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			Sunday 16th January

			7 p.m.

			‘Edward. Let me get this straight. You’ve called me right in the middle of Antiques Roadshow just to tell me your girlfriend’s gone to bed?’

			‘Tibet, Dan. Jane’s gone to Tibet. She’s left me.’

			It’s the first time I’ve said those words out loud, and my voice cracks a little down the phone line. My girlfriend of ten years, the woman who I’ve been sharing my bed, my flat, my life with, has gone. Vanished. Departed. Cleared out. And, by the looks of things, cleared me out as well.

			‘What do you mean, “she’s left you”?’

			‘Dan, there’s no clearer way of saying it. Jane’s. Left. Me.’

			I can almost hear the cogs turning in Dan’s head as what I’ve just said sinks in. ‘Stay where you are,’ he says. ‘I’ll be right over. And don’t do anything stupid.’

			Don’t do anything stupid? I put the receiver down, wondering what Dan’s idea of doing something stupid would actually be. Wearing socks with sandals, possibly.

			I stare disbelievingly around my flat, which appears to be almost as empty as I’m feeling inside. The place looks like it’s been ransacked: wardrobe doors still ajar; drawers left open as if they’ve been rifled through in a hurry; and the CD rack empty except for a couple of dodgy rock compilations and my collection of digitally re-mastered Queen albums.

			While I wait for Dan to arrive, I walk from room to room, compiling a mental check list of what Jane’s taken. The chairs and dining table set she bought from IKEA: gone. The red imitation leather sofa her mother gave us which made obscene noises whenever you sat down too quickly: missing. The breadmaker that she won in a competition and then used just the once: well, I won’t miss that, I suppose. Even the Picasso poster she bought as a souvenir from that exhibition we saw five years ago in Barcelona has been neatly removed, leaving just the faintest outline on the kitchen wall where it used to hang. At least she’s left me the bed, although most of the rest of the furniture seems to be missing. All her things, now I come to think of it.

			I’m amazed at how clinical Jane’s been; how effectively she’s managed to excise herself from this flat, and my life, without leaving so much as a trace of the ten years we’ve been together. The only hint of anyone else ever having lived here is the photograph I find on the floor in front of the bookshelf of the two of us, taken at college, when we first met. Jane and I always used to smile when we looked at it, remembering the time it was taken, and just how happy and carefree we were back then. She’d even bought a special frame, and given it pride of place above the fireplace. But as I prop it up on the mantelpiece I realize she’s taken the frame but left the picture, and I’m not smiling any more.

			I retrieve Jane’s note from where I’ve screwed it up and thrown it into the fireplace, smooth it out, and read it through one more time, even though I can already remember it word for word.

			Dear Edward,

			By the time you get this letter, I’ll be on a plane to Tibet. I’m going away for a while because I need to sort some things out, and while I’m gone, I suggest you do the same.

			Let’s face it, Teddy, you’ve let yourself go, so I’m letting you go too.

			I’d tell you not to think about following me, but I know that a romantic gesture like that would never even occur to you. And that’s part of our problem.

			As I’m sure you’ve noticed, I’ve taken my things, although I’ve left you the bathroom scales—you might want to use them for something other than stacking your old newspapers on.

			I’ll be back on April 16th, so perhaps we’ll talk again then. Meanwhile I suggest you use this opportunity to take a long hard look at yourself in the mirror.

			Jane

			P.S. I realize at this point I’m supposed to say something like ‘it’s not you, it’s me’, but in actual fact, it is you.

			As I finish reading, my hands are shaking. I fold the note carefully and place it in my pocket, then light a cigarette and inhale deeply, longing for the calming buzz of the nicotine, hoping it will take the edge off the pain I’m feeling.

			It doesn’t.

			7.59 p.m.

			I’m smoking my fourth cigarette, and wondering where on earth Dan’s got to, as he only lives in the next street, when he finally rings my doorbell. I buzz him in impatiently; a swirl of cold Brighton air follows him in through the door, adding to the chilly atmosphere already in my flat.

			Dan takes one look at my miserable expression. ‘How are you?’ he asks.

			When I can’t seem to answer, he doesn’t know how to react. We stand there for a second, and then begin an awkward dance as he tries to give me one of those male hugs where you touch at the shoulders while ensuring no body contact below the nipples, but I don’t know what he’s trying to do and instead lean forward to try and shake his hand. We end up accidentally bumping heads, which digs my glasses painfully into the bridge of my nose.

			As he lets me go, I jab a finger at my watch.

			‘That’s what you call “I’ll be right over”, is it?’

			Dan’s my best friend, although there are times I could gladly punch him in the face. He’s one of those annoyingly good-looking guys, with almost model features, and a smile that could get him off a murder charge. Trouble is, he knows this.

			‘Sorry, mate,’ he says, grinning sheepishly. ‘Had to get ready. Make sure I looked OK.’

			‘Looked OK? Just to come round and see me?’

			Dan shrugs. ‘Never know who you might bump into. Paparazzi and all that.’

			‘Dan, you’re a daytime television presenter on a rubbish antiques programme. I hardly think you’re going to have photographers camping outside your front door.’

			Dan doesn’t reply, but just taps the side of his nose in that annoying way. I sigh with exasperation and show him through into the front room.

			‘Jesus, Edward. It looks like you’ve been done over,’ are his first sensitive words.

			‘At first I thought I had been,’ I say, wistfully. ‘And then I wished I had.’

			Dan examines the space where the hi-fi used to sit, then inspects the near-empty CD rack. He walks into the kitchen, then through to the bedroom, silently taking in the scene, then turns to look at me, a puzzled expression on his face.

			‘At the risk of asking a stupid question…’

			‘That’s never stopped you before.’

			‘You are sure you haven’t been? Burgled, I mean.’

			I nod. ‘Pretty sure. Burglars don’t normally only take half your stuff. Especially not just your girlfriend’s half—’

			‘Or your girlfriend,’ says Dan, peering inside the near-empty wardrobe.

			‘Thanks for reminding me.’

			‘Sorry,’ he says, following me back into the front room. ‘Shame, though. At least then your insurance would have replaced everything. And with some decent furniture.’

			‘Yes, well.’ I remove Jane’s letter from my pocket and wave it in front of him. ‘Things kind of fell into place when I found the note. Burglars don’t usually leave a note.’

			Dan stares at it for a second or two, as if it might be infected.

			‘What does it say?’

			‘What do you think it says? The usual “Dear John” stuff.’

			Dan looks a little confused. ‘Er…Which is?’

			‘Sorry, Dan. I forgot the concept of the woman actually doing the dumping would be alien to you.’ I unfold the piece of paper and speed-read it in front of him. ‘“Dear Edward, you’ve let yourself go, it’s over, I’m off.’’ That about sums it up.’

			Dan takes it from me and reads it through slowly, his lips moving as he does so. Eventually, he hands it back to me with a grimace.

			‘That’s terrible.’

			‘I know. How could she do it? Just end it like this?’

			‘No. I mean the fact that she calls you “Teddy”. Yuk.’

			Dan takes his jacket off and looks around for a place to throw it, a task made somewhat difficult by Jane’s recent removals. Eventually, he just puts it back on.

			‘Well, look on the bright side,’ he says. ‘At least you don’t have to go through that painful “sorting out who gets what” time.’

			‘Thanks, Dan. That really makes me feel better.’

			He punches me playfully on the shoulder. ‘Don’t mention it. Anytime.’

			‘I was being sarcastic.’

			‘So was I. Anyway, how on earth did she manage to get it all out without you knowing?’

			‘Yeah, well, I’d been away visiting my parents for the weekend—my mum’s birthday—it’d been planned for months, and then at the last minute Jane hadn’t been able to come. Emergency at work, she said.’

			Dan sticks his lower lip out and nods appreciatively. ‘Ah, the old “emergency at work” line.’

			‘She said that she might be out when I got back. I didn’t realize that she meant out of the country.’

			‘And out of your life, by the looks of it,’ he says, taking Jane’s note back from me and reading it once more. ‘What are you going to do?’

			I take my glasses off and rub my eyes wearily. ‘I don’t know. I just…She…I mean…’

			Worried that I might start crying, a look of panic crosses Dan’s face. He puts a reassuring hand on my shoulder.

			‘Edward—before you go any further, we need to sit down and talk about this. And we can’t do that here.’

			‘Why ever not?’

			Dan points to the space where the sofa used to be. ‘Well, mainly because there’s nowhere to sit.’

			‘Ah.’

			I look up at him, and he smiles, and utters those immortal words, his cure-all for any situation.

			‘Come on. Drink.’

			Dan slips Jane’s note into his jacket pocket and marches off down the hallway. I stare at him for a moment, then pick the photo up off the mantelpiece, slide it into my wallet, and follow him out of the door.

			8.15 p.m.

			Our local, the Admiral Jim, is perched on the border between Brighton and Hove in a quiet mews that runs between our respective streets. It’s typical of the new wave of Brighton pubs: beer-stained carpets replaced with bare wooden floorboards; traditional ales swapped for the latest Czechoslovakian lagers; and brightly coloured alcoholic mixers with names like ‘Psst’ and ‘Rekd’ lining the shelves behind the bar. We like it not only because it is extremely local, but also because it’s one of the few places around here that doesn’t need a bouncer on the door, which is mainly due to the fact that it’s off the usual Brighton stag and hen party routes. Most weekday evenings, it is full of office workers sniggering, ‘I’m just at the Jim’ into their mobiles. As is customary on a Sunday evening, however, the place is a little quieter.

			‘Hold on,’ says Dan, nervously peering in through the window. ‘Just let me check the coast is clear.’

			This is a necessary precaution at most of the venues we visit because Dan, King of the one-night stands, has an unfortunate habit of regularly bumping into his exes. Most of them are, shall we say, less than pleased to see him due to the abrupt manner of their dismissal, and aren’t afraid to tell him so, sometimes quite forcefully. With a last relieved look, Dan pushes open the door, and I follow him inside.

			‘Tibet, eh?’ he says, as we head towards the bar.

			I make a face. ‘Yup.’

			Dan whistles in that ‘ohmigosh’ kind of way, and then his expression changes into a frown. ‘Where exactly is Tibet, anyway?’

			‘You know, near India. Where Mount Everest is? In between China and Nepal.’ Sometimes he’s not the sharpest pencil in thebox.

			Dan starts to snigger. ‘Nepal?’

			‘What’s so funny?’

			‘Well, it’s just, Nepal…I’ve always thought it kind of sounds like “nipple”, doesn’t it?’

			I give him a pitying look. ‘Dan—how old are you?’

			‘Thirty. Same age as you. Why?’

			‘Well act it, for God’s sake.’

			He grins at me. ‘Just trying to lighten the mood a bit.’

			I glare back at him. ‘Well, don’t. My girlfriend’s just dumped me. I’m allowed to feel depressed.’

			As I heave myself awkwardly up onto a bar stool, Dan leaps nimbly onto the one next to me. He pulls Jane’s note out from his jacket and starts to study it.

			‘Tibet. She certainly wanted to make herself scarce, didn’t she?’

			‘Christ, Dan,’ I say, snatching it from him and stuffing it into my back pocket before he can read any further. ‘Don’t mind my feelings, will you?’

			‘Sorry, mate. It’s just that, well, you don’t seem that upset.’

			I stare forlornly at the bar in front of me. ‘I’m too stunned to be upset, Dan. I’m surprised, shocked, confused…’ I search for the right word.

			‘Bitter?’ he asks.

			‘A little. It hasn’t really sunk in yet.’

			Dan shakes his head. ‘No, a pint of bitter? Or something stronger? What do you want to drink?’ He nods towards Wendy, the Admiral Jim’s regular barmaid, who’s just appeared in front of us. She’s pretty, in a flat-chested Meg Ryan kind of way.

			‘Ah. Bitter, please. Sorry.’

			Dan flashes a smile at Wendy. ‘Pint of bitter please, gorgeous, and my usual.’

			Wendy glowers at him, still not having forgiven Dan for doing his normal sleep-with-once-and-never-call-again routine with her flatmate the other week.

			‘Hi, Edward,’ she says cheerily, giving me a big smile while still ignoring Dan. ‘No Jane this evening? Left you has she?’

			When I don’t answer, she flicks her eyes across at Dan, who mimes cutting his throat. Her expression rapidly changes.

			‘Oh God, Edward. I’m so sorry,’ she says, blushing. ‘I had no idea. Really.’

			I force a half-smile. ‘That’s okay.’

			Wendy leans across the bar and rests a hand on my arm. ‘How are you feeling?’

			As she says those words, I have to stop and think. It’s a very good question; how am I feeling? Numb, certainly, a bit like that soldier in the opening scene of Saving Private Ryan who’s lost his arm but walks around looking for it as though nothing’s wrong, as if he’s refused to admit to himself what’s just happened, and so doesn’t feel any pain. Though the trouble with that is eventually, when the shock wears off, he will.

			I settle for the obvious. ‘Pretty rotten, actually.’

			Wendy gives my arm a squeeze. ‘Well, if you want to talk about it, you know where I am.’

			Dan clears his throat impatiently, obviously a little put out at having been ignored earlier.

			‘I think you’ll find that’s what I’m here for, sweetheart. A bit of man-to-man talk over a conciliatory pint. Give Edward here the benefit of my experience. That’s if we ever get served, of course.’

			Wendy stares at him, open-mouthed. ‘And what makes you think that you’re such an expert on relationships?’

			Dan looks at her as if she’s stupid. ‘Because I’ve had so many, obviously.’

			Wendy shakes her head, pours my pint, then bangs a glass of wine down on the counter in front of Dan, causing it to nearly spill onto his trousers.

			‘Four pounds ninety.’

			Dan reaches into his jacket pocket then looks across at me apologetically. ‘Sorry, mate. Forgot the old wallet. Didn’t think we’d be coming out.’

			With a sigh I hand Wendy a fiver, and we take our drinks and find a corner table.

			‘So,’ says Dan, once we’ve sat down, and he’s made sure that his trousers are Chardonnay-free. ‘Did you have any idea? That she was going to do something like this, I mean.’

			‘Of course not!’

			‘No surreptitious phone calls to Pickfords, anything like that?’

			I think back over the last few weeks, trying to find any evidence of unhappiness. ‘We’d had a few arguments recently, but nothing too serious. Just the usual stuff, really.’

			‘What sort of “usual” stuff?’

			‘You know’—I do an uncannily accurate, although very childish, impression of Jane’s sometimes whining voice—“When are you going to get off your backside and do something about that beer belly of yours; smoking’s a disgusting habit; don’t you think it’s time you thought about getting another job…” Like I say—just the usual.’

			Dan rolls his eyes. ‘Jesus, mate. How long has that been the usual?’

			‘Er…last six months, I guess.’

			‘Six months? Did you not think something might be wrong?’

			I shake my head. ‘I just thought it was part of that “Women, can’t live with them…” stuff.’

			‘Any other signs? Everything all right with her job?’

			I shrug. ‘I guess. We didn’t really talk about her work that much.’

			‘What about her emotional state?’

			I take a sip of my beer. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘Well, for example, I once went out with a girl who was so emotional she cried at the slightest of things. Kittens, soppy films, you name it. One whiff of anything sentimental and on came the waterworks. Even, a couple of times, after sex.’ He grins at the memory. ‘Was Jane ever like that?’

			I think back to our recently all too infrequent below-duvet liaisons. ‘She never cried after sex. Though the last time…’

			‘The last time?’

			‘She, er, cried during.’

			Dan attempts unsuccessfully to smother a laugh, but to his credit tries a bit harder when he realizes I’m not joking.

			I light a cigarette and blow smoke at the ceiling. ‘Why didn’t she say something? Rather than just upping and leaving me like this?’

			‘It sounds to me like she was trying to.’ Dan waves my smoke away but for once decides not to comment on what he usually refers to as my ‘filthy habit’. ‘How long had the two of you been going out for again?’

			‘Jesus, Dan. Try not to talk about Jane and me in the past tense so quickly please. Ten years.’

			‘Bloody hell! Ten years? A whole decade?’ Dan’s longest ever relationship probably just about lasted a month, and that’s only because he was ill for two weeks in the middle of it all.

			‘Yup.’

			‘And did you, I mean, do you, love her?’

			I redden slightly. ‘What do you think?’

			‘And you never thought about, you know,’ he lowers his voice, ‘the “m” word?’

			I shake my head. ‘I kind of just…assumed that we’d always be together.’

			‘Did you ever tell her that? In more romantic terms, obviously.’

			I stare glumly into my beer. ‘Obviously not.’

			‘Ah.’

			Dan pretends to be interested in something floating in his wine glass until I break the awkward silence.

			‘I mean, it’s not as if I’ve ever cheated on her.’

			‘Never? Not even once? In ten years?’ says Dan, aghast.

			I look back angrily at him. ‘No. Of course not. We don’t all have your…’

			‘Opportunities?’

			‘I was going to use the word “morals”, but that would suggest that on some level you actually had a few.’

			Dan shrugs. ‘Harsh, but fair.’

			‘I mean, okay, so maybe I wasn’t the most attentive of boyfriends. But I was faithful. And reliable. And…’ I struggle to find something else, ‘good at my job.’

			Dan shakes his head. ‘Doesn’t matter a jot, mate. Funny creatures, women. Do you think Mrs. Einstein was impressed with all that stuff about Albert’s relatives?’

			‘Relativity, Dan.’

			‘Exactly. Nope, she was more concerned whether he remembered her birthday, or forgot to put the toilet seat down.’

			I sit there miserably for a while, until Dan leans across to me. ‘Listen,’ he says, ‘would it make you feel any better if I told you that she tried it on with me once?’

			I look up with a start. ‘She didn’t, did she?’

			‘Nope. But would it make it easier if I said she did?’

			‘Be serious, Dan. Did Jane ever say anything to you? About us?’

			He shakes his head. ‘Nothing.’

			‘You’re sure?’

			‘Yup. Oh, apart from that she wished that you were more like me. And had a bigger…’

			‘Dan!’

			‘Relax!’ He rolls his eyes. ‘I’m just trying to cheer you up.’

			‘Dan, cheering someone up normally consists of trying to make them feel better about themselves, not harping on about how great you are.’

			Dan looks surprised. ‘Really?’

			I take Jane’s note out again and stare at it, searching for clues, until Dan reaches across, takes it from me, and wordlessly slips it back into his pocket. Suddenly, my despair turns to resentment at the way she’s just dismissed ten years in less than ten sentences. I find the photo of her and me in my wallet, and throw it angrily onto the table.

			‘Bloody cheek! “You’ve let yourself go”. Hardly. I mean, we’re all a little heavier than we were at college.’

			Dan pats his stomach proudly. ‘I’m not.’

			‘You wouldn’t be. I mean us normal people. I’m not that different to how I used to look, surely?’

			Dan opens his mouth as if to mention something, then thinks better of it, and stands up.

			‘Hold on a sec.’

			He walks over to the other side of the pub, removes a clip-framed photograph from the montage between the toilet doors, and puts it down on the table in front of me. It’s of the three of us at a fancy-dress party here at the Admiral Jim last December. Jane, courtesy of a blonde wig, white charity-shop evening dress, and a not inconsiderable amount of padding, is dressed as Marilyn Monroe. She’s pouting at the camera, flanked by Dan and me, him all teeth and daytime-TV tan in his no-effort-required James Bond dinner suit. I’m brandishing a plastic sword, and squeezed into the Roman legionnaire’s outfit I’d bought from Woolworth’s toy section in desperation late that afternoon.

			Dan eventually stops admiring himself in the photo, and squints at my outfit.

			‘Who were you supposed to be again?’

			‘Russell Crowe. You know, in Gladiator!’

			‘Russell Crowe?’ laughs Dan. ‘You look more like Russell Grant. In a mini-skirt!’

			I snatch the picture away from him and stare at it crossly. ‘It was a child’s outfit. Of course it didn’t fit properly.’

			Dan passes me the college photo and urges me to compare the two. ‘Even so, mate. You’ve got to admit that you’ve put on a few pounds over the years.’

			I stare at the two images in disbelief. It’s like one of those ‘before’ and ‘after’ adverts you see in the Sunday supplements for the latest miracle exercise machine. Except the wrong way round.

			‘Well, I’m just a little more cuddly. In fact that’s what she calls…I mean, used to call me. Cuddly Teddy.’

			Dan grimaces. ‘Pass the sick bucket. Too much information, mate.’

			‘It’s true. In fact, she used to say that I was improving with age. Like a good wine,’ I say, nodding towards Dan’s glass.

			‘Well, trouble is, now she obviously thinks you’re corked.’

			‘Ha bloody ha, Dan. Very funny.’

			I sip my pint silently for a few moments, before Dan awkwardly clears his throat.

			‘Seriously, though. There could be a reason why you’ve “let yourself go”.’

			I nearly spit out my mouthful of beer. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘You know, stopped making the effort. Put on all this weight. Started dressing like the airline’s lost your luggage.’

			‘Dan, I know what you were getting at by the phrase “let yourself go”. I meant “what was the reason?”.’

			Dan takes a deep breath. ‘Well, here’s me, and obviously I have to look as good as I do for my job…’

			‘Mind your head on the ceiling.’

			‘…but I also like to look like this because I want women to be attracted to me.’

			‘Yeah, but that’s just vanity. Selfishness.’

			Dan shakes his head. ‘It’s not a selfish thing. Quite the reverse, in fact.’

			‘I don’t understand. How can that not be selfish?’

			‘Because, if you think about it, I don’t actually do it for me. I do it for other people. Women. Whereas what you’re doing is selfish.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Because I care about how other people see me, therefore I care about other people. You, on the other hand, are saying “I don’t mind how I look. I’m just going to suit myself”. And I’m afraid that that attitude has the opposite effect where women are concerned. It repels them.’

			I’m not quite getting Dan’s warped logic. ‘So your point is?’

			Dan looks at me patronizingly. ‘My point is, mastermind, and it’s just a thought, that maybe you didn’t just “let yourself go” by accident. Maybe, subconsciously, you wanted to split up with Jane. And the easiest way for that to happen without you being the bad guy was for her to leave you. So how did you achieve that? By letting yourself get into a state where she didn’t find you attractive any more.’

			The pub has filled up a little, and I think that I must be struggling to hear Dan correctly above the noise of the assembled drinkers.

			‘So let me get this straight. You’re saying that I’ve gradually come to realize over the last ten years that Jane and I aren’t suited any more, and so recently I’ve been cunningly stuffing my face in an attempt to make her leave me, rather than me just do the easy thing which is turn round and say, “Jane, it’s not working.” And what’s more, I’ve been doing this without knowing it?’

			Dan shrugs. ‘No, that’s not what I’m saying. I’m just suggesting that it’s a possibility. That’s all.’

			‘That’s bollocks.’

			Dan holds up his hands. ‘Hey—don’t shoot the messenger. It’s just an idea.’

			‘Well it’s a stupid idea. Why on earth would I want Jane to leave me? Particularly when we’ve been together for so long.’

			‘All I’m saying is, where relationships are concerned, don’t confuse length with strength. Jane was a very different person when you first met her, and as we’ve just seen, you were a very different person then too. What are the chances that over the last ten years you’ve both evolved in exactly the same direction? I mean, look at her now, quite the high-flying career woman, always chasing the next promotion, another challenge. You’ve been in the same job since you left college, and the biggest decision you have to make every day is what to have for lunch.’

			I can’t quite believe this. ‘So we’ve grown apart? Is that what you think?’

			‘Possibly.’

			‘And therefore I’ve driven her away, so I can find someone more suitable?’

			‘Maybe.’

			I shake my head. ‘Well, have you considered that the problem with that approach is that it leaves me in pretty bad shape to go out and meet someone better, doesn’t it?’

			Dan folds his arms defensively. ‘I don’t make the rules, do I?’

			‘Thank goodness!’

			Dan tries a different tack. ‘So you think the two of you are still compatible?’

			‘Of course!’

			‘Well then, let me ask you this. What is it, sorry, was it, that made her so special, in your opinion?’

			‘Well, the way she…How she…Well, lots of things.’

			‘Okay. So tell me something. If you went out to a bar now and saw Jane across the room, would you fancy her? Would you think you and her could have a life together?’

			I don’t even have to consider my answer. ‘Yes. Obviously.’

			‘And what do you think she’d do if she saw you for the first time now? Do you think she’d fancy you? Or would she break into a rousing chorus of “Who ate all the pies?’”

			‘Well, I think she’d…I mean, hope she would…’ I stop myself, because Dan has picked up the two photographs and turned them round so I can see them or, more specifically, see myself in them. And suddenly, shockingly, sadly, whilst I don’t like where he’s going with this, I can see exactly where he’s coming from.

			As I sit there, struggling to come to terms with this revelation, Dan leans smugly back in his seat. Unfortunately he’s forgotten that he’s on a stool and nearly topples over, but even this admittedly amusing spectacle can’t raise a smile from me. Embarrassed, he looks around to check that no one’s seen, only to catch Wendy smirking at him from behind the bar.

			Dan regains his composure and drains his glass, satisfied that he’s fulfilled his counselling duties for the evening.

			‘So, what now?’ he asks.

			I sigh. ‘Onwards and upwards, I guess. Back in the saddle.’

			Dan clinks his empty glass against mine. ‘That’s the spirit.’

			‘Any spare numbers for me in your little black book? Actually, yours is probably a big black book, isn’t it?’

			Dan shakes his head. ‘Don’t have one.’

			‘What? Mister I’ve-shagged-more-women-than-you’ve-had-hot-dinners? I find that hard to believe.’

			‘I don’t,’ he insists. ‘What would be the point of keeping their phone numbers?’

			‘So you could call them the next…Ah.’ I’ve answered my own question. Dan does operate something of a scorched-earth policy when it comes to women.

			‘Exactly. Treat ’em mean, keep ’em keen, and all that. But not too keen. Don’t want them getting the wrong idea.’

			‘Come on, Dan. Everyone wants someone special in their life, surely? Even you.’

			‘I’ve got someone special in my life.’

			‘Who?’

			‘Me.’ He reaches across the table and pokes me in the stomach. ‘And by the way, be careful when you make the “hot dinners” comparison, because by the looks of you, that number is pretty high.’

			‘Yeah, well, all those women only want to sleep with you because you’re a TV personality.’

			Dan looks confused. ‘But I am a TV personality. I’m “TV’s Dan Davis”. The two things are inseparable.’

			‘Insufferable, more like,’ says Wendy, depositing two more drinks onto our table and removing the empties. ‘On the house, Edward,’ she adds, giving Dan a disapproving glance.

			‘So, are you going to be okay?’ asks Dan, once Wendy has moved out of earshot.

			I put my head in my hands. ‘I suppose so. I’m only thirty years old; much too young for a mid-life crisis.’

			‘And much too young for middle-age spread. According to Jane,’ he adds, getting up and striding off towards the gents before I can think of a suitably rude reply.

			As I sit self-consciously on my own at the table, a couple of attractive girls walk in and make their way towards the bar. Both bottle-blondes, they’re dressed more for a Saturday night out in Ibiza rather than a chilly Sunday evening in Brighton, and I can’t work out which are the larger strips of material—the ones they’re using as skirts, or the glittering pieces which barely contain their breasts beneath the denim jackets they’re obviously unable to fasten. They order what I’d guess are a couple of Malibu-and-Cokes from Wendy, then the taller of the two suddenly glances over in my direction. She points across to where I’m sitting and whispers something to her friend, and when they both turn to face me, I have to fight the impulse to look over my shoulder. As I sit up straighter in my chair, they pick their drinks up and walk over towards me.

			This happens all the time when I’m out with Dan, and I brace myself for the usual small talk along the lines of ‘what’s your friend’s name?’ or ‘has he got a girlfriend?’, before Dan puts them out of their misery and asks for a number. I quickly hide the photographs, glance across at the toilet door for reinforcements, and then it hits me—they haven’t seen him yet! He was in the gents when they came in, which means it’s me they’re coming over to talk to. Me! Not Dan. Ha! Let myself go, have I?

			Taller blondie reaches my table first, and leans down towards me, affording me a clear view of her not inconsiderable cleavage. Her chest is obviously still feeling the effect of the chilly sea air, and I have to try hard not to stare as I remember Dan’s ‘Nepal’ comment.

			‘Are these two free?’

			I bite off the impulse to say ‘almost’. ‘Pardon?’

			‘Is anyone sitting here?’ She points at the two spare stools round the table, one of which has just been vacated by the toilet-bound Dan, and exchanges a glance with her friend.

			Yes! I can still pull! I’ve still got it! This isn’t going to be so bad, this single life. In fact, I probably won’t be single for all that long. I think of the kudos I’ll get when Dan comes back and sees me sitting down with these two. I can’t wait to see his face. He won’t mind standing up.

			I change my expression from astonishment to what I hope is my most charming smile.

			‘No, please, feel free. My name’s—’

			‘Thanks, love,’ says taller blondie, cutting me dead. She and her friend help themselves to a stool each and head back towards a vacant table by the bar.

			‘But…Excuse me.’

			As they both stop and swivel round on their stilettos, taller blondie peers at me before raising a badly plucked, several-shades-darker-than-the-hair-on-her-head eyebrow.

			‘What?’ she hisses.

			‘It’s just that, well, I thought you wanted to sit here.’ I point at my table pathetically. ‘With me.’

			Taller blondie looks me up and down as if inspecting a sack of potatoes. And rotten ones, at that.

			‘Why on earth would you think that?’ she says, before turning to her friend and miming horror. And as they head off and sit down, giggling between themselves, I can’t work out what I’m more embarrassed about—the rejection itself, or the emphasis she’d put on the word ‘you’.

			When Dan returns from the toilet, he stares in puzzlement at his missing stool.

			‘Drink up,’ I tell him, leaping to my feet and quickly draining my glass. ‘And don’t ask.’

			9.49 p.m.

			As Dan walks back with me to my flat, he asks me for the millionth time if I’m going to be okay. I nod bravely, though in truth my earlier numbness is starting to wear off.

			‘Yup.’

			‘You want me to hang around?’

			‘Nah.’ I remember that he’s filming in the morning, and make some lame joke about how he needs his beauty sleep, which he doesn’t contradict. When I thank him for listening, he shrugs it off.

			‘Don’t mention it. You’re my oldest friend.’

			For once, he sounds like he’s actually being sincere, and I get a lump in my throat.

			‘Thanks, mate. We do go back a long way, don’t we?’

			Dan grins. ‘No, I do actually mean “oldest”. All my other friends are a lot younger than you.’

			‘I appreciate you coming out. You know, missing Antiques Roadshow and everything.’

			Dan shrugs. ‘S’alright. I’m taping it.’

			‘Oh. Good.’

			As I head up the steps and open my front door, Dan clears his throat behind me, and I turn to see him waiting on the pavement, holding Jane’s letter out to me.

			‘I think you’ve forgotten something.’

			I stare at him for a moment, before making a decision. ‘Chuck it away for me, will you?’

			‘So, you’re just going to forget about her? Move on?’

			‘What else can I do? Look at what she wrote. She’s left me. End of story.’

			‘Well…’ He gingerly unfolds the note and stands there, reading, for a second or two.

			‘Well what?’

			‘She doesn’t exactly say that, does she?’

			I walk back down the steps. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘Well, now I read it again, it seems more like an ultimatum than a goodbye. Shape up. Sort yourself out. A wake-up call.’

			Dan hands me back the somewhat creased piece of paper, and I hold it up to the street lamp, struggling to make out Jane’s words, as if I’ve obviously missed something.

			‘How so?’

			‘Well, how she refers to the fact that you need to look at what’s happened to you. And then there’s the sentence: “Perhaps we’ll talk…”.’

			‘“Perhaps”? That doesn’t sound very promising to me.’

			Dan sighs, ‘Edward, you have so much to learn. If I walked away every time a girl said “no” to me when I asked her out…’

			‘That happens, does it?’

			Dan thinks about this. ‘Well, rarely. But the point is, where a woman is concerned, “no” doesn’t always mean “no”. In fact, sometimes it’s actually a “yes” in disguise. So, following on from that, “perhaps” certainly isn’t a negative. It just means that she’s not sure—yet. She needs convincing. And it’s up to you to convince her.’

			‘Really?’

			Dan shrugs. ‘Perhaps.’

			‘Is that “perhaps” in the male or female sense of the word?’

			‘God knows. Just “perhaps”.’

			‘So what was all that bollocks about in the pub? About us having grown apart? Me driving her away?’

			Dan sticks his hands into his pockets. ‘I dunno. I’m not a psychiatrist, am I? Just making conversation, I suppose.’

			Not for the first time this evening, he’s making very little sense to me. But in my depressed state, the idea that Jane might not be out of my life completely is a lifeline that I’m prepared to grab onto with both hands.

			‘So you’re saying that if...’ I swallow hard, ‘I make some changes, maybe put a bit of effort in, Jane might be prepared to give me another chance?’

			‘Perhaps. I mean, maybe. Yes. Certainly reads like that to me.’

			I remember how lousy the girls in the pub have just made me feel, and realize with a frightening clarity that I don’t want to go through all that dating malarkey again. Besides, and possibly more importantly, I love Jane, don’t I?

			‘Well in that case, I’m going to get her back.’

			Dan claps me on the shoulder. ‘Good for you.’

			We stand there, grinning at each other like idiots, before reality kicks in, and my face falls.

			‘Ah. Only one problem with that decision.’

			Dan frowns. ‘Which is?’

			‘I don’t quite know where to start.’

			He looks at me earnestly. ‘Well, you’d better begin by following her advice. Otherwise your chances of getting her back are, unlike you, very slim.’

			Dan heads off down the street, and I wait until he disappears round the corner before letting myself back into my flat, where I walk through to the bathroom and splash my face with cold water. As I lean on the sink, staring disbelievingly at the empty space on the wall in front of me, Jane’s words echo around my head.

			Take a long hard look at yourself in the mirror. If only I could.

			She’s even taken that.

		

	


	
		
			Monday 17th January

			8.00 a.m.

			When I wake up, or rather, get up the next morning, given that I haven’t actually been able to sleep that well, I know immediately that something’s not right. Maybe it’s the fact that I’ve managed to go a whole night without having to fight for possession of the duvet, but whatever, I’m acutely conscious of the space next to me where Jane should be.

			As I smoke my first cigarette of the day, I realize with a shudder that it’s possibly the first time in ten years that she hasn’t been next to me for reasons other than occasional work trips away, or the odd family gathering. Even when we’d been arguing we’d still share the same bed, lying there back to back in stony silence, as far apart as possible, until that moment when one of us would extend a hand or a foot towards the other. Once that first physical contact had been made we’d cuddle up together and forget what had made us fall out in the first place. Ten years!

			Jane and I met at college here in Brighton. Her nose was the first thing I noticed about her: cute, freckled, slightly turned up at the end, and often in other people’s business. We were both on the same course, although she was in the year below, but kind of ignored each other until one night in the student union I’d accidentally spilt her pint of snakebite, and she’d insisted loudly in front of everyone that I buy her another. Not wanting to make a scene, I followed her to the bar and did what she wanted. I thought I’d been doing that ever since.

			At the time I’d been renting a flat with Dan, who was on the media studies course, and by our third year, Jane had moved in too, although that was probably more for economic rather than romantic reasons. It took another six months before Dan got the hint, moved out, and rented a place of his own, and since then—up until yesterday —Jane and I have been living together.

			I finished my course a year before she did, and bought this flat, using some money I’d been left by a mad aunt for the deposit, and waited around for her. I’d originally wanted to go back and study for my masters, but instead found a job, the same job I have now, and just kind of kept on with it. Jane, meanwhile, had worked her way up the marketing ladder, changing companies every few years, and until recently had been marketing manager for a large insurance company here in Brighton. We’d agreed that, seeing as I’d put down the deposit, she’d stump up for the furniture. It had seemed like a good idea at the time.

			I drag myself through the shower, decide that I can’t be bothered to iron my shirt, and select one of my half-dozen suits—a choice made easier because there are only two that still fit. As I shut the wardrobe door, the clanging of empty hangers on the rail serves as a stark reminder that Jane’s clothes are all gone. At least the wardrobe is still there, although that’s probably only because it’s attached to the wall.

			I get dressed, then trudge through to the kitchen and make myself a coffee, but have to have it black because no Jane also means no fresh milk in the fridge. There’s half a packet of chocolate biscuits left in the cupboard, and I eat them all while debating whether to go into work today. I think about calling in sick, maybe just staying at home to watch crap daytime TV, but then I’ll be seeing Dan later in the flesh anyway, and I’m already in my suit, so I decide that work’s as good a place as any to sit and be miserable.

			Besides, I don’t have a TV any more either.

			8.45 a.m.

			My flat, in Lansdowne Place, is on the ground floor of a beautiful white Regency building just off Brighton seafront. I have what the estate agents call ‘oblique sea views’, which means if you stand on tiptoe by the window in the lounge, lean forward, and crane your neck to the right, just as you bang your forehead on the glass you should be able to catch sight of that grey heaving mass that passes for the English Channel. The building itself is grade two listed, which means you need to get planning permission if you want to do anything more complicated than put up a pair of curtains, so Jane and I hadn’t bothered with anything other than a coat of paint when we first moved in. In truth, Jane’s pictures, furniture, and growing collection of ornaments had made it home, and without them, I can see the place for what it really is: old, tired, and right now, quite empty.

			As I head out to work, my upstairs neighbour, Mrs Barraclough, whose age I estimate to be somewhere between eighty and 150, catches me in the hallway. She’s almost completely deaf, but despite this, seems to have an uncanny ability to hear about everything that goes on—Jane used to call her our building’s equivalent of CCTV.

			‘Good morning, Mrs B,’ I shout.

			‘You’re still here then?’ she asks, a surprised look on her face. ‘I thought you’d moved out.’

			Great. I’ve been up less than an hour and already the questions have started. I think about trying to explain, but don’t know where to begin.

			‘No. I mean, yes. Jane…’

			Mrs Barraclough fiddles with the volume control on her hearing aid. ‘It’s just that there was a removals van.’

			‘Removals van?’ Of course. What was I expecting—that Jane had hired a transit and done it all herself?

			‘That’s right,’ says Mrs Barraclough. ‘Men clumping in and out of the front door. Making a terrible racket, they were.’

			‘I’m sorry about that,’ I say, thinking it must have been bad to disturb Mrs Barraclough, before wondering what on earth I’m apologizing for.

			‘She left you then, has she?’

			‘What? Oh no—she’s just…gone away for a while.’

			Mrs Barraclough looks confused. ‘With all that furniture?’

			Fortunately the postman chooses that moment to arrive, providing me with enough of a diversion to slip past Mrs Barraclough and out of the front door. As I reach the pavement, the sound of a car horn beeping loudly makes me jump, and I turn round angrily to see Dan’s BMW speeding down the road towards me. As usual, he’s got the roof down, despite the temperature probably being in single figures.

			As he screeches to a stop by the kerb, I notice that—apart from the fact that Dan’s a poser—there’s another reason for his convertible appearance; there’s a tall, thin cardboard box occupying the passenger seat.

			Dan clicks off his stereo and removes his ever-present shades. ‘Can’t stay. Got something for you.’

			‘Oh. Right.’

			I stand there stupidly until he nods impatiently at the box.

			‘Well go on then.’

			When I lean over to lift it out of his passenger seat, I nearly pull a muscle in my back.

			‘What on earth’s this?’ I puff, leaning it against a parking meter.

			Dan grins. ‘Mirror. Full length. And with folding side panels, so hopefully full width as well. So you can get the whole picture, however grim that may be.’

			‘Thanks, mate.’

			‘Thought it might come in handy.’

			‘Don’t you need it?’

			Dan shakes his head. ‘It’s my spare.’

			‘Your spare? Why would anyone need a spare mirror? In case your main one goes wrong?’

			‘I’ve heard they can crack,’ he says, slipping his sunglasses back on, ‘in some cases. Anyway, must rush. My public awaits.’

			With that, he floors the accelerator, roaring off before I can remind him that given the scheduling of Where There’s a Will, his ‘public’ probably numbers little more than a handful of housewives, pensioners, and stoned students.

			I pick the box up and struggle back inside, nearly knocking Mrs Barraclough over in the process, and dump it in the bedroom. Once I’ve got my breath back, I remove the packaging and set the mirror up next to the wardrobe, folding out the side panels as per Dan’s instructions. Staring back at me, red-faced, is the person I’ve got to say goodbye to.

			And I have to admit, he’s seen better days.

			9.05 a.m.

			I leave my flat for the second time, checking that Mrs Barraclough is nowhere to be seen, and walk miserably down Western Road into town, quickening my pace past Norfolk Square, where the assorted winos and drug-users have already formed their usual discussion groups. After a further five minutes I pass Churchill Square shopping centre, making my way through the collection of truanting Burberry-hoodied youths hanging around the burger bars and discount mobile phone fascia booths, before finally crossing West Street. 

			My office is on Ship Street, in an area of Brighton known as the Lanes, an ancient network of streets packed with restaurants and pubs, and where every other shop seems to be a jeweller’s. It’s not to be confused with the North Laines, the other side of North Street, where Brighton’s trendy set hang out. There, the shops sell everything from designer gear to skate wear, the pavements are lined with stalls stocking a range of strange incense-burning equipment and everything you could ever need to ‘roll-your-own’, and the traditional pubs have all been turned into bars with the word ‘lounge’ tacked onto their names. It’s all a bit hip for me, and not somewhere I normally venture unless accompanied by Dan.

			As I turn the corner, I hear a familiar voice.

			‘G’issue?’

			Billy, Ship Street’s resident homeless person, if that’s not a contradiction in terms, leaps out of his doorway brandishing a copy of the Big Issue. I’d guess he’s about forty, although it’s hard to tell; some days he looks half that, other days he makes Mrs Barraclough look like a slip of a girl. Billy accosts me every day, sometimes more than once. In a bad week, or a good week, as far as Billy is concerned, I probably end up buying about half a dozen copies.

			‘Morning, Billy. How’s life up Ship Street?’

			‘How do you think?’ says Billy, blowing on his hands to emphasize how cold it is. ‘Bleedin’ marvellous.’

			‘Pleased to hear it,’ I say, trying to walk on past him.

			Billy flashes me a gap-toothed, stubbly grin and steps in front of me. I can already see an empty Special Brew can by his feet.

			‘What can I get you this morning?’

			It’s his favourite joke, given the fact that all he sells is the Big Issue. In fact it’s his only joke, but today, I’m past the point where I can pretend to be amused.

			‘A return ticket to Tibet please.’

			Billy stares at me for a moment. ‘Do I look like a bleedin’ travel agent?’

			I look him up and down, but fail to spot any trace of a striped polyester blouse. ‘No, Billy, you don’t. Not dressed like that, anyway.’

			Billy looks hurt, and I immediately feel guilty. ‘What’s wrong with how I’m dressed?’ he asks, smoothing down his parka.

			‘Nothing, Billy. I’m sorry. You look very…’ I can’t in all honesty use the word ‘smart’, as Billy’s coat has seen better days. As, I’m sure, has Billy. ‘I was just trying to suggest that you weren’t dressed like a travel agent. That’s all.’

			He peers at me suspiciously. ‘Whassup with you this morning?’

			Do I want to keep having this conversation today? No.

			‘Nothing. I’m fine.’

			‘Pull the other one.’

			‘Just women trouble.’ I say, the prospect of pulling anything of Billy’s not exactly filling me with pleasure. ‘Nothing you can help me with.’

			‘Don’t be so bleedin’ cheeky,’ growls Billy. ‘I was married once, you know.’

			This shocks me. For some reason I’d never even thought that Billy might have had a normal life before this.

			‘Really? What happened?’

			Billy shakes his head. ‘She didn’t understand me.’

			‘What was it? The drinking?’

			‘No you deaf git. She didn’t understand me. She was Polish. I just married her so she could get her visa. Paid me three hundred and fifty quid, they did. Only two words of English she knew were “I” and “do”.’

			Billy tilts his head back and roars with laughter, and as a waft of stale beer reaches me, I look at my watch, and realize that I am in fact quite late for work.

			‘Yes. Well. Very funny, Billy. Lovely talking with you, as ever.’

			I make to walk towards my office, but Billy stops me. ‘Do you want one or not?’ he says, offering me the copy in his hand.

			I catch sight of the cover. It’s last week’s edition. ‘I’ve already got that one.’

			Billy looks at me accusingly. ‘You got yourself another bleedin’ supplier? Whatever happened to bleedin’ customer loyalty?’

			‘Billy, I bought it from you last week,’ I reply, reflecting that ‘bleeding’ is obviously Billy’s favourite adjective.

			He peers at me suspiciously. ‘I don’t remember that.’

			It occurs to me that given the amount of Special Brew Billy regularly consumes, he probably doesn’t remember anything much—but then he probably has a lot of things that he’d rather forget. I find a couple of pound coins in my pocket and hold them out towards him.

			‘Here, just take the money.’

			Billy stares at my outstretched hand. ‘I can’t do that,’ he says. ‘That’s begging. I’ve got my pride.’

			‘Okay, okay. I’ll take one. Happy now?’

			I grab the copy he’s thrusting into my face, and give him the two pound coins. As I hold my hand out for my change, Billy looks at me as if I’m simple.

			‘What are you waiting for?’

			I redden slightly. ‘My change?’

			‘Change? Do I look like bleedin’ Barclay’s Bank?’

			‘No, it’s just that I…The magazine only costs one pound forty.’

			‘So? You didn’t want one in the first place.’

			‘But…’

			Billy shakes his head slowly. ‘You’re worried about your miserable sixty pence change and I don’t know where my next meal is coming from.’

			In truth we both know the answer to that question; from the off-licence across the street, but that thought makes me feel even more guilty. I give up, turn around, and walk down the street towards my office.

			I work as a head-hunter for an IT recruitment consultancy: the imaginatively named Staff-IT. I say consultancy as if we’re a big operation, but in reality there’s only the two of us in the office: myself and my boss, Natasha, who owns the company. And when I say that there are two of us in the office, most mornings it’s usually just me; Natasha will still be in bed, or out seeing new clients, or sometimes combining the two activities.

			Natasha has an interesting philosophy when it comes to new business development. She’s quite ‘glam’—all cleavage and blonde hair—and once she’s targeted a new company or, more specifically, the man in charge, she’ll go for him, both guns blazing. I like to joke that the more she goes down, the more our profits go up. But not to her face, obviously.

			And although I’m more than a little scared of her moods, can’t stand the way she’s constantly rude to me, and hate the fact that she treats me like her dogsbody, in truth, we have the perfect business relationship: she gets the clients, I do the work, and that seems to suit us both fine.

			I head in past the reception desk and take the lift up to my office where unusually, and unfortunately, Natasha is already there, talking animatedly on the phone. I walk through the door just in time to hear her shout, ‘Well, just piss off back to your wife, then!’ into the receiver, before she slams the phone down. Oh great. The start of another fabulous week.

			When she sees me, Natasha glances theatrically at her Rolex, a present from our most recent ‘satisfied’ customer.

			‘Morning, Edward,’ she says, sternly. ‘Or should I say “afternoon”?’

			‘Morning,’ I mumble, depositing my Big Issue in the bin beneath my desk just as I had done with Friday’s identical copy. I’m hoping she doesn’t do her usual Monday morning going off on one. Even though it might defuse her mood, I’ve decided not to tell her that Jane’s left me. ‘Sorry I’m late.’

			Natasha peers across at me as I slump down into my chair. ‘What on earth’s the matter with you today?’

			Don’t tell her, don’t tell her…

			‘Well?’ she demands, her face darkening.

			‘Jane and I have split up.’ Damn.

			Natasha doesn’t quite know how to process this piece of information. She’s not good with personal small talk, unless it’s of the ‘pillow’ variety, and certainly not with me.

			‘Oh, Edward. I am sorry,’ she says, her expression softening a level or two from its normal ‘turn you to stone’ one. ‘Do you want to talk about it?’

			I shake my head miserably. ‘Not really, thanks.’

			Natasha looks visibly relieved, and picks her phone up to make a call, but when I just sit staring at my computer screen without bothering to switch it on, she puts the receiver back down.

			‘Come on, Edward. What happened?’ she asks me. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to get a woman’s perspective?’

			‘What good will that do?’

			‘Well for one thing, it might help you to work out why she left you.’

			I look up sharply. ‘Why does everyone assume that Jane left me? Why couldn’t it have been the other way round?’

			Natasha opens her mouth to answer and then thinks better of it. Instead, she stands up and walks towards the door.

			‘Come on,’ she says, ‘let’s have a coffee and you can tell me all about it.’

			Now I know that she’s genuinely concerned. Normally it’s only ever me who fetches the coffee from the deli across the street.

			‘Okay. Why not? Thanks.’

			Natasha reaches into her handbag that’s hanging on the back of the door, and produces a handful of loose change. ‘Could you get me one too?’ she says, sweetly. ‘My shout.’

			When I walk back into the office a couple of minutes later carrying two cups of cappuccino, Natasha’s whispering into her mobile. ‘Call you back,’ I hear her say. ‘Crisis at work.’

			I hand her a coffee, and she comes over and perches on the edge of my desk.

			‘So,’ she says, doing her best to look interested. ‘What happened?’

			‘There’s not that much to tell. She’s left me. And left me a note telling me why.’

			Natasha rolls her eyes. ‘A note? I hope she didn’t give you any of that “it’s not you it’s me” rubbish?’

			‘Er, no. Quite the opposite, in fact.’

			I explain the events of the previous evening. Natasha, to her credit, actually seems to listen, raising one carefully plucked eyebrow when I mention where Jane’s gone.

			‘And you really had no idea?’

			I stir my cappuccino dejectedly. ‘Nope.’

			‘Bloody hell, Edward. For someone who makes a living listening to what other people are looking for, you’ve been pretty oblivious to what’s been happening in your own life, haven’t you?’

			I nearly drop my coffee in my lap in surprise. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘How long were you together?’

			‘Ten years.’

			Natasha takes a sip of her coffee. ‘Well, it’s obvious, isn’t it?’

			‘Obvious? It’s not obvious to me.’

			‘Obviously.’

			I’m wondering how many more times we can say the word ‘obvious’ when Natasha looks at me and sighs. ‘Two words. Status quo.’

			I look at her blankly. Even though she’s nearly forty, I’m fairly sure she doesn’t mean the rock group. ‘I don’t understand.’

			She thinks for a moment. ‘Okay. Consider how your job works.’

			‘My job? What on earth does that have to do with it?’

			‘Well, think about what it is you do. You approach people who work at one company, and try to get them to go and work for someone else.’

			‘Thank you for explaining that to me. I always wondered what it was I did.’

			Natasha ignores my sarcasm. ‘So, how do you convince them to move?’

			‘Offer them more money, usually.’

			Natasha sighs. ‘Okay, more money, perhaps. But think beyond the money.’

			‘Beyond the money?’ I’m finding this hard, because in my experience, most people in our industry are only interested in the money.

			‘Yes. Fundamentally you’re trying to convince them that the benefits of a new position outweigh the benefits of their current one. Maybe it’s more money, maybe it’s a promotion. Maybe both.’

			‘And this has to do with me and Jane how?’

			‘Well, think about those people who come to us and tell us they’re looking for a new job, but don’t really want to leave their old one.’

			‘The tyre-kickers?’

			‘That’s right. They go through the whole interview process and then, even though they’ve got no intention of actually leaving, resign from their current position and tell their existing company that they’ve got a job offer somewhere else.’

			‘Ye-es?’

			‘And how do their employers usually respond?’

			I think about this for a second. ‘Well, if they want to keep them, they’ll usually offer them more money, or a promotion, or something.’

			‘You see,’ says Natasha. ‘So maybe Jane’s tyre-kicking.’

			I nod for a few moments, then stop nodding abruptly. ‘I’m sorry. I’m just not getting you. Are you saying that I should have given her some money?’

			‘No. I’m saying that maybe she wanted to change the status quo.’

			‘Ah. Which means?’

			Natasha sighs loudly. ‘I’ll spell it out for you. Maybe she wanted to get married. Ever think of that?’

			‘But she never said…’

			Natasha smiles at me. ‘Edward, they might not admit it, but most women find the idea of marriage attractive.’

			Whereas you find the idea of married men attractive, I think. ‘You’re saying that she left me to get me to propose to her?’

			‘Not definitely, but I’m saying that it’s a possibility. Maybe she felt she’d been there for long enough to deserve that promotion, and then when it didn’t come…Well, you can’t blame her for handing in her notice to see what you’d do.’

			‘So I should just propose to her when she gets back then?’

			Natasha shakes her head vigorously. ‘Oh no. It sounds like it’s gone way past that point now.’

			‘How do you mean?’

			‘Okay. In language even you can understand. She’s “resigned”, right?’

			‘Isn’t it more of a sabbatical?’ I ask, hopefully.

			‘Not technically. People on sabbatical expect to come back to the same job. She’s looking for something to change.’

			‘Something? Or someone?’

			Natasha sighs. ‘Whatever. The point is, she’s gone, and you need to improve her working conditions before you even think about offering her a new contract. Assuming…’

			‘Assuming what?’

			‘That she wasn’t doing some other part-time work on the side.’

			Oh no. I haven’t even considered the possibility that Jane might have left me for someone else. She can’t have. Surely I’d have known? And I can’t even afford to let myself think about it. Not if I’m going to have any prospect of winning her back.

			‘But surely she’s bound to at least give me another chance when she gets back? Especially if she isn’t seeing…hasn’t got another job yet?’

			‘Edward, at the risk of keeping this metaphor going for too long, she emptied her desk before she left. I don’t think that’s a good sign.’

			The phone rings, and I just stare glumly at it. Natasha picks up the receiver and asks the caller to hold.

			‘Edward, you’re going to be no use here today. Go home. Take some time off. Think about what I’ve said. And come back when you’re ready.’

			I’m a little surprised by her compassion. ‘Thanks, boss.’

			‘You’re welcome. So I’ll see you tomorrow?’

			I do a double take, but Natasha’s smiling as she says this.

			I collect my things and walk slowly back home, thinking about what Natasha’s said. And although I’m not so sure she’s right, I am left with a nagging doubt.

			People don’t usually resign without another offer on the table.

			12.06 p.m.

			I’m standing outside a house near Hove Park, watching the filming of next week’s Where There’s a Will. In front of me, Dan is flirting with the make-up girl, who looks about twelve years old. As she fusses over his hair, he catches my eye and makes the ‘what-can-you-do?’ face.

			I often like to kid Dan that he owes his entire television career to me. And it’s true, almost. About three years ago, Natasha had given me a couple of tickets to some charity auction she’d been invited to but couldn’t make. I’d of course asked Jane but she’d not been particularly keen—‘Some drunken piss-up where you’re supposed to pay fifty pounds for a pair of Robbie Williams’ soiled underpants? No thanks!’ had been her exact words. When I’d mentioned it to Dan, once he’d ascertained that there would be women there, he’d gone for it like a shot.

			Anyway, we’re in the bar afterwards, where I’ve accidentally (if you can call any actions induced by the imbibing of two bottles of champagne an accident) poured my drink down this girl’s top. She would have made a scene if Dan hadn’t flashed his smile and rushed to her rescue, and they immediately hit it off, if you see what I mean. It turns out that she’s a TV producer for the BBC, and the next thing you know, Dan’s screen-testing for this new antiques programme she’s working on. The rest, as he likes to say, is entertainment history.

			With a couple of dabs of a sponge, the make-up girl reluctantly finishes whatever it was she was doing. Dan turns and grins at the camera.

			‘We’re rolling,’ shouts the director.

			‘Hello,’ says Dan, smile on full-beam, ‘and welcome to this week’s edition of Where There’s a Will. As the saying goes, “You don’t know what you’ve got until it’s gone.” Well, this is the show where you don’t know what you’re going to get until your parents are gone. Today, we’re in Hove at the home of John and Susan Walters, to help them sort through the estate of John’s parents Ted and Renee.’

			‘Cut,’ shouts the director. ‘Perfect, Dan. Let’s set up for the next shot.’

			The camera equipment and lights are moved into position, and Dan is joined in front of the house by a nervous-looking middle-aged couple.

			‘And…cue Dan,’ shouts the director.

			Dan’s expression changes from sycophantic to sympathetic. ‘Hello John, hello Susan,’ he says. ‘Now, John, I believe your parents died in particularly tragic circumstances?’

			‘Yes,’ replies John gravely, as Susan sniffs quietly behind him. ‘They were killed when a tanker from the local dairy hit their car.’

			‘I am sorry,’ says Dan, putting a consoling arm round Susan, which causes her to perk up somewhat. ‘But still, there’s no point crying over spilt milk, is there?’

			‘Cut,’ shouts the director. ‘Just stick to the script will you, please, Dan?’

			‘Okay. Sorry.’

			The cameras move to close-up, and Dan readies himself for the show’s catchphrase.

			‘So…’ he announces, letting Susan go and rubbing his hands together. ‘Let’s see what you’ve been left.’

			‘Cut,’ shouts the director, and the filming moves inside John and Susan’s modest semi, where what looks like a load of junk from a car-boot sale is spread around the lounge.

			‘So, this is what they’ve left you?’ asks Dan, once the cameras are rolling.

			‘That’s right,’ replies John.

			‘Well, as you know, we have our antiques expert Digby on hand to tell us if any of these, er, heirlooms are actually worth anything.’

			At the mention of his name, an orange-skinned man wearing a pinstripe suit and a bow tie moves into shot. He shakes everyone’s hands, then casts a knowledgeable eye over the assembled objects.

			‘What do you reckon, Diggers?’ says Dan, as John and Susan gaze on expectantly.

			Digby picks up a Charles and Diana commemorative wedding mug and holds it reverentially up to the light, as if he’s just stumbled across the Holy Grail.

			‘Well, it’s too early to tell, but these, for example, are very collectible.’

			‘Great,’ says Dan, turning back to the unhappy couple. ‘And what are you hoping to do with the money?’

			John speaks up first. ‘We want to buy a new car.’

			‘Or perhaps do up the house,’ says Susan.

			John doesn’t miss a beat, and picks up a photo of his parents. As he gazes at it, the camera zooms in to catch the tears welling in his eye. ‘It’s what they would have wanted.’

			Dan turns back to camera. ‘Okay. But will it be a new Porsche or a new porch? We’ll let Digby get on and do his stuff. Join us after the break, and remember, where there’s a will…’

			‘There’s a way!’ shout the assembled crew, somewhat unenthusiastically.

			‘Cut,’ shouts the director. ‘Take five, everyone.’

			Dan ambles over to where I’m standing, looking a little disgruntled.

			‘Bloody amateurs,’ he says, shaking his head.

			‘Well, I liked your ad-lib,’ I say. ‘Very funny. New director, is it?’

			‘No, these people we work with every week. The “public”. They sniff a few times in the right places but quick as you know it they’re ready to bin the sentiment, flog the family jewels, and spend the cash. I sometimes think the only thing they really want is to be on TV.’

			‘Ah. Right.’ I decide not to point out to Dan the irony of what he’s just said. Apart from his constant pursuit of the opposite sex, his whole life is dedicated to increasing his screen time.

			‘Anyway,’ he says. ‘What are you doing here? You haven’t got the sack as well?’

			‘I should be so lucky. No, Natasha’s given me the day off. Thought I’d try and sort out a few things. You know, work out where to start.’

			‘Tell you what,’ says Dan. ‘Why not come round later, and I’ll give you a hand? Two heads, and all that.’

			‘Sounds good. What time?’

			Dan looks at his watch. ‘Well, I should be finished here about fìveish, so lets say about six?’

			‘Six o’clock it is.’

			Dan glances back towards the make-up girl, who’s gazing adoringly in his direction.

			‘On second thought make that seven.’

			7.00 p.m.

			I’ve spent the best part of the afternoon getting the flat back into some sort of a liveable state, which really just meant spreading the remainder of the furniture around a bit, buying some batteries for the portable stereo I find in the cupboard under the stairs, and hiring a TV and video combination from the shop at the end of the road and resting them on a stand that I made from the cardboard box Dan’s mirror came in.

			By early evening I’m bored, and it’s a relief when seven o’clock comes. When I press the buzzer for Dan’s flat, and he answers the door wearing a pair of bright yellow rubber gloves, my first thought is that little miss make-up is still there.

			‘Dare I ask?’ I say as he shows me in.

			Dan looks at his Marigold-clad hands as if seeing them for the first time. ‘Oh, these? Cleaning the flat, would you believe.’

			Dan lives in what I guess is known as a loft development: a converted perfume factory that’s now all stripped floorboards, chrome fittings, and exposed brickwork. It’s very modern, very flashy, very trendy. Very Dan, in fact.

			‘Really?’ I almost don’t want to know why.

			‘I was just about to defrost the refrigerator but,’ he nods towards the huge stainless-steel Smeg appliance in the corner, ‘a fridge too far, and all that.’

			‘What happened to your cleaner?’

			‘Christina? Went the way of the others, I’m afraid.’

			‘You didn’t…?’

			Dan has a habit of employing stunningly attractive Eastern European cleaners, and then does his usual trick of trying to sleep with them. He feels so guilty about this afterwards that he invariably has to sack them.

			Dan grins sheepishly. ‘Afraid so.’ He peels his rubber gloves off and dumps them in the pedal bin. ‘How are you doing?’

			‘I’ve been better.’

			But the truth is, I’ve been worse as well. I can’t quite rationalize it; I feel lonely, I feel hurt, I feel cheated, even. But I also feel motivated to do something about it.

			When I tell Dan about my conversation with Natasha, he just laughs it off.

			‘Typical female response. It’s not all about marriage, you know.’

			‘No, Dan, I don’t know. And that’s the problem.’

			Dan checks his watch. ‘Come on. You can buy me a drink and we can go through some strategies. Set out some guidelines.’

			‘Such as?’

			‘Well, why don’t you start by trying to remember what it was Jane fancied about you in the first place?’

			‘What good would that do?’

			‘She was attracted to you once, right? Well why not try and remember what it was about you she liked, and then see if you can’t reproduce that?’

			In the absence of any other ideas, this one seems as promising as any. ‘Should we take a pen and paper?’

			Dan walks over to his couch and picks up an expensive-looking silver laptop.

			‘No need, mate. Modern technology.’

			7.10 p.m.

			We’re in the Admiral Jim, sitting down at a table by the window. I’ve bought us both a drink and ordered something to eat—my usual, fully loaded ‘Admiral Burger’, and a somewhat healthier chicken salad for Dan. As we wait for the food to arrive, Dan fires the laptop up and then sits there, fingers poised above the keyboard.

			‘Right. Here we go. Start, Programs, Excel…’

			‘Am I going to get a running commentary of every key you press?’

			Dan ignores me. ‘File, new, save as “Edward Middleton. Spreadsheet”. Or should that be “Middle-Age Spreadsheet”. Get it?’

			‘Yes, Dan. Hilarious. Can we just get on with it, please?’

			‘Suit yourself. Okay—cast your mind back. What was it Jane said first attracted her to you?’

			‘Er…’

			‘Come on, Edward. Don’t be embarrassed. What was it?’

			‘She always used to say that I was a good listener.’

			‘Er…Okay. That’s something, I suppose. But what else? I’m thinking physical characteristics, rather than rubbish like that.’

			‘She said I had lovely eyes.’

			‘Well, that’s a good start. You’ve still got them, although they’re a little bloodshot, and hidden behind those awful NHS reject pieces of plastic that you call glasses.’

			‘Bugger off. They’re designer. Or they were when I bought them.’

			Dan rolls his eyes. ‘Mate. They, unlike you, have dated since then. What else?’

			I think back to when Jane and I started going out, which seems like a long time ago, especially now. ‘My smile. Jane always said I had a lovely smile.’

			Dan peers at me closely. ‘Let’s have a look, then.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘Smile at me. Give us a grin.’

			‘This is ridiculous.’

			‘Edward, we’re trying to conduct an objective assessment here. Come on—give it your best shot.’

			I glance around the pub to check no one is looking in our direction. When I beam at Dan, he makes a face.

			‘Blimey, mate. What have you been trying to chew through? Apart from a lifetime of coffee and cigarettes.’

			I can feel myself blushing. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘Well, look at these,’ says Dan, flashing me his perfect TV grin. ‘What do you see?’

			‘I can’t see much. I’m too dazzled. They’re like piano keys.’

			‘Exactly. Whereas yours are more like the sharps and the flats. Have you never heard the word “dentist”?’

			‘Bloody cheek. Of course I have.’

			‘When was the last time you went for a check-up?’ 

			I think about this for a moment. ‘Just after we came back from holiday. Thailand, I think it was. I’d chipped a tooth trying to open a beer bottle to impress Jane.’

			‘Classy,’ says Dan. ‘And when was that, exactly?’

			‘I’m not sure. Thailand? Nineteen…’

			Dan holds up a hand. ‘Let me stop you there. What year is it now?’

			I look at my watch for some reason. ‘Two thousand and—’

			‘Exactly,’ interrupts Dan. ‘So nineteen-anything is bad. You, my friend, need some serious assistance in the dental department.’

			‘But I hate the dentist.’

			‘Why?’

			‘I’m scared of the injections.’

			Dan laughs. ‘Go and see mine. You won’t feel a thing. Anyway, it’s just a little prick.’

			‘So my flatmate tells me,’ interrupts Wendy, depositing our food on the table in front of us.

			‘Right,’ continues Dan. ‘What else? She can’t just have fallen for your personality. As winning as it is,’ he adds, as an afterthought.

			‘Well…she said I was a good kisser.’

			‘Whoa,’ he says, sitting bolt upright. ‘That’s as far as I’m prepared to advise you.’

			‘And she always used to say I was funny.’

			‘Funny ha ha or funny strange?’

			‘What do you think?’

			Dan pretends to be confused for a second or two. ‘So anyway,’ he says. ‘Let’s recap. Eyes, smile; two things that fundamentally we should be able to get back to somewhere near their former glory. As for your sense of humour, well, I suppose that’s still there. Just not much in evidence at the moment.’

			I peer at the laptop screen—it seems like a very short list. ‘Is there anything you want to add to that? After all, you’ve known me for as long as Jane has.’

			Dan scratches his head. ‘Er…Good point. Well, you…you’re very, er…’ He looks at me blankly.

			‘Thanks, mate.’

			‘Hold on,’ he says. ‘There’s got to be something.’

			‘Which is?’ I ask, after he’s left a silence a little too long for my liking.

			‘Well…You’ve got me as a friend. How many people can say their best mate’s a TV star?’ He sits smugly back in his chair.

			‘Dan, try to remember. This is supposed to be about me.’

			‘Ah. Okay. Well, you’ve…got a good personality.’

			‘Thanks. Isn’t that always what they say about ugly girls?’

			‘You’re generous,’ chimes in Wendy, who’s obviously been earwigging from behind the bar. ‘And you’re kind. And reliable. Unlike a certain somebody.’

			I manage a tight-lipped smile. ‘You see,’ I say to Dan. ‘I have hidden depths.’

			‘And, unfortunately, not-so-hidden widths,’ he replies.

			As Dan sits there, tapping furiously at the keyboard, I cover my chips in ketchup and eat them hungrily. Eventually he stops typing, and looks up at the screen.

			‘Can we get on to your bad points now?’ he asks, folding his arms. ‘I’ve got a few for that one.’

			I brace myself. ‘Go on then.’

			“‘Appearance,’” he says, reading through his list. “‘Body”. “Car”. “Diet”. “Exercise”. “Flat”…’

			My jaw drops. ‘You’ve done this alphabetically?’

			Dan nods, without a trace of guilt. ‘Well, I didn’t know how else to rank them.’ He turns the screen round to face me, and I scan down it with growing disbelief.

			‘Car? What’s wrong with my car?’

			‘Edward. You drive a Volvo. And a Volvo estate at that.’

			‘So? What’s that got to do with anything?’

			Dan ignores my question. ‘Anyway. The good news is that the physical things are all superficial. Easy to change. However…’ His voice tails off.

			‘However?’

			‘It’s just that, as we know, where relationships are concerned it’s not just about the physical stuff, is it?’

			‘It is for you.’

			‘Yes, but we’re talking about Jane. Look at what she wrote. It’s obvious that there was other stuff too.’ He spins the laptop back around. ‘For example, “Job…’”

			‘Job?’

			‘Yes. You’ve been doing the same job since college. She hasn’t.’

			‘Yes, well. Most relationships only have room for one career person. In ours it was Jane.’

			Dan spears a piece of chicken and pops it into his mouth. ‘Well, maybe she wanted it to be you.’

			‘Are you going to spend the whole evening picking holes in me?’

			Dan puts his fork down and hits the ‘save’ key. ‘Listen, Edward. You asked for my help.’

			‘I know. But I was hoping for more of a character assessment, not a character assassination. And besides, I’m just not sure your views are valid. After all, you’re a man.’

			‘Well, if you won’t take my word for it, we need to get a second opinion. And seeing as Jane’s in Tibet…’

			‘Any suggestions?’

			Dan considers this for a moment or two. ‘Listen. Hard as it is for me to believe, there was a time that Jane found you attractive. Unless, of course, you got her drunk. Or pregnant. Or both. But she obviously fancied you once.’

			‘Back at college.’

			‘Exactly. So what we need is someone else who knew you then. Someone who maybe even fancied you. And someone who hasn’t seen you since, if possible.’

			I think back to my college days, working through my pre-Jane student love life. Sadly, only one name springs to mind.

			‘Sally Hall.’

			Dan frowns. ‘Sally Hall? Who’s she?’

			‘You remember. Sally Hall. Accountancy student. Year above us. Dark hair. Huge…’

			‘Breasts?’ asks Dan, hopefully.

			‘I was going to say “fan of the Cure”. But now you mention it…’

			Dan takes a mouthful of salad. ‘Can’t place her. Unfortunately.’

			‘She was the girl I went out with before I met Jane.’

			He looks at me blankly. ‘Still nope.’

			‘The one you “consoled” the night she and I split up. On the grass outside the student union. In full view of the hostel TV lounge, as it turned out.’

			Dan smiles as he retrieves that particular memory from the archives. ‘Ah. That was Sally Hall, was it?’

			I nod. ‘I wonder what ever happened to her.’

			Dan shrugs, ‘Probably still pining after me. Like the rest of them.’

			‘But how on earth do I get in touch with her? It was ten years ago.’

			Dan puts a hand on my shoulder. ‘Let me worry about that. Right now you’ve got more important things to think about.’

			‘Exactly. Getting Jane back.’

			‘Nope,’ he motions towards his empty glass, ‘getting the drinks in.’

			I head off to the bar as instructed. When I get back to the table, Dan is staring intently at the screen, and seems to be typing in his credit-card number.

			‘What are you doing?’

			‘Shush. Tell you in a moment.’

			‘Can I…’

			‘Shut up for a second, will you?’

			I do as I’m told, and chew my burger quietly. Eventually, Dan puts his wallet away and looks up from the keyboard. ‘Yes, Edward?’

			‘I just wanted to ask how we find Sally Hall?’

			‘Already taken care of.’

			‘How…What…When?’

			‘Edward, Edward…’ says Dan. ‘Let me introduce you to a recent invention called “the internet”.’ He spins the screen round so I can see it. ‘Ta-da!’

			‘I know what the internet is, Dan. How come you can get online here in the Jim? I didn’t know it was a hot spot.’

			Dan smiles, ‘Anywhere around me is a hot spot. Especially my trouser area.’

			‘Please, Dan. I’m eating.’

			He taps his laptop affectionately. ‘The joys of wireless technology. The girl from PC World came round and set it up for me.’

			I can sense a story coming on. ‘Oh yes?’

			Dan nods. ‘Yup. I can now access the internet from my living room, bathroom,’ he breaks into a grin, ‘even in bed, as it turns out.’

			I take the bait that he’s dangled in front of me. ‘In bed?’

			‘Well, we had to test it. But in fact it’s got a range of about three hundred metres, which just happens to be the approximate distance from my flat to this pub.’

			On the screen I recognize the ‘Friends Reunited’ logo. Beneath it is the heading ‘University of Brighton, 1995’, and a list of vaguely familiar names, including, of course, a recently updated entry for a ‘Dan Davis’. 

			He clicks on the ‘previous page’ button, and reads off the screen. ‘Here she is. Sally Hall, class of ’94. No photo, unfortunately. Living in London, working in Pimlico as a finance director…blah blah blah. Quite the career girl, it seems. And she was interested in you?’

			I nod. ‘I was quite a catch.’

			Dan looks at me pityingly. ‘Note the word “was” in that sentence. Anyway,’ he says, clicking the mouse button a few times, ‘this is what you wrote.’

			I stare at him, aghast. ‘What do you mean “what I wrote”?’

			Dan takes a sip of his wine, then reads his email back to me. ‘Dear Sally. Hi, Edward Middleton here. Remember me? I certainly haven’t forgotten you. Long time no see, but I need to ask you a favour.’

			I go white. ‘Please tell me you didn’t click “send”?’

			‘I could tell you that, but it would be a lie. Anyway—what have you got to lose? Apart from the seven pounds fifty you owe me for the joining fee.’

			I shake my head incredulously. ‘My dignity?’

			Dan puts his glass back down onto the table. ‘Edward, Jane ran out on you yesterday, cleared out your flat, and went off to Tibet without telling you. I’d say your dignity is the last thing you should be worried about.’

			As I reread the message, it doesn’t take me very long to realize that Dan’s probably right.

			‘What if she doesn’t respond?’

			‘Oh, she’ll respond,’ he says. ‘They always do.’

			‘So,’ I say, through a mouthful of burger. ‘While we’re waiting to hear back from Sally, where do we start?’

			Dan consults his spreadsheet. ‘Well, the most obvious one.’

			‘Which is?’

			‘We need to do something about the amount you’ve got on your plate.’

			‘Are you saying that I’ve been neglecting Jane because I’ve been too busy?’

			‘No, I mean in front of you, you fat bastard. Look at your burger—cheese and bacon, chips, mayonnaise…It’s no wonder you’re overweight.’

			I look down at my admittedly chunky waistline. ‘It’s just a bit of a beer belly.’

			Dan pokes me in the stomach. ‘Mate, you look like you’ve been living in the brewery.’

			I push my plate away reluctantly. ‘Well, I suppose I could cut down a little on the food front.’

			He pings my beer glass with his finger. ‘And the alcohol’s got to go too. Especially the beer.’

			‘What?’

			‘It’s very fattening.’

			‘Really?’

			Dan rolls his eyes. ‘I refer you to our conversation of a few moments ago. Why do you think it’s called a “beer belly”?’

			‘Ah.’

			Wendy walks past, and notices my half-eaten burger. ‘Something wrong with your food?’

			I shake my head, and stare longingly at my plate. ‘I need to go on a diet. Apparently.’

			Wendy looks me up and down. ‘You don’t need to lose any weight. I like you cuddly.’

			‘Yes he does,’ smirks Dan. ‘He’s got bigger breasts than you have.’

			Wendy reddens slightly, then picks up Dan’s wine glass. ‘Can I get you another drink?’

			He looks confused. ‘But I haven’t finished this one yet.’

			‘Yes you have,’ she replies, emptying it in his lap.

			Dan jumps up, grabs a bar towel, and starts to mop his crotch, much to the amusement of the rest of the bar.

			‘What on earth did you do that for?’

			‘Why do you think?’ says Wendy, glaring at him. ‘You have a real gift, you know.’

			‘Not for you I don’t, sweetheart,’ replies Dan.

			As he disappears into the gents to dry his trousers under the hand dryer, I follow Wendy back to the bar.

			‘So why this new healthy regime?’ she asks.

			‘Dan’s idea. He seems to think I’ve got a chance of winning Jane back.’

			Wendy looks a little surprised. ‘Really? Why? I mean, what did she say in her note?’

			I recount Jane’s letter, surprising myself that I seem to know it off by heart.

			‘What do you think?’ I ask, hopefully.

			Wendy smiles sympathetically at me. ‘I think if you love her, it’s got to be worth a try. Anyway, what can I get you? The usual?’

			Sadly, it’s time for me to try the unusual. I look back over to our table, where Dan, back from the gents, is typing away again.

			‘Another glass of wine for Bill Gates over there, and I’ll have…What do you have that isn’t beer?’

			Wendy scratches her head. ‘Well, there’s wine, obviously, spirits, the usual array of soft drinks…Or how about a coffee?’ She points to a gleaming contraption behind the bar. ‘We’ve just got this brand new machine.’

			‘It doesn’t have alcohol in it?’

			‘Not the way I make it.’ Wendy walks over and presses a button, causing the front to light up. ‘What sort would you like?’

			I gaze at the impressive piece of machinery. ‘What kind do you have?’

			Wendy consults the laminated menu card. ‘Espresso, latte, cappuccino, mochaccino, frappuccino, latteccino…’ She looks up mischievously. ‘Al Pacino…’

			‘Doesn’t it just do normal coffee?’

			Wendy stares at the array of buttons in puzzlement. ‘Probably. But I couldn’t guarantee it.’

			‘Okay. Forget it. I’ll just have a glass of water, please.’

			Wendy switches the machine off, not a little relieved. ‘Ice? Slice of lemon?’

			‘Oh, go on then. Push the boat out.’

			When I carry the drinks back to our table, Dan looks approvingly at my choice of beverage.

			‘Cheers,’ he says, taking a sip of his wine. ‘So. The diet is one thing. How about the exercise part?’

			I light up a cigarette and inhale deeply. ‘Exercise?’

			Dan does a bad Michael Caine impression. ‘“You’re a big man, but you’re out of shape.” Yes, exercise.’

			‘But I don’t know the first thing about exercising.’

			‘Well, I’ll help you.’

			‘You?’

			‘Why not?’

			Unfortunately, I can’t think of a reason quickly enough. ‘What do you know about training someone?’

			‘I keep myself in pretty good shape, don’t I?’ says Dan, tensing a bicep.

			Oh no. I can just imagine where Dan’s going with this. He’s probably already thinking of making his own workout video.

			‘S’pose.’

			‘So let’s start tomorrow. I run most mornings. Why not come with me?’

			I hurriedly try and think of an excuse, as the idea of trailing along the seafront behind Dan hardly appeals.

			‘Er, I’ve got to work,’ I lie.

			‘Well, we’ll go before work then. That is, unless you’d rather stay in bed with…Oh no, she left you, didn’t she. Because you got too fat.’

			‘All right. No need to rub it in. Tomorrow morning it is.’

			Dan grins at me. ‘Shall we say eight o’clock?’

			‘Fine.’

			‘Good. I expect you to be ready to go, in your sports gear.’

			‘Right.’

			‘And you’ll have to do something about the smoking as well.’

			I take a long drag and stub my cigarette out. ‘Okay.’

			Dan shuts his laptop. ‘That’s that then.’

			‘Great. Only one slight problem regarding tomorrow morning.’

			‘What’s that?’

			‘I don’t have any sports gear.’

			‘You’re kidding?’

			‘Why would I? I don’t do any sport.’

			Dan sighs, and looks at his watch. ‘Come on,’ he says. ‘We should just about make it.’

			‘Just about make what?’ I say, a little alarmed.

			‘Late-night closing,’ he replies. ‘We’re going shopping.’

			7.46 p.m.

			We’re in Brighton Marina, where the shops stay open later than in Churchill Square, heading for Sports Shack, one of those large chains that’s always staffed by spotty adolescents, and frequented by people looking for the kind of running shoes that will only ever be used to run away from the police. We wander round for a few minutes, ignored by the assistants, until I accidentally knock over one of the trainer displays.

			A spotty adolescent materializes instantly. ‘How can I help you?’

			‘I need to buy some sports gear.’

			‘Well,’ he says, disinterestedly, ‘you’ve come to the right place. For what sport?’

			‘Er…I’m not actually sure.’

			‘Fitness training,’ says Dan.

			The assistant gives me a look that seems to say ‘about time too’. ‘Second aisle on the left.’

			I follow Dan to the aforementioned section, where he walks up and down, passing me a selection of jogging pants and sweatshirts.

			‘How do you know my size?’

			Dan doesn’t say anything, but just points to the label, where I can quite clearly see the letters ‘X’ and ‘L’.

			I pick up a sweatshirt with a hood, slip it on, and turn to Dan. ‘What do you think?’

			He rolls his eyes. ‘Are you planning to sell drugs on the street corner?’

			‘Of course not.’

			‘Well, take that off then.’

			Dan finds a pair of shorts, holds them up, looks round at me, then seems to think better of it, quickly putting them back on the rack.

			‘Right,’ he says. ‘Trainers. Size?’

			‘Nine and a half.’

			He selects a pair of brightly coloured Nikes and throws them at me.

			‘Catch!’

			I, of course, drop them, and nearly do again when I see the price. ‘Ninety pounds? For a pair of trainers?’

			‘If you’re going running, it’s important to have good shock absorption. That’s what you’re paying for.’

			‘So I don’t damage my knees?’

			Dan grins. ‘Or the pavement.’

			After I’ve staggered to the cash desk, and handed over the best part of two hundred pounds, Dan and I pile back into his car and head home.

			‘See you in the morning, then,’ he says, as he drops me off. ‘Eight o’clock?’

			I grunt a reply, retrieve my bags from the boot of his car, and head inside, not relishing the prospect of the morning run, as even just carrying all my new gear is hard work. Once I’m sure Dan’s gone, I head out to the video store and rent Rocky III for inspiration, then on the way back buy a packet of cigarettes, a six-pack of lager, a large bar of Dairy Milk, and order a large meat-feast pizza with extra cheese. This is my farewell meal to the old Edward, my goodbye to all my old vices; and as I watch Stallone do his stuff I relish every mouthful, savour every drop, and appreciate each unhealthy puff, and when I’ve finished, I pack the rubbish into a large black bin liner, head off to bed, and sleep like a baby.
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