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To Josephine Annabel Christine Hazel


Prologue

29 July 1981, Littlehampton, Sussex

To the two little girls waking up in their caravan that morning, 29 July was going to be a bit like Christmas. All the usual rules were to be suspended on the day when Lady Diana Spencer married her prince. Even though they were holidaying in a caravan at a Caravan Club rally held on a sports field, the young sisters were going to be allowed to dress up. The bridesmaids’ dresses they had worn for the wedding of their mother’s younger brother had been brought all the way from Birmingham for this very special second outing.

Kate, who was, at nine, the elder by two years, was first to get out of bed.

‘I’ve made a royal wedding breakfast,’ her father, John, called from the awning. He had draped a Union flag over the little fold-up table. There was bunting hanging from the guy ropes that held the brown and orange awning in place.

‘Red strawberries, white cream and blue—’

‘Pancakes!’ Kate squealed. ‘The pancakes are blue!’

‘Food colouring,’ her father explained. ‘I don’t suppose even Prince Charles is eating such a patriotic breakfast today.’

Tess, just seven, refused to eat anything that wasn’t its proper colour. The girls’ mother, Elaine, was dispatched to make some toast.

The whole campsite was beginning to wake up now. After weeks of speculation about the weather, the sun was shining like a smile. Everyone had a greeting for their neighbours as they went about their business. After breakfast, Kate accompanied her father to empty the chemical toilet. The festive mood prevailed even by the cesspit, where several other fathers admired John’s Union Jack shorts.

Around the camp leader’s caravan, preparations for the celebrations ahead were well under way. There was to be a huge buffet lunch in lieu of the street parties people were missing back home. Every caravan had received its instructions: each person should bring their own chair, a plate, a knife and fork, and a teacup; Kate’s parents had chipped in for their family’s allocation of barbecue food.

Dressed in her bridesmaid’s finery, Kate turned cartwheels in the middle of the field while she waited for something to happen. Tess tried to follow suit, but she could just about do a forward roll. Meanwhile, John and Elaine carried chairs and beer and wine bottles to the trestle tables by the camp leader’s caravan. In return for three bottles of cider, a colour television with a remote control had been borrowed from a house that backed onto the campsite.

The morning dragged. Kate turned more cartwheels. Someone’s radio played ‘songs for a princess’. Every tune had something royal in its lyrics or music. Until at last, at last, the montage of scenes from the lives of the Prince of Wales and his future wife was replaced by live footage. The royal wedding had begun.

Just before eleven twenty, Kate and Tess joined their parents in the circle that had formed round the borrowed television. Kate climbed onto her father’s lap. The sun was shining so brightly they could hardly see the screen. Kate struggled to the front of the circle and the shade of the camp leader’s awning to get a better view.

Up and down the country, millions of loyal citizens watched Lady Diana Spencer glide up the aisle of St Paul’s on her father’s arm, to the sound of the ‘Trumpet Voluntary’. In her dress, with its yards of taffeta, Diana was the embodiment of every little girl’s dream. She was celebrated that afternoon with toasts of champagne, of cider and of dandelion and burdock. On the campsite at Littlehampton, there was dancing until dawn.

Kate Williamson fell asleep beneath a trestle table. Her father scooped her into his arms to carry her back to the caravan. Halfway across the field, she stirred into wakefulness.

‘One day,’ she told her father, ‘I’m going to marry a prince.’


Chapter One

20 October 2010, Paris

It was much too cold and wet to be standing in a queue to go up the Eiffel Tower, but Ian was insistent. How could you go to Paris without seeing the Eiffel Tower? Especially as, Ian reminded Kate, he had never been to Paris before. That was a sore point. Ian had been so proud of organising this surprise mini-break in the City of Light. He was gutted when Kate told him that not only had she been to Paris before, she had actually stayed in the very hotel where he had booked a junior suite.

Kate stopped short of telling him that on her last visit – just two years before – she and Dan had stayed in the hotel’s honeymoon suite. Not that there was ever any chance of a honeymoon with Dan, as he had somehow managed to be involved in complicated divorce proceedings for the entire four years Kate was with him, despite having officially separated from his wife two years before Kate arrived on the scene.

So Ian had sulked all the way from St Pancras to Gare du Nord. He seemed set to keep sulking all day. At the Hôtel Renoir, Kate prayed that the receptionist would not recognise her, as she had recognised Dan two years earlier. How awful that had been. Putting two and two together to make five, the receptionist had greeted Kate by Dan’s ex-wife’s name.

‘We have put you in your favourite room, Mrs Harper,’ the girl said.

That was how Kate and Dan came to be in the honeymoon suite. She told him it was one thing to be taken to the hotel where he and his ex had tried to save their marriage – on several occasions, as it turned out – but it was something else to have to sleep in the same bloody room. Dan was forced into a hasty upgrade.

Despite that inauspicious start, Kate had liked the Hôtel Renoir and for that reason she persuaded Ian that there was no need for them to find a different hotel for their mini-break.

‘This trip is already a hundred per cent better than the last time I was here because I am with you,’ she assured him. ‘Everything is different.’ That much was absolutely true.

Neither did she mind doing the tourist sights since Dan, of course, had been to Paris dozens of times with his Francophile wife and so refused to spend even a minute of Kate’s birthday weekend queuing to see the Mona Lisa. Kate wanted to see the Mona Lisa. She also wanted to see the Venus de Milo. She wanted to go to the Musée d’Orsay and see the Impressionists at the Orangerie and have her picture taken beneath the Arc de Triomphe. The Eiffel Tower, however, had never been high on Kate’s to-do list. Given her slight fear of heights, she had no particular desire to spend an hour getting to the top of the thing to spend five minutes looking at the ground. Especially on a wet, grey day like this. What would they be able to see, anyway? They should go to Saint-Germain instead, she suggested. Find a little bar and get quietly hammered on pastis.

‘No,’ said Ian, digging in his heels. ‘I’ve always wanted to go up the Eiffel Tower.’

And so they went up the Eiffel Tower, squashed into the lift with a group of American tourists who were commiserating with one of their number over a handbag snatched. At the top, Ian pulled Kate away from the crowd. At least, as far away from the crowd as was possible in one of the world’s most visited monuments. There was no hope of being entirely alone.

‘Shame about the weather,’ Ian muttered.

‘Hmm.’ Kate looked out over the city towards the fairytale white domes of the Sacré-Coeur, barely visible through the mist. She was remembering standing in front of that cathedral, hearing Dan say that even now his divorce was through he wasn’t sure that he was, you know, ready to ‘move on’ and make their relationship permanent, when Ian interrupted her reverie with the question she should have known to expect.

‘Sorry?’ Kate didn’t quite catch what he’d said.

‘Will you marry me?’ he asked again. He looked so scared. He was actually shaking, though maybe that was only through the effort of half sinking to one knee. Ian didn’t want to put his knee down properly because the floor was wet and his trousers were new. Kate asked if he was joking.

‘No,’ he said, ‘of course I’m not joking. Kate Williamson, will you marry me?’

Two of the American matrons from the lift were watching.

‘Oh God,’ said Kate, so intensely aware of her audience that she caught the cat’s-bottom tightening of lips her blasphemy elicited. ‘I mean, yes,’ she said, and it was as though she’d said it as much to appease the American matrons as to please Ian. She hadn’t had time to consider whether it pleased her. This was all so sudden.

‘Oh, Kate.’ Ian pulled her into a bear hug. ‘My Kate, my Kate, my Kate.’

Kate dropped her camera. One of the matrons picked it up and obligingly took a series of snaps.

‘You’ll want to remember this moment for ever,’ she told Kate as she handed the camera back. ‘We are so pleased for you. You two young people take care of each other now.’

‘I am going to take care of this woman until the day I die,’ Ian responded proudly. He hugged Kate close again, rendering her unsteady on her feet.

‘You’ve made our vacation,’ the matron assured him. ‘To see a proposal in the most romantic place on earth!’

Ian was looking at the photos on the camera already.

‘There we are,’ he said. ‘That’s us. That’s you and me getting engaged.’

The Kate in the photographs looked ambushed, staring over Ian’s shoulder with wide and frightened eyes.

‘Were you surprised?’ Ian asked her, beginning the reminiscing before the moment was even complete.

‘Well, yes,’ said Kate. ‘I suppose I was.’

‘Are you happy?’

‘Of course I am.’

She felt breathless and tearful. Exactly as she’d felt the time she almost died stepping out in front of a bus while exhausted from an all-nighter at the office. She could almost hear the squeal of the brakes. Was she frightened? Relieved?

They joined the queue shuffling back towards the lift.

‘I haven’t got a ring yet, because I didn’t want to get something you didn’t like. I’m sorry,’ he said.

‘Don’t be sorry,’ said Kate. ‘We can choose something in London.’


You’re not properly engaged until you’ve got the ring, said a little voice at the back of Kate’s head. There’s still time to change your mind.

No, Kate told the voice firmly. This is exactly what I’ve always wanted. This is the best moment of my life so far. She looked at Ian’s handsome profile as he pushed ahead through the crowd. She hadn’t been lying when she told Ian that everything about this, her second romantic weekend in Paris, was better than the first. She loved her kind and generous boyfriend. He made her feel so much better than any of the muppets she’d dated before him. She knew that when he promised he would always look after her, Ian actually meant it. He was steadfast and trustworthy. He was a proper, grown-up man who would never give her cause to worry or distrust him. She knew that he had made his proposal out of the very purest love, and there was nothing she wanted more than to spend the rest of her life as Mrs Ian Turner. Yes, Kate told the little voice. This is brilliant. Oh my God, I’m getting married!

‘Let’s not go back down to earth just yet.’ Kate caught her new fiancé by the arm. ‘I want to savour this moment for a little bit longer.’

Kate easily persuaded Ian back to the viewing platform, where she threw her arms round his neck and kissed him so passionately that she raised a cheer from a coach party of pensioners from Frankfurt.


Chapter Two

20 October 2010, Cliveden, Berkshire

Unlike Kate Williamson, Diana Ashcroft was absolutely expecting her proposal. In fact, it was she who had suggested the ideal date, 20 October 2010.

‘Twenty ten, twenty ten,’ she spelled it out. ‘That way, we’ll never forget it.’

Diana’s boyfriend, Ben, nodded mutely while Diana issued instructions. Since her birthday was on 21 October, she continued, it made sense for Ben to take the Wednesday, Thursday and Friday off work for a mini-break at Cliveden. Diana had always wanted to go to Cliveden. Either there or Belvoir Castle. It had to be somewhere classy. Somewhere special.

Somewhere expensive, thought Ben.

Going during the week would make their hotel stay slightly more economical, Diana added thoughtfully. And she would love him for ever if he granted this one wish and made their engagement a real event. She gave Ben the coy smile that she knew he couldn’t resist.

Ben duly booked the hotel and started shopping for the ring. At least that wouldn’t be too difficult. Diana and her mother, Susie, had already been into Goldsmiths at the West Quay Shopping Centre and spent an hour narrowing the contenders down to two, so that Ben could pick his favourite.

‘Of course, you get the final say,’ Diana promised.

However, as he was standing in the shop, taking in the prices in stunned dismay, Diana texted to tell him that she really, really preferred the princess-cut invisible centre and diamond-set band from the new Excitement collection, which was the more expensive ring by several hundred pounds. Ben was altogether less excited than panicked as he handed over his credit card to be swiped to the tune of £3,499.99.

‘You’re supposed to spend a month’s wages on the ring,’ Diana told him when he returned to their house looking pale, ‘so you should probably get me some earrings as well.’

With the engagement ring, the matching earrings and the mini-break at Cliveden, Ben figured that he had spent all his disposable income for the year in one fell swoop. But how could he put a price on Diana’s happiness? he reminded himself. And her forgiveness. This engagement, which had come upon him rather more quickly than he expected, was the sign of commitment Diana had demanded after discovering he had cheated on her with a girl from work.

‘It’s the only way I can ever trust you again,’ she told him.

After the tears and the terrifying screaming matches that had followed his being busted, Ben was happy to agree to just about anything. Like most men, Ben would sooner have faced a machine gun than a crying girl. Forget waterboarding, waterworks were the ultimate torture.

Ben told himself that he would have proposed to Diana at some point anyway. Diana was the love of his life. The fling with Lucy, the girl from work, was a huge mistake. They had flirted for months, while working on the same project, by text and email, and in late-night ‘meetings’ at the pub. The build-up in sexual tension was incredible, but anyone might have predicted that as soon as the tension was released in an untidy bedroom in Lucy’s damp flat, the scales would fall from Ben’s eyes.

Even as he lay in Lucy’s bed right afterwards, he started to compare her unfavourably with Diana, his girlfriend of seven years. Lucy’s sheets needed changing for a start. Ben shuddered at the thought that he might not be the first guy to have slept on this set. The walls of her bedroom were depressingly bare but for an Australian flag held up by drawing pins. She had nothing in her fridge but a carton of sour milk, which Ben only discovered was sour when he took an unfortunate swig from it. Lucy’s bathroom was filthy. The pink plastic backing strip of a panty liner curled obscenely on the floor beneath the toilet bowl. She was far from being a domestic goddess.

When, a couple of days later, Diana found a saucy text from Lucy on Ben’s mobile and all hell broke loose as a result, it was that grubby bathroom in particular that loomed large in Ben’s remembrance. Diana kept their starter home immaculate and spotlessly clean. Sheets were changed twice a week. The walls were tastefully adorned with prints from John Lewis. The fridge was always full. Comfort and cleanliness. Was he willing to trade that for Lucy’s sexual athleticism? He knew the acrobatics wouldn’t last. They never did. Diana had been like that in bed once. Years down the line, Ben knew better than to make a move when Diana was wearing her tooth-whitening trays or a face mask.

So, faced with the choice between dirty sex in a dirty house and hardly any sex at all in a relative palace, Ben confounded popular beliefs about men by going for practical celibacy among the John Lewis cushions. And so the engagement was brokered and the moment itself was stage-managed. A bottle of champagne upon arrival. The ring handed over in the elegance of Cliveden’s terrace dining room to polite applause from the other guests. The first shag in six months in a deluxe suite with separate dressing area.

‘I am so happy,’ Diana said as she stretched her arm out from beneath the sheets to admire her brand-new diamonds.

‘Me too,’ said Ben. ‘Me too.’

He stroked a finger down Diana’s arm. She would make a beautiful bride. Every man would envy him. Unknown to Ben, Diana was thinking exactly the same thing.


Chapter Three

21 October 2010, Bride on Time, Washam, a small town on the south coast

Whatever the statistics suggested about the decline of marriage, Bride on Time seemed to be bucking the trend. Even this latest recession had left Melanie Harris’s bridal-gown business untouched. Perhaps romance wasn’t dead after all. Perhaps people were actually flocking to the safety of marriage in these difficult times. Or perhaps it was that Bride on Time had benefited from the collapse of its nearest rival store when the couple that ran it divorced after the husband came out. Such a shock. A man who knew his silk from his chiffon running off with another guy? Whatever the reason, the appointments book at Bride on Time was always full.

Still, people driving past the unassuming aluminium-framed doorway, which led to a converted flat above a 24/7 mini-market, would never have guessed that Bride on Time was tricked out like the inside of a jewellery box, with swags of satin pinned to the ceiling and a pink velvet chaise longue in every corner, or that in an average week nearly thirty brides would be dressed for their big day by Melanie and her team. Newly engaged women (and, memorably, one slim-hipped man, who looked good in everything) came to Bride on Time from miles around. Melanie had clients from Southampton, Portsmouth and Petersfield. Several girls had made the trip down from London. She was even making a dress for an expat bride based in Palma, who flew in for a fitting once a month. Such was Bride on Time’s reputation for perfection.

In 2010, Melanie’s little shop was almost thirty years old. She’d started the place just a year after her own wedding, sinking the money she and her husband had saved for a mortgage deposit into the first season’s stock. Melanie had worked as a seamstress since leaving school. She knew that bridal fashion was big business and luckily Keith believed her. There were some lean years to begin with, when the newlyweds lived on dented tins from the supermarket downstairs, but it wasn’t long before Bride on Time was VAT registered and employed two full- and seven part-time staff. Heidi and Sarah, the current full-time staff, were both excellent seamstresses. Heidi had worked for Vivienne Westwood before quitting to come back to Southampton to look after her ageing mother. Sarah, likewise, could make a catwalk model out of any checkout girl with a bit of clever stitching.

But Melanie’s husband and friends credited Melanie herself with making the shop such a stellar success. Melanie had a way with people. It was as though she could tune in to their most secret desires. She knew within moments of meeting a bride which dress the girl would walk out with. She knew how to tactfully persuade a bride who wanted a Disney-themed wedding with grown women dressed as Minnie Mouse for bridesmaids that the pictures might not stand the test of time. She also knew how to calm the nerves of the bride who wasn’t flat-out delighted to find herself wedding-dress shopping. There were more of those than you would imagine. Sometimes it was just the stress of planning the big day. Plenty of girls dreaded being the centre of attention. Sometimes it was something more. Melanie had often played agony aunt as she laced up bodices in the chiffon-tented changing rooms.

‘What was your wedding dress like?’ her customers often asked her.

No word described it better than ‘meringue’, but that was the height of fashion in 1981, she told them, including leg-of-mutton sleeves and a skirt so voluminous it almost obliged the bride to walk sideways on her way down the aisle. Melanie’s own enormous dress was made of a heavy silk taffeta that creased like buggery. It had driven her mother insane in the hours immediately before the wedding, which fell on the same day as the marriage of Prince Charles and Lady Di.

29 July 1981

‘These bloody creases won’t come out!’

Melanie’s mother, Cynthia, had her stand in front of the ironing board so that she could at least try to press out the worst of the wrinkles in the train. The result was a small brown burn that had to be covered with a silk flower. But not even a burn on her wedding dress could ruin Melanie’s wedding day. She was marrying Keith Harris, the man she had met for the first time at a youth club when they were both just thirteen years old. He was her best friend in the world, the only lover she would ever have or need. Some girls might have found the prospect of only ever knowing one man slightly daunting, but at twenty-one, Melanie was ready to promise him the rest of her life.

Cynthia felt a little calmer about the creases in her daughter’s dress after the bridal party broke off their preparations to watch the arrival of Lady Diana Spencer at St Paul’s Cathedral. The royal bride stepped out of her carriage in a veritable cloud of crumpled taffeta and antique lace.

‘Look at that dress. It’s like a bloody dishrag,’ Cynthia pronounced. ‘Those puffball sleeves are bigger than her head!’

‘But she’s radiant,’ said Melanie’s maternal grandmother, Ann. ‘No one’s looking at the dress. Just look at her smile. She’s so much in love, that girl. Like our Melanie is. Anyway, scrunched-up taffeta is obviously all the rage.’

Melanie’s mother conceded that Grandma was right.

Meanwhile, Melanie beamed as she took in the similarities between her dress and what she could see of the future princess’s dress on the tiny television screen. Same sort of fabric. Same shape. It was a pity Melanie hadn’t thought of having more detailing round the collar, and of course Melanie’s train was never going to be that extravagant – twenty-five feet! The aisle at the village church just wasn’t that long – but all in all Melanie felt that she and Diana had been on the same wavelength and that added another layer to Melanie’s happiness. How lucky they both were to be marrying the men of their dreams on this beautiful day. Possibly, Melanie decided, she was even luckier than Lady Di, since she was marrying Keith, the most handsome man in her town, while Diana was marrying a man nearly thirteen years her senior with ears like a toby jug. Melanie wouldn’t have traded Keith for that particular prince.

‘The car’s here,’ Melanie’s sister, Michelle, shouted up the stairs.

Melanie took a few deep breaths as her mother, her grandmother and two of her bridesmaids gathered up the taffeta skirt and train, and helped her down the narrow stairs towards the start of her new life as Mrs Keith Harris, with all its attendant Orville jokes.


Chapter Four

23 October 2010

Washam

Kate had often walked past the unassuming entrance to Bride on Time while staying at her parents’ new house in a little town on the coast near Southampton. The place had always fascinated her. The red prom dress in the window display (Melanie Harris had seen an opportunity in the imported trend for high-school proms) looked unflattering, uncomfortable and highly inflammable. Who on earth was going to buy that, and who was going to be encouraged to buy a wedding dress by the monstrosities that flanked the red frock? They were perfect early-Neighbours-era Kylie. In fact, it was quite possible that they had been lurking around in the stockroom since the 1980s. None of the dresses benefited from being seen through a film of yellow cellophane, designed to stop the fabric from discolouring in the sun.

Kate couldn’t imagine how the business survived, stuck above a mini-mart with such an uninspiring window display. Perhaps it was a cover for a brothel, she suggested to her father, John, as they walked by together one afternoon. John said he thought his daughter might be right. He liked to imagine all sorts of goings-on in the small town where he and Kate’s mother had chosen to spend their retirement for its proximity to Kate’s sister and their grandchild. Kate’s parents had a nickname for every familiar passerby.

‘There goes Keith Richards on his way to the bottle bank,’ Kate’s mum, Elaine, commented as a man who hadn’t changed his look since 1973 shuffled by the kitchen window.

‘I see Joan Collins is being measured for some new guttering,’ said John as a van pulled up outside a house owned by a glamorous widow.

‘Do you think that’s a wig?’ Elaine asked Kate as Joan Collins opened the door to her visitors. ‘Your father thinks that’s her real hair. I keep telling him it’s a wig.’

Kate humoured her parents both. Commenting on the neighbours kept them off the subject of her own life, at least.

That said, one of the many things Kate would always be grateful to her parents for was the care they took not to interfere in their grown daughters’ private lives. Kate had many friends who claimed they had been endlessly pressured by their parents to get married and start producing grandchildren. By contrast, Kate’s own parents had never been anything but supportive of Kate’s right to live her life exactly as she chose. Married, single, straight, gay, left, right . . . they didn’t mind at all. They never once mentioned how nice it would be to have Kate settled down. Except for one incident when Kate had just turned thirty and her father came in from the garden with a toad.

‘Kiss it,’ he said. ‘It may be your last chance.’

Kate hadn’t brought a boyfriend home in seven years when she introduced Ian to her mum and dad. She would have liked for them to get to know Dan, but Dan seemed to think that agreeing to meet her parents would be tantamount to agreeing to a wedding and so he never did meet them, though he was always polite enough to ask how they were.

Ian was different. He insisted that he be allowed to meet Kate’s family surprisingly early on, perhaps only three months after they first met.

‘Are you sure?’ Kate asked.

‘Of course I’m sure. I want to know everything about you,’ he said. ‘I especially want to know where you came from.’

So Kate drove him down to the south coast for Sunday lunch. He did all the right things. He brought flowers, praised the food and offered to help wash up. He complimented Kate’s sister, Tess, on her new boots. He found common ground with Kate’s brother-in-law, Mike, on the subject of a disastrous cricket season. He was suitably enthusiastic when Kate’s five-year-old niece, Lily, insisted on demonstrating the song she would be singing in the school play. He didn’t even seem to mind that Lily started from the beginning every time she made a mistake. Which was often. He just kept on smiling through.

Later in the afternoon, the entire family went for a walk down by the seafront. Ian strode ahead with Mike and John, carrying Lily on his shoulders. Kate lagged behind with her mother and sister.

‘Lily likes him,’ Tess observed.

‘I like him,’ said Elaine. ‘He’s a very nice young man.’

‘Young?’ Kate laughed. ‘He’s forty-five.’

‘And he’s never been married, you say?’

‘Never.’

‘That’s good,’ said Elaine, before adding in a stage whisper, ‘None of that complication.’

Though Elaine refrained from saying it out loud, Kate knew she was thinking about Dan and his never-ending divorce proceedings.

‘Your father seems to like him too,’ Elaine continued.

‘I know he must be special,’ said Tess, ‘because you haven’t brought anyone home since that bloke with the BMW. What was his name? Nice car, shame about the—’

‘God, that was ages ago. Let’s not talk about him,’ said Kate. Her entire body shivered as she remembered Sebastian, the BMW driver, who had asked her to whip him while he cavorted in a pair of her stockings. Kate knew Tess already thought her private life was a bit of a joke. Tess didn’t know the half of it. There were many good reasons why Kate hadn’t brought someone home in so long.

Anyway, Ian definitely passed muster that afternoon. From that day forward Elaine always asked after him whenever she phoned for a chat. Ian was a big fan of West Ham FC, so John made an effort to know how the team was doing and asked Kate to pass on her congratulations if a match had gone well. Never before had Kate’s parents been so keen to know about a boyfriend. Tess, too, always wanted to know what Ian was up to and what was his opinion on this, that or other aspect of her sister’s life. They could not have made it more obvious that they approved of Ian Turner. That was how Kate knew her family would be pleased with their news.

It was difficult to keep quiet about the engagement until they were able to tell their parents. After the initial shock of the proposal, Kate’s feelings on the subject had quickly settled into the proper euphoria. The rest of the mini-break in Paris was just wonderful. For the first time in her life Kate found herself actually going into a jewellery shop with a man. Dan had always tugged her past jewellers’ windows at high speed, as though the unobtainable glitter might send her insane. Now Ian was insisting that they visit every jeweller on the Place Vendôme – Boucheron, Chaumet, Bulgari. In Boucheron, Kate tried on a yellow diamond as big as an almond. When the sales assistant announced the price, which was roughly equivalent to the cost of a brand-new Porsche, Kate kept her nerve and continued to admire the stone, while Ian told the assistant that the ring was ‘too big for anyone but a transvestite’.

Afterwards, back out on the street, Kate and Ian laughed so hard they thought their sides would burst. They tried on a considerably more modest solitaire in Tiffany at Galeries Lafayette, but ultimately decided to get a less expensive copy made in Hatton Garden when they got home.

When they weren’t shopping for a fantasy engagement ring, they stopped on street corners all over Paris to share kisses. They held hands over dinner, breakfast and lunch. They twirled round the Tuileries like a couple half their age.

On the Eurostar back to London, Kate felt a sense of calm underlying the excitement of what was to come. She looked at Ian dozing beside her. That snore of his was now hers for life, but she didn’t mind about that. Ian really wanted her, and she wanted him too. More than anything. They would look after each other. Together they would build a wonderful life. At last Kate had found her for-ever love.

Back in London, the guy in the dry-cleaner’s asked Kate if she was sure she hadn’t flown to Poland for a quick nip and tuck, rather than to Paris for a mini-break.

‘You look radiant,’ he said.

Kate’s mother agreed with the dry-cleaner’s pronouncement when she saw Kate climb out of Ian’s car the following Saturday. When the news had been shared, Elaine clapped her hands together and said, ‘I knew it! I knew it the moment I saw you get out of the car. You look transformed.’

And Kate really did feel transformed. All her adult life she had told herself that it didn’t bother her whether she got married or not, but the truth was, she had been blindsided by joy. And there was something about her parents’ reaction that gave the lie to the notion that they too had been entirely happy with her prolonged bout of spinsterhood. The only word for her parents that afternoon was ‘ecstatic’. Their unabashed happiness made Kate feel happier still.

When Tess arrived, an hour or so later, she squealed her own delight at her big sister’s announcement. Mike shook Ian’s hand and assured him, in dark tones, ‘The fun starts here.’

Lily, just turned six, seemed a little confused by all the congratulations and the kissing.

‘You’re going to have an uncle Ian,’ Tess told her.

‘I thought you said I could have a Dream Pony stable set,’ Lily responded.

After much prompting, Lily eventually wished her Auntie Kate ‘Congratulations’ and gave her new Uncle Ian a reluctant kiss on the cheek. Then she insisted on all the lights in her grandparents’ living room being turned off so that she could put on ‘a show’ in the newly engaged couple’s honour.

‘This is such good news, Kate.’ Tess wouldn’t stop squeezing her hand all afternoon and evening. ‘Especially, you know, especially right now.’ Tess looked deep into her eyes.

At last Kate caught her meaning. In all the excitement about the engagement, Kate had forgotten that her mother had been in hospital that week, as an out-patient, for some tests following an abnormal mammogram. Nothing serious, they’d hoped, but Kate had completely forgotten to ask the outcome. She followed her mother out to the kitchen to help her make another round of tea.

‘How was the hospital visit?’ Kate asked.

‘Let’s not talk about that now,’ said Elaine. ‘It was boring. Today is about your engagement.’ Elaine cupped Kate’s face in her hands. ‘My little girl is getting married!’

‘I’m not a little girl. I’m thirty-nine.’

‘You’ll always be my little girl. I can’t tell you how much it means to me and your dad that you’ve got someone to take care of you now. It’s such a relief.’

Elaine’s eyes glittered. She didn’t need to say anything else. Kate knew that the hospital visit had confirmed that something wasn’t quite right. Though they continued to celebrate for the rest of the evening, the happy engagement bubble had already burst.


Chapter Five

Having been given much more notice than Kate Williamson’s parents, Susie Ashcroft was able to make sure that her only daughter’s engagement was celebrated in real style. Of course, Susie had keys to her daughter and future son-in-law’s house, so while they were still at Cliveden, basking in the post-engagement glow (and running up a credit-card bill that would take Ben months to clear), Susie and Nicole, Diana’s best friend since primary school, let themselves in to set up a party.

They invited forty other close friends and relations to help share the joy. Everyone mucked in, hanging brightly coloured ‘Congratulations’ banners all over Diana’s tastefully neutral decoration scheme. Nicole inflated fifty gold and silver balloons. The effort nearly killed her. Susie cut the crusts off 200 smoked-salmon sandwiches. An enormous cake was brought in from the very best local bakery. When the bride-to-be texted to say that she and Ben had just turned off the motorway, Susie ushered the engagement-party guests into hiding in the darkened living room.

‘Surprise!’ they shouted as Ben shuffled in first.

Ben, who had been looking forward to a restorative hour on his Xbox for the entire drive back to Southampton, gamely put on a show of delight. Diana, however, was genuinely delighted. A surprise party was the best thing in the world, as far as she was concerned. What was the point of bagging her man if everybody didn’t know about it? She flashed her new engagement ring and regaled the entire gathering with a description of their suite at the hotel.

‘It had a separate dressing area. That makes such a difference. I told Ben we should knock through from the box room and have a separate dressing room here.’

Then she wowed her friends with the news that one of last year’s X Factor contestants had been staying at Cliveden at the same time.

‘He’s much smaller in real life,’ she said, ‘and his girlfriend looked like a right old skank. But then didn’t I always say he was gay? She’s probably his PA, helping him scotch the gay rumours. They didn’t look very together in a real way.’

No one seemed to notice, or care, that Diana hadn’t described the proposal itself. Not when there was X Factor gossip to be had.

The clingfilm came off the sandwiches and champagne corks were popped. The champagne came courtesy of Diana’s father, who was unfortunately unable to attend that evening’s celebrations. He was still at work. He had his own business fitting kitchens and often carried on over the weekends.

‘Trust him,’ said Diana. ‘He’s always working.’

‘He’ll need to work twice as hard now,’ said Nicole, ‘to pay for your wedding. Have you thought about your venue yet?’

‘Cliveden would be amazing,’ said Diana.

It was possibly for the best that Diana’s father wasn’t there. His doctor had recently told him to avoid putting too much stress on his heart.

Diana and Ben’s engagement party was still in full swing at midnight. Ben grinned his way through it all, though he wanted nothing more than a few moments to himself. He managed just twenty minutes on his own in the master bedroom’s en suite before Diana came knocking on the door, demanding to touch up her make-up. She seemed very happy. She pressed a kiss on Ben’s cheek as they passed in the bathroom doorway. She might have been less affectionate had she known who he’d been texting in those few brief minutes of alone time.

Ben had been texting Lucy, the girl from work. She had sent him several messages over the past couple of days, asking if he was OK. Ben hadn’t told her that he was taking three days off work to get engaged and thus she had assumed that he must be absent because he was unwell. Nobody had told her otherwise.

Oh God. Every time another sweetly concerned text came through, Ben’s heart sank a little deeper. He knew he had to tell Lucy the truth before he got back to the office. She didn’t deserve the humiliation of finding out at the same time as everyone else. If he texted her now, on Saturday night, then by Monday morning she might have got used to the idea. There was no way he would be able to keep the engagement quiet for any longer. Diana’s best friend, Nicole, had a cousin who worked in the HR department. Ben wouldn’t have been at all surprised if she had already made the announcement for him on the company intranet. So he knew he had to man up and let Lucy down. And, boy, would she feel let down.

Though Ben had promised Diana that Lucy knew the status quo, the truth was that Lucy still had every reason to think that Ben had actually left Diana. With Diana raging at home, Ben hadn’t been able to face the thought of getting earache in the office as well, so he’d told Lucy that he and Diana were coming to the end of their seven-year relationship. It was just a matter of making the final break, which would naturally be difficult after such a long time. They had a joint mortgage. A big mortgage. That would take some unravelling. But unravelling it was, or so Lucy thought. It was on that basis that she had gone to bed with him. As yet, Lucy didn’t even know that Diana had found out about their night of passion, so while Ben was busy patching up his relationship, Lucy was biding her time, assuming that Ben was just waiting for the right moment to make his exit. Ben was going to have to write one hell of a text. In the end, he wrote, Got some bad news. D and me back 2gether. Got engaged. Am sorry.


He didn’t know whether to be relieved or terrified when Lucy failed to text her response.

‘Come on, you.’ Diana emerged from the bathroom, looking immaculate as ever, and took her future husband by the hand. ‘Mum has brought a cake. We’ve got to cut it together.’

‘Shouldn’t we wait until we’re cutting our wedding cake?’ asked Ben.

‘You’re such a spoilsport.’ Diana pouted. ‘Don’t ruin my evening. Besides, the sooner we wrap this party up, the sooner we can go to bed.’

Diana fluffed up her long, glossy hair and smiled seductively.

Ben followed her downstairs like a puppy.


Chapter Six

29 October 2010

Kate’s instinct that all was not well with her mother was right. Though her parents had refused to talk about it on the day they celebrated Kate’s engagement to Ian, the very next time Kate phoned, Elaine admitted that the hospital visit had brought bad news.

‘The second mammogram again showed what they thought might be calcifications, but it might be DCIS.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Ductal carcinoma in situ, a beginner’s cancer, if you like.’

Kate felt the C-word like a blow.

‘They want to do a biopsy. It’s the only way to know for sure.’

‘How soon can they do it?’ Kate asked.

‘End of the week. But I don’t want to go into it now,’ said Elaine. ‘Cheer me up. Talk about the wedding.’

Carrying on an excited conversation about wedding plans after that revelation was anything but easy. Still Kate tried. She told her mother that she and Ian had decided they wanted to get married as quickly as possible. Kate was about to go on gardening leave for two months as she moved from one law firm to another. Ideally, they would get married before Kate started her new job in February. Maybe as soon as late January if they could get everything sorted out in time. There was no point waiting any longer at their age, and a winter wedding could be so romantic. They liked the idea of the register office in Marylebone, followed by a lunch. Just a few people. Definitely not more than forty. Did her parents think enough water had passed under the bridge to invite both her godmothers, who had fallen out ten years before? Elaine didn’t seem entirely engaged with the conversation, but every time Kate attempted to steer her back to the biopsy, Elaine asked about wedding cakes, invitations and party favours instead.

‘Mum,’ said Kate, ‘we’re not having party favours, whatever they are. We’re planning a simple wedding.’

Kate had a long-awaited day off work later that week. She abandoned her plan to spend the day getting the boiler serviced and doing some early Christmas shopping and instead travelled back down to the south coast to accompany her mother to hospital for the biopsy.

Kate sat in the waiting room with her father.

‘Katie-Jane,’ he said, reverting to the pet name he hadn’t used in years, ‘I can’t tell you how worried we are. If we didn’t have your engagement to celebrate, your mother and I might have reached for the arsenic.’

‘Dad,’ Kate pleaded, ‘it could be nothing. Wait for the results.’ But she could imagine what he said was true. Her parents, who had married at the tender age of twenty, had spent less than seven nights apart in their whole almost five-decade-long marriage. Even through her darkest dating disasters, Kate had been sustained by the idea of a marriage like the one her parents had built together. They proved it was possible to find for-ever love. Nothing was too difficult for them to get through together. Except this, perhaps, if it turned out to be breast cancer. That day, privately and separately, each told Kate how much they feared for the other in the face of such a foe.

The mood remained sombre even when they were back at home and their neighbour ‘Keith Richards’ tripped over their low garden fence as he staggered by en route to the bottle bank.

‘Poor man,’ said Elaine. ‘He’s got no one to look after him.’

Elaine made a grab for her husband’s hand and squeezed until his fingers went white.

Kate knew that her mother was imagining a day when John might be the one tottering towards the bottle bank with no comfort but a bottle of whisky.

The arrival of Kate’s sister for lunch was a huge relief.

‘Why didn’t you tell me what was going on?’ Kate hissed when their parents were safely in the kitchen.

‘No one wanted to rain on your parade, stupid. You’ve waited long enough to bag your Mr Right.’

‘I can’t believe I was off on another planet like that while Mum and Dad have had so much to think about. I would never have acted like such a selfish cow going on and on about me and Ian.’

‘Kate, believe me, the thought of your wedding has really cheered them up. Your news came at exactly the right time.’

‘I feel like an idiot. I should have guessed.’

‘There’s no point beating yourself up,’ said Tess. ‘We’re not going to know anything for certain until Mum gets the results, so we’ve just got to keep calm and carry on. And keep Mum and Dad distracted.’
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