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In the store


‘Do you believe that sins committed in a previous life can come back to haunt you in the next?’ asked Cora. We were huddled deep in the soft toy department surrounded by the glassy, unblinking eyes of a hundred mute and furry witnesses, their beady, button eyes staring and relentless. As soft wet snow fell outside, I stared at her too.


Not for the first time I noticed the tears, never far from her eyes these days, were broadcasting a warning of potential embarrassment. She was going to make a scene.


I glanced around to see if anyone had heard. Not the question, but the broken quaver in her voice, one step away from hysteria among the bright-eyed, oblivious children.


I was unsure how to answer, or whether to answer at all. Was I actually expected to? Cora’s eyes were almost as glassy and fixed as those of the animal menagerie surrounding us, listening intently, waiting for my words of ultimate wisdom. I always have an answer.


I suspected, by that time, she was taking too much of something. Drugs, I mean, prescription tranquilisers or anti-depressants probably, open to use and abuse. Though it might have been the wine and everything else she’d drunk that afternoon. I was afraid of what she might do if I answered yes, as I was beginning to think it might be true. Maybe we are all paying for our sins all the time. How else could the last year be explained? How else could five people have wound themselves up so tightly in their own web of dependency, the connections sticky with unspecified longing and undefined regret?


What might she do if I said, ‘Yes, of course we pay, Cora. There’s no getting away from that, even if it takes more than one lifetime.’?


I wondered if she’d shriek like a banshee and, arms bundled with the toys she was clutching for comfort, a desperate, childish, pitiable comfort, dash forward, hurling herself out over the glass and chrome balcony into oblivion.


The last I’d see of my friend would be her top-heavy body sheathed in an over-tight raincoat, gliding out over the shoppers below in a rain of traditional teddy bears. Her stripy scarf would trail into the wind behind her, a fluttering herald of impending impact, her polyester mackintosh inflating into a green, gauzy and all-too-insubstantial parachute.


She would hit the ground with a sickening thump, of course; a small spray of blood soiling other peoples’ Saturday coats and clutched dollies, as the head beneath her blue bobble cap exploded like a tangerine dropped by sticky supermarket fingers, wetness on the tiles...


I would screech, ‘Oh, Cora, noooo!’ clumsy with slow-mo surprise, move into action a second too late, fingers catching just the thread of a hem, a strand of hair. There would be enough witnesses to see that she had brought it on herself. Embraced it – the end. What could I possibly have had to do with it?


Then I would slump into the arms of distressed passers-by, suddenly so sympathetic, but storing up the horror-phrases in their mouths to taste fully later, to season their usually humdrum, predictable lives as horrified families made them cups of tea. That’s why, for one scalpel-sharp, incisive moment I almost did say yes. ‘Yes Cora, we deserve everything we get.’


I wanted it by then. I wanted it all to be over. And it would mean I wouldn’t have to go through with the plan. My plan, such as it was. Weak as it was. Uninspired, dull and unimaginative as it was.


The truth of it hit me like a shot of adrenaline right to the heart. There was the thought at the front of my brain and the knowledge deep inside my chest.


Oh fuck, I have to kill my best friend.


It was four days to Christmas, December 21st – a year, two months and three days after Jenny.




In the snapshot


Cora was plain. There was no denying it. I would not say it to her face, of course. I had lied once or twice when she’d asked if she was pretty. There’s nothing wrong with that. I didn’t feel bad for lying, or even for thinking it. It was true. She was ordinary, average at best.


But sometimes, when we were painfully young, when we were students, Cora did have a certain exuberance that passed for a temporary prettiness. It was an attractiveness born from the bloom of fresh skin and the unchallenged belief that the world is yours to open up at will, unpeel when ripe, suck out the juice, discarding the husk. And she did have a fantastic figure, let’s not forget that.


Neatly formed, with big, surprised brown eyes, pale brown cropped hair, and a magnificent bosom basking in a low-cut top, she could have been Winona Ryder’s plainer sister, in a Primark T-shirt and Reebok trainers.


I remember her that night – that seemingly ordinary but oh-so-important night – how she looked almost pretty in the photograph, taken long before the party at Charlie’s. Long before the man with the curry, just before the dancing on the pavement, years before anyone died. Back in those nights of cheap wine and long, deep laughter that caught my breath tight in the top of my chest, and held it there, until I felt I was suffocating in a dark and dizzying forgetfulness.


Cora and I had already drunk nearly a bottle of wine before the boys arrived. It was our reward for religiously cleaning the student house, putting up the chains of paper rings and sweeping the magazines and mail under the sofa. Our mothers would have been proud of our housekeeping for once.


It was Cora’s 20th birthday and she was wearing that shiny little tangerine coloured party dress in an attempt to upstage me. Nothing Cora wore ever looked quite right. I had done my bit to dissuade her by suggesting that perhaps it was a bit dressy, maybe? A bit tight? A difficult colour to pull off? But it was Cora’s middle-class notion of sexy and funky. And she had saved up for a month for this very dress, eating little but tuna on microwaved spuds, bowls of Kellog’s Frosties and the odd Kit-Kat for many weeks to afford it.


Somehow we were still too inexperienced to know how to put on make-up properly. But looking back at the photo of that night I think we had never looked so young, so radiant, so all-knowing – so much like friends.


In the six-by-four snap that catches us and holds us right there, Cora is beaming, her arm draped around my shoulder, leaning into me, chest out, shoulders back. I am angled slightly away from the lens, big blue eyes lowered through the blonde bob, looking up into the aperture for whoever was holding the camera. A pose I saw in some magazine, or too much Martini.


The result is devastating in its promise. The best of friends against a wallpaper background of exploding purple flowers and a poster of Tom Cruise in Cocktail.


Not sisters, for one girl is tall and blonde and dressed in a loose, flowered, cotton dress, mostly white with red and black, skimming the ankle, buttoned to the breast bone, bare-legged with low-heeled sandals, no jewellery. Almost on trend for the times.


The other is shorter, darker, squeezed into a tube of metallic orange fabric, a dainty gold chain dangling between deliberate cleavage, a heart-shaped ring on one finger. Tights too pale, white court shoes at sober odds with the outfit, heels not quite high enough, managing to make the whole outfit look a bit mumsy.


Look, just off-centre, and a hand clutching a ridiculously large vibrator has sneaked into the bottom of the shot, where it sits glistening moistly. A few feet in men’s shoes and the birthday-bought board game version of Star Trek: The Next Generation are in the other corner of the frame. I can hear the background guffaw even now.


Stevie was desperately trying to hold the camera still, making sure there was no glare off the poster and we all were in the middle of the frame. Composition is important, proportion, balance. He wouldn’t want to spoil it. After all, this would be the archive of our youth, one to show the children. Without the plastic cock, of course. Just-so Stevie.


This image, frozen out of time, is how I remember us now – not the reality but the shot, courtesy of the occasion, a little stage management, some spontaneity.


That night.


The boys arrived at 7.30 sharp, except Mike who was still upstairs in the unreliable shower. He and Cora had probably shared it a few minutes before. I’d heard giggling and whispering, the sliding and sucking of foam and water. They often did that.


Laden with booze, Stevie and Tim parked themselves on the low and lumpy sofa, cans of lager fizzing open.


Stevie, impeccable at 20, pale blue shirt so well-ironed it is obscene against our haphazard and generally crumpled living room, sandy hair already thinning a little, but distinguished. He looked older than his years, was larger than first impressions suggested, and far more ruthless, as it turned out.


Then Tim, loony Tim, tripping over the pile of junk mail in the hall. I have no idea what happened to him. Loud and gangly, he had borrowed trousers from Stevie, which were somehow too long, (though they were both roughly the same height and build), so they pooled clownishly around his ankles.


Tim had brought the vibrator, naturally. But he had put it inside a food mixer box he’d found somewhere in order to make a weak joke. Cora tore the paper eagerly from the sides.


‘Something for when you and Mike move in together, eh?’ he mocks.


She knows he is on the wind-up: it is what he lives for. The air he breathes and his sole source of sustenance, except for a steady stream of Brains SA, or ‘Skull Attack’, Cardiff’s most patriotic and potent beer. A tirade of ‘You live in the bloody 1940s, mate! He can cook his own dinner unless he wants to live with his mother the rest of his life,’ might still be required though, just to show that we wouldn’t be going in for any of that gender-stereotyping, sexist, doormat, pre-feminist nonsense.


But Cora did cook for Mike then, on his every visit from Swansea, when he could be pried away from 19th century novels, or kicking lumps out of rival football teams. I often watched in awe as she created elaborate pies and stews, toads in holes and plump sponge puddings for him. Sometimes, she’d let me help by passing her the ingredients or beating eggs. She even made bread for Mike once or twice, her efforts evoking the warm and musty memory of after school tea-times, one weekend visit in three for a day and a half. They were old school sweethearts. Long distance love maintained by mail, real, pre-email, letters through the post, and regular reunions ending with dirty dishes.


Then, with a flourish we see the birthday box open, hold our breath, expecting the unexpected – the tasteless, the vulgar. Traditional Tim. Cora’s hand dips inside drawing out the stomach-churning, anatomically-correct reproduction of an enormous cock. Horror and disbelief dawn across her face. This was pushing it, even for Tim. We weren’t that kind of girl. We’d never seen anything like that then. It was years before Anne Summers opened more than its discrete doors on the high street, before magazines and TV showed such things. Or were we just not looking?


It was the 90s, not the 60s, for God’s sake. Yet Cora’s eyes grow wider, a shudder of revulsion sweeping outwards like a sound burst. Cora, plunging orange party dress notwithstanding, was the kind of girl who reserved the words ‘shit’ and ‘hell’ for special cursing occasions.


For three seconds we all hold our breath. What will she say? Will the occasion warrant a strenuous curse? More than shit or hell, even? Then the expected fury melts into frenzied laughter.


‘Oh my God! You pervert,’ she gurgles in exaggerated disgust. Then we all erupt into laughter because we know it’s alright. This is Mike’s cue, standing in the doorway now, swathed from the waist in a threadbare blue towel, skin still steaming, hair unruly as unmown grass, to join the laughter.


‘For Fuck’s sake, Tim. What is wrong with you mate? That’s the last time you come over here for dinner.’ Blushes and smiles are blooming on his face, rosy, pink with wet heat.


Dark hair.


Tim reaches forward, grabbing the vibrator, popping it into his mouth in extravagant fellatio before Stevie lands an empty beer can on his head, a clean shot from across the room.


We cheer, wrestling ensues, Stevie allowing Tim to throw him to the floor, then simulating all manner of depravity with his new toy. We girls heckle and gasp, all the time a little shocked yet feeling daring and appreciative and grown-up – we all know our parts. We are a willing audience.


Mike winks at Cora from the door, standing safely clear, can in one hand, opening it before him and rolling his eyes heavenward.


Cora surveys the carnage, smiling indulgently. My boys, I see her think. I watch her smile.


Less than an hour later we are on our way to the Student Union and I’m stumbling and clinging to Stevie beneath a crown of soft stars. Mike has livened up with lagers and music and is cartwheeling erratically, along the gutter’s edge, singing Blur’s Country House or Charmless Man. Always Blur, never Oasis. And we all join in. Sides were quickly chosen, for that battle at least.


Tim is trailing behind, already wasted.


Then we cross the street. This is the moment. The moment everything started to change, the moment we all changed a little, though of course, we didn’t know it then.


Mike is upright and flushed, boogieing deliberately towards Cora and me, a streetlight serenade with imaginary microphone. Grabbing my hand, he beckons me on with a comically suggestive leer, exaggerated mincing steps so there can be no mistake – a performance, a joke, a parody is about to occur. Be sure to set the scene and then steal it. It was his style. I hold my breath, waiting. He takes my hand.


For one brilliant moment I pirouette from his fingertips, round and round, breathing and gasping, skirt swirling almost indecently, black white red, black white red. We must create our own electromagnetic energy because my hair seems to stand on end and stray chip wrappers are caught whirling in our vortex. I imagine sparks flying out around us and laugh with the sheer joy of movement. The boys whoop. The dark-flooded street fades out. In that one second our fate is decided.


Disorientated with drink, I stumble so he has to catch me, sandal strap twisting, spin failing. The pavement is approaching with great speed, but with a grace that belies six foot two of drunken, gangling enthusiasm, Mike’s arm is around my waist, strong and firm. Drawing out of the spiral, we straighten but I am too heavy, the momentum too strong. He loses balance and we tumble, locked together across the bonnet of a nearby sports car, low and sleek and red, breaking our fall, hands still locked above our heads. There is not an inch between our bodies and my breath is caught somewhere below my lungs, much lower.


He is heavy. Our eyes are all we can see. But we feel the eyes upon us.


‘Jesus, Mike,’ I say at last. ‘Are you trying to kill me?’


He says nothing. We rest for one beat only, then in a single fluid movement he pulls me back to my feet, singing. Without stopping, he spins away. Nothing important has happened. No one has noticed anything.


Stevie runs a fussy hand over the bonnet of the car, checking for a dent. Cora shakes her head indulgently, nothing but smiles, as if Mike is a small child.


‘He’s all arms and legs,’ she says slipping her arm through mine, ‘God, I love him,’ laughing as he trips over the kerb.


And we shuffle onwards and upwards, steps and railings into The Union.


We shimmy to the bar before dancing on and on and on.


In the toilets later I am buzzing with light and rhythm while Cora, perspiration -soaked and flat-haired, leans uncertainly over the sink, as if on the verge of being sick.


‘He is such a great guy,’ she repeats, ‘a great guy.’


She is wearing the gold chain with a fat little heart that he gave her for her birthday. In two days’ time it will be their third anniversary.


I know he is taking her for a tasteful, soft-lit romantic meal tomorrow, though she does not know it yet. He has saved his beer money and booked a table, asking me anxiously if she will like it, wanting my approval. I gave it. And God knows she had dropped endless hints about the tasteful little Italian place across town with the candles in glass globes and the imitation frescos and balls of garlic bread. And he is nothing if not attentive and thoughtful.


And not just for birthdays.


I used to hear them sometimes, at night, when they thought I was asleep, through the thin, peeling magnolia coloured walls, when they were trying to be quiet. And in the afternoons when they thought I was watching TV, covers rustling, mattress protesting and Cora gasping just like that, oh just like that, almost sobbing on the other side. I would lie there not so much listening as failing not to listen, curious and amused and sometimes lonely. And I’d turn up the TV




August and Everything After


Who would have thought it had only been two years since Cora and I had met? Our tight little group of optimistic friends was already formed, the parts seemingly inseparable, as if it had never been otherwise. It was surely a lifetime since that first day at Cardiff Uni when I moved into the Senghenydd Court halls of residence, balancing on a sliver of land between the north and southbound railway lines. I was to study English literature, the refuge for people who have no idea who they are or would like to be, but know they have all the time in the world to get around to thinking about it.


That first day was not an easy one, eagerly but nervously anticipated. I had been sickeningly anxious and desperate to like whomever I met, embarrassed by my mother’s fussy unpacking and my father’s attempts at humour, conscious of their Valleys’ clothes, Valleys’ accent and colloquialisms, ashamed that they shamed me in the hustle-bustle city.


At first I had been afraid to speak to Cora who seemed very, well, English, and confident, though frumpy in a pair of dungarees and T –shirt. But I needn’t have worried about small talk. Once we had shuffled into the flat with the usual breaking cardboard boxes, half-kicking forward the carrier bags of shoes and kitchen utensils, Cora simply said:


‘Hi, I’m Cordelia, but my friends call me Cora. I’ve come from Chester. This is my fern Frankie. I’ve had him since I was six years old. Isn’t he marvellously big? I couldn’t possibly have left home without him but I think he’ll like it here. Would you like a cup of tea? I’ve an enormous cake that my mum made. She thinks it’s an excellent way to break the ice and I’m inclined to agree with her.’


I thought she sounded as if she’d bounded off the pages of an Enid Blyton school story or a Famous Five adventure. How could I not have loved her instantly? Her voice echoed with the clink of china cups on saucers and head-girl fair-play. I wanted to be part of that world, not the world of lager shandies and gold sovereign rings, twenty-four miles and a world away. Two minutes later Cora was playing the perfect hostess, making everyone coffee from a brand new cafetiére, fresh from its cellophane and cutting chunks of gooey chocolate gateau, holding court, courting friendship, sealing her fate.


After that first afternoon we were never at a loss for something to say to each other. We learned quickly, if in a superficial way, about each other’s likes and dislikes, and in circumspect slivers about each other’s homes and histories. There wasn’t a common factor among any of it so we should have had nothing in common. But we were clean slates, so nothing that we thought might have mattered did. What a relief. It was what I had hoped and prayed for.


Instead of relating our well-worn tales we wrote new ones from day one, starting at the kitchen table, with that huge cake, the telling working outwards over the whole city that opened before us, layer by layer, set in concrete and granite and marble and tile, making up memories, hour by hour, day by day. And if we were not quite what we seemed to be, who could say otherwise and who would have cared?


Mike, Cora’s boyfriend of nearly one joyous year, was not yet part of the story. He was also studying English at University in Swansea, to be close to her, she said proudly, the badge of his devotion after he’d missed the Cardiff entrance requirement by one grade. Every weekend of that first term she disappeared on the shuttle bus to see him because he played a lot of sport and it was easier that way. Whenever possible, Mike was Cora’s whole weekend.


I listened to her talk about him endlessly, tenderly, in those first months-Michael this, Michael that and Michael the other. How honestly in love and grown- up they seemed. Mike sent her a card or a letter almost every day. So while my university-provided pin board held only a few flyers and an odd photo or two, the board in her shoebox room was covered with the brightly-coloured evidence of his undeniable affections. Some of these included quotations from poetry, or little verses of Mike’s own. Cora seemed to think this was quite natural and proper.


Each night the phone in the tiled hall beneath would ring at 8pm, singing out above the reverberations of the endlessly opening and closing fire door and clattering feet. Eight times out of ten it was Mike calling for her.


Packages would come to the little mail slots in reception, small, thoughtful gifts and tapes he had compiled himself. Uncoupled, I was touched on her behalf and also more than a little impressed by her certainty that this was how things were done and nothing more than her due. This was love.


Cora had just two photos of Mike in her room. In the silver frame, the two of them were locked in profile, in a passionate kiss – truly ill-advised hair on his part, tufty, teenage, Happy Mondays-ish. The second picture was pinned on the bursting board, the lovers, arm-in-arm somewhere green and leafy, hair wavy now, half-blown over his face. For a while he existed for me only in this fragmented world of out-of-focus photographs, a shadowy, wraithlike creature, half-faced, on the fringes of my imagination, provoking just occasional curiosity.


All that mattered to me was that Cora was at my disposal on weeknights and the occasional Saturday when Mike had friends over for boys’ parties. We two would camp out in the scratchy-seated cinema on Queen Street, pre-multiplex, pre-reclining armchairs and American ice cream, watching endless trashy movies. Sometimes we would fill a corner of the dancefloor at the Students Union, or lie on each other’s beds, introducing the other to our favourite CDs on Sunday afternoons in a litter of tea cups and chocolate biscuits.


Cora was bright and fun and well-mannered, such a relief from the girls I’d known at school a year ago and a million miles away, girls with terrifyingly stiff fringes topping off their poodle perms, swapping hairspray, blue eyeliner and fags in the girls’ toilets, dripping gold rings, shrill menace and obscenities. She was all I could have hoped for as a friend and more. I didn’t want to share her, not even with her boyfriend. I’d have time enough for boyfriends, a lifetime in fact.


Then, one weekend of the summer term, the inevitable happened. Cora announced Mike was finally coming to Cardiff. She did not say so, but I knew it was because I had been dumped by my second term, six-week, boyfriend, and Cora did not want to leave me to idle around the sun-soaked shopping centre looking at things I could not afford all weekend, drinking wine alone at night.


On the special Saturday that Mike was due, Cardiff languished beneath the weight of another heat-heavy, suffocating afternoon – the norm for that year. The white stone walls of the elegant civic buildings of Cathays Park, the fragmented Victorian semis, windows hung with the tie-dye flags of students in residence, and the functional brick addition of The Union, seemed to breathe the heat back upon us, beneath the unrelenting chimes of the city hall clock and the dry clanking of the trains.


At rush hour the air thickened with the fumes of exhausted cars and buses inching through to the city centre, settling on the back of the tongues making eyes water. Cora and I had spent the morning sweatily cleaning the flat to make it presentable for Mike. Cora’s domesticity was daunting in full swing, and we still had the shopping to do before noon. Our pilgrimage to Tesco wasn’t so bad through the tatty back streets, past steaming rubbish bins and fat, idle cats dulled by the sun. It wasn’t as bad as venturing along the usual rising main route, roaring with traffic, lined with chippies, Indian and Chinese takeaways and something that claimed to be a tanning parlour with blackened windows and a buzzer you had to push for entry. Its oddly placed antique/junk shops were mostly filled with house clearance rubbish that had once meant something to someone but was now worth 50p. Strings of old-lady beads, diamante hat pins and curling paperbacks struggled for prominence in the dusty windows, while the pavements outside were jumbled with wobbly wooden cabinets and school-type chairs. Then over the railway line towards The George.


The teeny, shiny new Tesco Metro on the corner was always heaving with students. This was where, once a week, Cora and I would stock up on the luxuries we could afford – proper meat, proper fish, 7p beans and Tesco Value white bread, giant jars of Marmite, family sized packets of penne, Tetley tea-bags. Dolphin-friendly tuna, grapes, broccoli and white wine vinegar for Cora; four-pack chocolate mousses and instant noodles for me. Cora always made sure I had at least one piece of fruit and something green in my basket for the vitamins. I think she was genuinely afraid I would develop scurvy if left to my own devices.


In honour of Mike’s arrival, Cora had planned a picnic. The elusive Michael. The real and the imagined, soon to be in collision.


So we bought provisions and treats ‘because Mike would like them’. Cora had made a giant pasta salad, but we needed the rare delicacies of white wine vinegar for the dressing, cream, and shiny black pitted olives, for Cora’s mother’s recipe, of course.


These things seemed exotic and decadent to me then, a girl from high in the coal-deserted Valleys who could hardly conjure the appearance of beans on toast, to be handled reverentially and with infinite care.


They also seemed a little foolish. Who would go to so much trouble over a man? Especially when it was so hot? But Cora was the relationship expert. I deferred to her wisdom.


Cora looked tanned and unusually radiant that day, slim brown legs emerging from her very short shorts below a too-tight T-shirt bearing a transfer of Minnie Mouse. She was wearing a bit of lipstick. She was making an effort. She was doing something with herself. These were Cora-isms I had come to love because they sounded like the things my grandmother used to say. And I had loved my grandmother very much.


By comparison I was attempting to be sophisticated, floaty and monochrome in a long black sundress and white tennis shoes, slathered in sun cream to keep the familiar burn at bay, hair high in a tight ponytail.


We toiled back with the bags, sweating through the bleached clamour of the Saturday lunchtime. When we panted the last few yards and crossed into our road Mike was leaning against the entrance gate looking uncomfortable, floppy brown hair wilting over his eyes. Mike, made flesh, finally. I knew it was him, despite the bad photographs. Who else could it be?


He was not what I had expected at all. But then how could he be? How could he be that rippling, glowing man-God that Cora lusted after? The man she had impressively first made love to in a B&B’s huge four poster bed on the night of her 18th birthday.


Instead of the dapper designer gear I felt sure Mike would be wearing he was clothed in what I would soon recognise as his customary uniform –an oversized T-shirt, which might once have been navy blue, and baggy brown surf shorts. His long pale legs slid out white and gleaming, ending in a pair of trainers so battered and faded that only the doubled-up laces seemed to be holding them together.


Seemingly taller than even her tales had allowed, he was squinting into the sunlight as he raised a hand to acknowledge us, so I could not see his deep blue eyes, a small, contained piece of sky stolen from a far-off country.


At this first sight of him I was relieved. After all, Cora was not even very pretty, not compared to me. He might have a nice way with quotations and rhyme, but it made more sense that someone like this was her life-long love. Someone so... ordinary. I relaxed and smiled as he dashed across the road, grabbing the shopping bags from us, straining a little but refusing my protestations that I could manage. A gentleman.


‘Oh that’s alright,’ said Cora, beaming, ‘Michael’s fine,’ as he cheerfully juggled his own heavy rucksack and a fistful of carrier bags.


‘You must be Lizzy,’ he said, a broad grin breaking through the panting as we tackled the stairs. ‘I am sick to death of hearing about you every weekend and no doubt you are sick to death of hearing about me.’


‘Don’t be rude, Michael,’ said Cora curtly, ‘Watch those olives,’ as he swung the heaviest bag through the flat door. ‘You’ll only get oil everywhere and I’m not losing my deposit,’ she said, pursing her lips.


But in the next second he had thrown his arms around her and planted a giant, slobbery kiss on them, from which she pretended to recoil in disgust. But Cora could not hide her smile. This was the first time I saw their intricate dance of pout and placation, a game I would soon take for granted.


Mike sat down at the kitchen table and started to unpack the bags.


‘Cup of tea then?’ I offered.


‘Oh, yes please,’ said Mike eagerly. ‘Lovely cuppa tea. Yes please, girl after my own heart.’


‘Oh no, here we go,’ said Cora efficiently wrestling the food out of the bags and the salads and titbits into her tattered gingham rucksack. ‘Ply him with tea and he’s anyone’s. It’s 100 degrees outside, but it’s never too hot for tea. He’s as bad as you, Lizzy.’


So began our very first performance of the soon-to-be-longstanding ritual at the altar of the teabag. Whenever Mike visited, it was my cue to say ‘cup of tea, then?’ as soon as possible, once he’d crossed the threshold into the house. Better yet if I could actually call it down into the stairwell as he approached. Cora did not drink tea and would only drink coffee if she made it in her cafetière. I felt this to be an endearing eccentricity, forgivable because she was from over the border and a bit posh.


After the cuppa, which Mike proclaimed to be marvellous, Cora sent him across the street to the Happy Shopper with a handful of small change to buy us lollies.


‘What do you think then?’ she demanded, the moment he was gone, half-proud, half-nervous. ‘Isn’t he sexy, just as I told you?’


So I said the only thing I could. ‘He’s lovely, Cora.’


‘No really, don’t you think he’s got amazing eyes?’


I hadn’t noticed, but said yes, thinking her a little silly, but touched by her enthusiasm. How easily pleased she seemed. I was pleased for her, for them both. How sweet.


‘I’m glad he’s finally come,’ said Cora. ‘I thought the two of you would never actually meet.’


Soon Mike was shambling back over the doorstep, fumbling with three dripping Orange Maids. He promptly fell over my abandoned trainers, tried to rectify himself and dropped one of the lollies on the grubby carpet where it split in two, the paper packet oozing juice.


He looked so horrified I burst out laughing and then so did he. But Cora was less than pleased. The look on her face said she was not in the least amused at his ridiculous antics. This was how she referred to Mike’s often inexplicable clumsiness. Michael’s antics. He did have a way of entering the room like a gangling force of nature, off-balance and generating a destructive energy that affected things like coats on hooks, mugs full of hot liquid, beakers with pens and pencils in them and, oddly enough, his own stubbing feet.


Cora finished packing the lunch, determined to get to the park before the food became too hot and sweaty and the whole thing was ‘utterly spoiled’. She’d planned it to be perfect, naturally. And Cora would prevail.


‘You got any jam sandwiches in there?’ Mike teased. ‘Potted meat? Pork pies? All we need is to borrow a dog, foil a mugger and we’ve got our own Famous Five plot. ‘Five pig out in the park’! Or something a bit more articulate when I can think of it.’ So she dug him in the ribs.


Picnicking among the cool trees, all thoughts of the bastard boyfriend that Cora had wanted to banish melted away as the salad and sandwiches disappeared from the plates.


The boyfriend, Jonathan from Part One Ancient History, (or was it Sebastian from European politics?) had not lasted very long. He was nice, and knew a great deal about ancient history (or European politics). But he wasn’t much fun. He turned his nose up at Cora, saying she was ‘hard work’ and never paused for breath.


Cora was outraged at his rejection of me. I should have told him to ‘take a hike’ weeks ago, she fumed– the Americanism ringing strangely through her soft, plummy, slightly corrupted vowels. The vowels I tried constantly to reproduce.


As the afternoon light went down, we sat screened in the remains of the Bute Park sunken garden, eating and laughing, with Mike occasionally jumping up and turning inelegant cartwheels and wavering back-flips across the springy grass.


‘You’ll be sick,’ Cora said.


She would have quite liked it if he’d been sick, I think. She could have said ‘There you see, I warned you,’ and held a cool bottle of orange squash to his head and rubbed his tummy with her hand. And he would have let her.


When it was time to return to the flat I knew they would want to have sex and probably go to the pub. So I made my excuses and went off to my room to watch TV, all the time thinking that Mike was great fun but Cora was a bit of a fool to be so obsessed about him. He was not at all like I’d imagined. He was just a nice guy, nothing more, except in that split second when he’d laughed at one of my jokes and I fancied the evening sun might have slipped into the shadow of his smile.


After that he came to stay almost every weekend.


When the new term started in the autumn, and Cora and I moved into a cramped little house in Fanny Street, Mike brought Stevie with him for the weekend to see the nightlife of Cardiff, making our little group complete.


I liked Stevie immediately. He was easy company, if a little dull next to three- ring-circus Mike, who always seemed to be singing something or breaking into a little jig and collapsing into laughter, his eyes crinkling up as if the force of his own joke had taken him by surprise.


I talked to Stevie at tacky, sweaty Charlie’s nightclub, our soon-to-be favourite haunt. And the more we chatted the more I thought he was a very nice bloke, gentlemanly, the sort you could trust. It turned out we lived only 20 minutes drive from each other over the hillocks of home, Stevie in the richer parts, where you might play tennis or even golf if you wished. Earnest, polite, good-natured Stevie.


He asked me to dance but did not try to put his hands anywhere I didn’t want them. At the end of the night he helped me into my denim jacket and carried my umbrella. Chorusing through the streets we four eventually wound our way on unsteady legs to the house. Cora and I moved instinctively to the kitchen to make mountains of toast.


As we leaned against the draining board, and I was starting to get sleepy, Cora dug me in the ribs and said:


‘Well, what about Stevie then?’


Vodka-fuddled, I said something like, ‘yeah, he’s a good laugh.’


‘And?’ demanded Cora, barely containing her eagerness, ‘What else?’


‘He’s really polite?’ I offered. I was in no mood for one of her quizzes, poking the toaster with a knife to make the burning bread shoot out as Cora perpetually warned me not to do.


‘Oooh, for God’s sake, Lizzy,’ she said, laughing. ‘Did he ask you out? We thought he might have, you know. I thought he might when Michael and I made ourselves scarce.’


She grinned. I noticed that she only ever seemed to call Mike ‘Michael’. So this was one of her conspiracies. Poor Stevie! He’d been brought in on false pretences, half-promised a new girlfriend. No wonder he had acted like it was a date, buying me drinks and telling me I was ‘very lovely’ at the bar.


She sighed.


‘Oh well, Michael said he didn’t think it was a good idea. He said we couldn’t thrust people together because it might be embarrassing. But you are our friends and you, Lizzy, are so gorgeous. Stevie’s on his own and he’s so nice. Mike loves him to bits, so I thought you’d be good for each other. We could be a real foursome. Still...’ she pondered, twisting back and forth on one foot like a little girl, licking peanut butter from a knife, ‘You might change your mind. How long is it since you had a, you know...?’


Knowing what I was about to say, and knowing it wouldn’t be polite she pre-empted me with a wave of the hand, a dirty little laugh. ‘Ok, Ok. I just want everyone to be as happy as me and Michael. You can’t blame me for that. More vodka?’


And she was telling the truth. She did want everyone else to be happy.


So we went back to the room where the boys waited, quickly lost in the streaming comfort of the stereo, the mist of alcohol, laughter, stories and promise.


This then, was us, formed and final, finished. Friends.


If there was one problem in those days it was that term time was too short and the vacations far too long. There were too many holidays and reading weeks and Christmas breaks when classes ended, halls had to be vacated and the bubble of my new life and friends would be punctured.


If I wasn’t careful I’d end up dividing my time in our terraced home between writing essays in the best room and watching TV with mum and dad. That was when I wasn’t working in the newsagent’s or petrol station for extra cash, just as Cora and Mike worked silver service in hotels.


Two days of that routine was usually enough to make me grumpy and withdrawn, like an addict going cold turkey. How could it not, when I’d spent months drinking in what it was like to belong somewhere for the first time, with more than just a group of people but with true friends? How could it not have gone to my head, made me drunk and dizzy, guzzling greedily, wanting more?


Imagine it. Imagine how perfect the city of Chester appeared, the first time I visited Cora and Mike during the autumn reading week of our second year. There was Cora, wind-milling her arms on the narrow platform, yelling my name before I’d stepped off the train, throwing her arms around my neck in a strangling hug, as if we’d been apart for months, not just five days.


‘What was your journey like? Are you hungry then? I bet you are. We could go and get chips if you want or coffee and cake? I know just the place.’ The decision was clearly already made.


‘Where’s Mike?’ I asked, as she steered me towards town. She’d come straight from the nursery school where she helped out when she could to bolster her CV.


‘Mike will be finishing up his shift at the wedding reception soon,’ she explained, waving towards the Grosvenor Hotel, in between telling me exactly what she had planned for the visit and how much her mum was dying to meet me.


‘You’ll like my mum, though I have to warn you she’s a bit forthright. She scares Michael half to death, of course.’


Inside Cora’s favourite coffee shop she babbled nineteen to the dozen about the school kids and little Liam Parker who had a crush on her, and how she had promised to make 50 fairy cakes for the Christmas Open Day. I was happy to listen.


After tea and cakes we took a tour of estate agents and looked at flats and houses that Cora had set her heart on. She couldn’t wait for her and Mike to move in together after graduation.


As the sun sank with winter weariness, twilight softened Chester Old Town, shrouding its tacky, Olde-Worlde facade, the wood and soft-hued yellow stone soaring magically into the ice-blue winter sky. Then there was Mike, bounding out of the gloom to meet us. And we, huddled in our coats, rubbing gloved hands, skipped in and out of the mock Tudor arches, inhaling the scent of hot coffee and sugar-sweet treats, careening round the city walls to look at the slow, glassy river.


The suffocating Dickensian atmosphere was too much for Mike. He insisted on pulling up the collar of his waxed jacket so it stood up straight, wrapping his scarf around his face and bellowing, ‘Good day to you, Mr Pickwick,’ and other such nonsense, between doffing an imaginary hat and taking invisible pinches of snuff. As Cora and I stared longingly, like Dickensian orphans, into a bun shop, the window steamy with heat and clouded by spray-on snow, Mike vanished. Looking around for him in the throngs of shoppers he reappeared on the bridge that houses the eccentric Victorian-looking clock. Leaning out to us he yelled:


‘Boy? I say boy? What day is this?’ Cora and I giggled uncontrollably.


‘Why, it’s Christmas day, sir,’ I shouted, ignoring the bemused glances of passers-by.


‘Well, then I haven’t missed it,’ he said, beaming in feigned wonderment. Reaching into his pocket, he extracted a coin and flipped it over the edge with a graceful flourish. In the low, setting November sun it seemed to spiral in slow motion, not so much glinting, as emanating, bright, yellow, cinematic light. I extended a muffled, gloved hand, but, naturally, missed it. Cora and I scrabbled for the precious penny in the gutter, pushing, straining, for the treasure dropped from his hand.


Dinner at Cora’s was at eight sharp. Despite Cora’s insistence I don’t think Phillippa was terribly pleased to meet me. It was still several years before Cora and Mike’s wedding. Years before I would help shoe-horn her into her exquisite, red silk, un-mother-of the-bride-ish dress with the corset lacings, and she would hug me warmly with tears in her eyes.
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