effeminate Patrick Stewart of the Starship Enterprise, crossed with Patrick Star of SpongeBob SquarePants fame, and you will have the perfect image of my salsa instructor. And when I’d seen Pretty Woman for the first time, I’d firmly decided never to try out any part of that movie.

				“Found something you like at last?” Maddie asked, sitting down next to me. “You’ve whizzed through the rest of the exhibition pretty quick.”

				She looked up at the painting with me for a moment then inspected the white information card. “Oh, Scarlett,” she sighed, sitting back. “How do you do it? I should have known you’d find something film-related—even here.”

				“It’s not my fault. Anyway that’s not the only reason I’m looking at this painting.”

				“It’s not?” Maddie looked at me in disbelief. “What other reason is there, then?”

				“Because…it’s a bride, isn’t it…and we’re both going to be brides soon. And to tell you the truth, Maddie, it’s what it said on the card that’s really made me think about this painting.”

				“Yeah, I know, about Notting Hill.”

				“No, not just that. I mean obviously I recognized the painting from the film, but the part about ‘a yearning for something that’s lost.’”

				Maddie wrinkled her nose. “What are you talking about, Scarlett?”

				“I don’t know.” I was beginning to wish I hadn’t said anything now. Maddie may well have been my oldest friend, but even she couldn’t understand how I felt. I barely understood this feeling I constantly carried inside me myself. “I’ve just always felt like there was something missing in my life, Maddie. Some tiny piece of something that’s not quite there, like the last piece of a jigsaw puzzle.”

				Maddie stared at me. I wished I’d just hidden behind the movie excuse now—it would have been a lot easier.

				“Are you having pre-wedding jitters?” she asked. “Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”

				I closed my eyes for a moment. That wasn’t what I meant at all, but if I didn’t know what I meant, how could I expect anyone else to?

				“Yes, maybe that’s it,” I said, opening my eyes again and looking at her. “I have been wondering lately if marrying David is the right thing to do. I keep having these niggling little doubts.”

				“What sort of doubts?” Maddie asked with a look that already answered my next question, which was going to be if she ever had the same doubts about marrying Felix.

				“Er…” I thought quickly. I couldn’t tell Maddie the real reason for my uncertainty. “That I’m everything he wants me to be?”

				Maddie shook her head and smiled.

				“Oh, Scarlett, don’t be daft—of course you are; otherwise, he wouldn’t have asked you in the first place, would he?”

				When Maddie saw I wasn’t smiling too, she became serious again.

				“What’s made you suddenly start thinking like this? You love David and he loves you. You get married, and live happily ever after; it’s as simple as that.”

				It’s as simple as that for you and Felix. There’s a bit more involved with David and me…

				“It’s different with David,” I padded, as I desperately tried to explain how I felt. “He…he requires more from a wife.”

				“Like?” Maddie’s face looked blank for a moment, and then her eyes suddenly opened wide. “Oh my, are you saying you’ve just found out he’s into something really kinky in the bedroom? Golly, after all this time too, it’s always the quiet ones, isn’t it? What is it? Rubber? Chains? You know I once knew this chap that liked this weird thing with a banana and an Angel Delight…”

				“No, Maddie,” I shushed her. “No, it’s nothing like that.” I sighed. “I guess I should have realized it before, I mean it’s nothing new, well it is to me, so I suppose that’s why it seems weird.”

				“What is it, Scarlett?” Maddie demanded. “Come on, spit it out—I have to know.”

				“OK, OK,” I said, wishing I’d never started this now. “Apparently as David’s wife I’ll be expected to help him entertain people. You know, future clients and the like.”

				Maddie nodded. “Yes, and…?”

				“And that’s it.”

				Maddie stared at me again and I saw the corners of her mouth twitch. “That’s it? That’s why you’re having doubts about marrying him? Because you might have to cook for a few dinner parties?”

				I flushed; it did sound a bit lame now I’d come out with it, but the business dinner excuse wasn’t completely untrue. It just wasn’t the whole truth. “You know how bad I am at cooking, Maddie. Plus you weren’t there last night when we entertained some of David’s Japanese business clients. That was bad enough, and we were only eating out in a restaurant.”

				“Why? What on earth happened?”

				“Come on,” I said, looking longingly toward the exit of the art gallery. “I’m starving. Let’s get out of here and find somewhere to eat and I’ll tell you all about it.”

				We found a pretty little wine bar down the road from the gallery and after we’d ordered some food, I quickly told Maddie the story of my own mini-Shakespearean tragedy.

				“…and he said the funniest thing to me. He said the course of true love never did run smooth.”

				“He’s quite right,” Maddie said, taking a sip of her red wine. “The course of true love never does run entirely smoothly, that’s part of what makes it so fun. And what was so bad about the evening? It was hardly a disaster.”

				“No, but it was hardly a roaring success either. Look, I know there’s no such thing as the perfect relationship, Maddie, but I’m just not sure David and I have that special something between us. You know, that special something that you and Felix have…the magic?”

				Maddie looked at me, then she raised her eyebrow and cocked her head to one side. “Special something?” she repeated. “Magic? Scarlett, successful relationships require give and take, love and understanding, not special somethings and a magic wand.”

				I was about to point out to Maddie that the “magic” in question was not the sort that could be conjured up with the wave of a wand when our waitress returned to the table carrying plates of spaghetti carbonara and chicken salad. (Maddie was dieting because of her wedding.)

				We’d eaten a few mouthfuls of our food when I decided to ask Maddie a question.

				“Maddie, if I ask you something, will you answer it honestly?”

				Maddie looked at me. She finished chewing before answering. “Of course I will, you know that.”

				“Do you think I’m a little bit obsessed with films?”

				“Yes,” Maddie said without hesitation.

				“You didn’t even think about it!”

				“I didn’t need to. You are.”

				“But…I’m not,” I protested. This was not the answer I was hoping Maddie would give. I thought she’d say no, and why did I ask? Then we’d go on to have a good old moaning session about how David had got it all wrong as usual, and weren’t men just stupid and only good for one thing.

				“Don’t be daft, Scarlett, of course you are.”

				“But what’s wrong with visiting the cinema occasionally?”

				Maddie put down her fork, folded her arms, tilted her head to one side, and looked at me with a challenging expression.

				“What?” I asked.

				“Come on. Don’t you think it’s a little bit more with you than only occasionally?”

				“But I have my job. It’s not my fault that’s cinema-related.”

				“And?”

				“And what?” I asked in genuine amazement. I hadn’t expected this at all.

				“And the rest.”

				I looked blankly at Maddie.

				“OK,” she said, “let me help you along. Felix and I were watching The Holiday the other night—”

				“Oh, I love that movie,” I interrupted.

				“Yes, I know you do. Anyway, Felix said it’s a wonder Scarlett hasn’t tried to do that yet. He meant house-swapping.”

				Actually I had thought of it when I’d seen it for the first time.

				“My point being that even Felix is making comments about your movie madness now. And he hasn’t known you as long as the rest of us.”

				“There’s nothing wrong in having a hobby, is there?”

				“No, nothing at all, as long as that hobby doesn’t start affecting how you live your day-to-day life. The thing is, trying to live like you’re in a movie all the time, Scarlett, it’s just not possible.”

				I stared at Maddie.

				“Not you as well,” I said sadly. “I thought it was just David.”

				“What do you mean? There’s more to this, isn’t there? That’s what you were hinting at earlier in the art gallery.”

				I nodded and began to tell Maddie about David and the fight we’d had the night before.

				“But all couples fight, Scarlett,” Maddie said when I’d finished. “Sometimes the making up is the best part.”

				I’d always hated that saying. In all the fights I’d ever had with David, I’d never found our making up “fun.” We’d just start mumbling a couple of words to each other again after a few hours or days of silence depending how bad the argument had been. Then things gradually got back to normal bit by bit.

				In fact, now I was remembering just why I hadn’t been spending so much time with Maddie lately. It wasn’t because she’d been too busy at all; it was because when we spent time together, it reminded me just how bad my and David’s relationship seemed in comparison to hers and Felix’s.

				And it was obvious Maddie in her “loved up” state would not understand my current feelings toward my own fiancé. And why should she? The only reason she had for marrying was love. My own reasons were a little bit more complicated.

				“Never mind, Maddie, you wouldn’t understand.”

				“I am trying, Scarlett, honestly. But I can see David’s point of view to a degree. But then again,” she said as I stared hard at her across the table, “I suppose if I had to live with Stratford’s answer to Laurence Llewelyn-Bowen, I might be in need of a bit of fantasy therapy too.”

				I had to laugh. David was about as far removed from the floppy-haired interior designer as you could possibly get.

				“That’s better,” Maddie said. “You don’t do enough of that these days.” She put her hand on mine and looked serious for a moment. “I’m worried about you, with everything you’ve told me here and what you said before in the art gallery. Maybe you need a break for a while?”

				I smiled at her. “What, in another motor home? I don’t think so—the last one was bad enough.”

				“No, I don’t mean with David. On your own. Get away from everything for a while—do some thinking.”

				“And just where am I going to do that?”

				I was playing along with Maddie. There was no way I’d be able to get away from work at the moment; a shipment of new machines was due to arrive with us any day. And the chances of David thinking it a good idea for me to go away on my own…well, they were non-existent.

				“David would never allow me to spend money on going away on holiday on my own. You know what he’s like.”

				Maddie pulled a face.

				“Hmm, there is that. Let me think for a moment…”

				I took a sip of my wine while Maddie thought, glad my interrogation was over for now. I couldn’t believe Maddie thought I was obsessed too. What was wrong with these people? Movies were just a harmless bit of fun. Why couldn’t they see that?

				“I’ve got it!” Maddie said suddenly, when I was just thinking my food was going to get cold if I didn’t start eating again soon. “I’ve had a brilliant—no, make that a fabulous idea! Look I’ve nearly finished my salad, what little there was of it. Do you mind if I make a couple of calls while you finish your pasta? You’ll love me for it when I’m finished, Scarlett, I promise.”

				I shrugged and picked up my fork while Maddie dived into her bag for her mobile phone. Then she began to make the first of several phone calls, all of which involved much laughter and phrases like, “We must meet up soon, darling.” This made me smile because Maddie was so not the “darling” type at all.

				“Well,” she said when she’d finally finished. “I don’t know if I’ve done the right thing here—because in a way I think it might just be encouraging you more. But you know how you were saying before how you loved the movie The Holiday?”

				“Yes?” I asked suspiciously. I hoped “The Madness of Maddie” wasn’t going to erupt into some tin pot scheme as it had a habit of doing occasionally when left unchecked for too long.

				“Well, how would you like to relive some of that movie? Actually, come to think of it, I’m giving you two movies for the price of one here.”

				“Just what are you talking about, Maddie?”

				“Scarlett, I have managed to obtain for you a little luxury pad just off the Portobello Road to house-sit for a month!”

				“How on earth have you done that?” I asked, completely amazed at my friend’s ingenuity.

				“Ah, you just have to know the right people,” she said, tapping the side of her nose. “No seriously, it belongs to a friend of my sister,” she explained. “I remember Jojo saying a while back that Belinda and Harry needed someone to house-sit for a month while they’re in Dubai visiting Harry’s parents, and they were having such trouble finding someone reliable. They leave in less than a week, so you, my dear Scarlett, could be the answer to their prayers!”

				I thought about this for a few seconds, about trying to live out The Holiday for myself. I’d always fancied being Cameron Diaz—or would I be Kate Winslet? Then something occurred to me. “You said two movies, Maddie?”

				“Yes.” Maddie grinned. “The Portobello Road, Scarlett…it’s where?”

				“Oh my God!” I said as the penny dropped. “But that’s only one of my absolute all-time favorites.”

				“Yep, I know,” she said, her eyes shining. “Notting Hill!”

				***

				I looked at Oscar.

				He’d been sitting listening to me for over an hour now, completely enraptured by my tale. Obviously I’d only told him a condensed version and not the parts that were too personal, but he got the gist.

				“So it’s your fiancé and your best friend that have driven you here to seek refuge?” Oscar asked.

				“There’s my father as well. But he pretty much seems to have the same opinion as the other two.” If not more so… “I just want to prove them wrong, Oscar. Prove to them there’s nothing wrong with me loving the cinema so much, and that life isn’t so far removed from the movies as they all seem to think it is.”

				“Well I think you’re already living your dream without even coming here, my darling. It all seems very Hollywood to me!” Oscar said, his eyes wide with amazement. “I can see it all now,” he said, waving his hand in the air with a flourish. “Beautiful young girl sets out into the world to seek revenge for an injustice she feels has been cast upon her by her cruel family. I can hear Red Pepper doing the voiceover as I speak.”

				I had to laugh; Red Pepper was the chap with the really deep gravelly voice who did all the dramatic movie trailer voice-overs. “It’s not quite that bad, Oscar. And actually it isn’t very Hollywood at all. It’s been a bit of a disaster since I arrived.” I meant losing the address, but the guy in the travel bookshop’s attitude from earlier was still bugging me.

				“But you’ve only just got here, darling. You’ve yonks of time if you’re here for a month.” Oscar thought for a moment and then he smiled. “Actually you’ve had a pretty good start today, haven’t you, if you’re looking for proof that movies happen in real life?”

				“Have I—how?”

				“Oh my dear, what sort of use are you going to be if you can’t recognize an opportunity when one arises? For one thing, someone knocked into you today and spilled orange juice all down you…”

				He left a long pause while he waited for the penny to drop. When he saw recognition strike, he continued, “That same person invited you back to his home to change…” Again the pause.

				“And OK, I may not be Hugh Grant—although in a certain light…” Oscar stood up and admired himself in the mirror above the mantelpiece.

				I laughed.

				“And,” he continued, “to top it all, that same person is going to invite you to a dinner party tonight!”

				“You’re having a dinner party?”

				“Well, I wasn’t. But what the hey, I shall have to now, won’t I? Just to give you another movie scene to help you on your way!”

				“Really—you’d do that for me, a total stranger you’ve just met on the street?”

				“My darling Scarlett,” Oscar said with his hands on his hips. “You can’t be a total stranger now, can you? No total stranger would be sitting in my lounge, eating my biscuits, and wearing my T-shirt, now, would they?”

				***

				I left Oscar’s house with a spring in my step, and a Fortnum & Mason shopping bag swinging from my arm, complete with my clean white shirt inside. Along with some very precise instructions from Oscar on how I should continue to dry it out when I got to the new house.

				As I whizzed along the streets and finally found my way to my new home, I felt confident that at last things were looking up. I’d actually met someone nice here, someone who wanted to help me, plus I was going out to dinner tonight!

				Maddie had phoned with new instructions on how to get to the house, but now as I looked at the scribbled notes on the crumpled piece of paper in my hand I wondered if I’d misheard her.

				“This can’t be right,” I said, looking around me. “I must have got the wrong area.” I was sure Maddie had said a little house off the Portobello Road; these all looked like mansions. But the street sign at the top of the road had the correct name, so I slowed down and continued trundling my case along the pavement, carefully inspecting the numbers on the houses as I passed.

				At last I came to a house that matched the number on my note and stared up at a large cream-fronted residence, much like all the others on the street. I reached for the black iron gate and cautiously pushed it open. I was sure my new neighbors would be twitching their net curtains (if they had anything so common) at the sight that was creeping up Belinda and Harry’s steps right now.

				I stood on the doorstep and rummaged in my handbag. Belinda had had some keys couriered over to me by motorbike the day before, saying she couldn’t possibly trust anyone else to let me in when I arrived.

				There was obviously a good neighborly spirit in the area, then.

				I really must get a new bag, I thought, as my hand groped around for the keys.

				“Good evening,” I heard a voice call from the next house.

				I looked across at the voice, and standing in the same place I was, on the steps next door reaching for his own keys, was the young man from the travel bookshop earlier. He wasn’t wearing his coat now or carrying a shopping bag, but was dressed casually in a brown leather jacket, white T-shirt, and jeans.

				“What are you doing here?” I blurted out.

				He looked surprised. “I could ask you the same thing. Where are Belinda and Harry?”

				“They’ve gone away on holiday for a few weeks. I…I’m house-sitting for them.”

				I’m not surprised they didn’t want their neighbors letting me into the house if you’re anything to go by, I thought as at last I found the keys.

				“That sounds a plausible excuse, I suppose.”

				How very neighborly of you, I thought sourly, as I put the key in the lock. “If there’s nothing else?” I inquired, turning to face him and raising my eyebrows in what I hoped was a haughty, “I really don’t have time for your silly questions” kind of way.

				“Actually yes, there is. Why did you think I worked in the bookshop earlier? Do I look like a shop assistant?”

				He looked anything but as I stood face to face with him now. His attitude was definitely much more “Don’t mess with me” than “Can I help you?” My new neighbor was tall, with tousled, sandy hair, and as he stood looking accusingly at me, with one of his eyebrows raised in a quizzical manner above his pale blue eyes, there was almost a look of The Holiday-ing Jude Law about him. I quickly shook this vision from my head. No, that was taking this movie thing a bit too far.

				“No, I mean yes, you did back then obviously, or I wouldn’t have said it. Look, my head’s been all over the place today; it’s my first day here and everything is new to me.”

				I hoped he’d feel sorry for me and embarrassed that he’d been so mean. But instead he just continued his interrogation.

				“This head of yours,” he asked, slowly looking me up and down. “Is it often all over the place? Do you often have problems putting your thoughts in a sensible order?”

				OK, I’d thought Oscar had been a bit off the wall to begin with, but he now seemed positively sane in comparison to this dude.

				“Not usually, no, why do you say that?”

				“No reason,” he said, turning away. He unlocked his own door and pushed it slightly ajar. “It’s just your T-shirt suggested to me otherwise.” He gave me a smug smile as he stepped into his house and swiftly closed the door behind him.

				I looked down between the lapels of my jacket. I’d been so engrossed in everything that Oscar and I had been talking about earlier that I hadn’t paid any attention to what was on his T-shirt.

				It was navy, and emblazoned across it in big bold white letters was the phrase: I CAN’T EVEN THINK STRAIGHT.
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