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Angelica Andrews, British Open Ballroom Dancing Champion 1974, 76–78, British Ten-Dance Champion 1977, and European Ballroom finalist more times than she cared to remember, did not do rusty keys or locks.


 Even without her beaded dance dresses and flicked cat’s eye liner, Angelica wasn’t the sort of lady who needed to open any door for herself. A man usually got there first, rushing to get it, so she could sweep through. However, there was no man around today, and the key she was grappling with didn’t just open a peeling door, it opened her entire monochrome childhood, before she could dance, before she was beautiful, before she was even ‘Angelica’.


 This wasn’t something she wanted company for, so she gritted her teeth in solitary majesty and jiggled the rusty lock to the Longhampton Memorial Hall.


 ‘Damn!’ she hissed, as one crimson nail split with the effort. According to Mrs Higham, who might well have been one of the Memorial Hall’s original 1921 board of trustees, there was ‘a knack’ to it. The ‘knack’ itself was not explained to her. Mrs Higham handed over the key with an air of suspicion, despite the fact that not only had Angelica got full permission to teach a class the following evening, but she distinctly remembered Mrs Higham from her own lessons there, fifty years ago, when she came to collect her bat-eared daughter, Vanessa. Mrs Higham had seemed pretty suspicious, even then.


 ‘I see you’re back, Angela,’ she’d said, as Angelica signed the book, with a grim satisfaction that suggested she’d been waiting thirty years to say it.


 Angelica made sure she signed Angelica Andrews, not Angela Clarke. She was back, but she wasn’t that back.


 With a final shove that put a fine layer of dirt on her wool jacket, she pushed open the Hall’s heavy front door and stepped into the tiled vestibule. Nothing had changed. She’d been here a few times since she moved back to Longhampton, for Friday night dances, but then the place had been filled with bodies, modern bodies fixing it firmly in the present. Now she was here alone, it felt like stepping back in time, with her own past drumming its fingers, waiting for her in the ballroom inside, some of it in crisp black and white, some in high eighties’ gloss.


 Angelica’s eyes closed, and she breathed in a smell that sent her rushing back into the sixties, the fifties: beeswax polish and wood panelling, and decades of dust tramped in from the streets. There’d always been something about the Memorial Hall that made Angelica feel you could slip back in time, if you turned down the lights and put on the right kind of slow waltz music.


 Like now, she thought, letting her ears pick up the faint clanks of the ancient plumbing. You could almost feel the brush of satin skirts swishing past in the dark, each creak of the wooden rafters a gentleman’s excuse me echoing back from the drab thirties.


 Angelica opened her eyes, and looked slowly round at the oak plaques commemorating Longhampton’s war dead, the carved finials, and painted friezes of Morris dancers and ballroom ladies in gossamer dresses, now faded like old pressed flowers. The glass panes in the doors that joined the vestibule to the main ballroom were cobwebby, and though the place was obviously still in use, from the stacked chairs and fire safety notices, the hall seemed asleep without music. In her head, she could hear blaring horns, and perky dance-band strings, and the echoing shuffle of drums played with brushes.


 It gave her a tingle of memory, almost like déjà vu, but not quite. She had been here before. It was an eerie feeling – her past coming back to life, after all those years of pretending it never happened.


 Music did that. Angelica had always thought it was so easy to touch your fingers to ghosts when you danced to music recorded years before you were born. When you were moving to the music you were sharing that thrill with shy men and hopeful women who’d done exactly the same thing, in the same place, on the same warm summer evenings and crisp early autumn days like this one. The world might move on, but the steps and rituals, and the lead and follow of the dance, stayed exactly the same.


 She sat down on the bench where she’d tied on her red ballet slippers as an eager six-year-old, and reached into her bag for the red leather heeled lace-ups she wore to teach in, battered and butter-soft. Even now, Angelica didn’t want to step onto that sprung floor in everyday courts.


 If she was going to step into the past, she wanted to do it in the right shoes.


 She looked up at the joining doors, as she pushed her feet into the lace-ups. A fresh shiver of anticipation ran over her tanned skin. If she pushed the doors open now, would the ghosts of her old life be dancing there, waiting for her, in a chorus-line of disapproval?


 Mrs Trellys, the first ballet teacher, with her walking stick, and her stories of nearly going to Russia to train with the Kirov, and her sharp words about little girls with rrrrrround shoulders.


 Sweet but dull Bernard, her first proper ballroom partner, awkward in his father’s dinner jacket, with his hair slicked back and his ears pink with nerves, still hoping she’d changed her mind.


 Her mum and dad, now reunited in that great ballroom in the sky where only classic waltzes were played, and her mum’s roller-set never wilted before the last dance.


 Angelica swallowed, suddenly tense.


 Would Tony be there? With his seductive Spanish eyes and too-tight-for-competition trousers? Holding out his hand, requesting her pleasure in that old-fashioned way that looked gallant to everyone else, but unbearably exciting and tormenting to her?


 She closed her eyes, and let the wave of longing and regret and still-sharp disappointment roll over her. She’d kept those feelings at arms’ length for years, just like she’d kept most strong feelings safely battened down beneath her fixed ballroom smile, but now she was back in Longhampton, they had returned with all the disorientating intensity of a bereavement.


 God alone knew where Tony was. But in her imagination, he was always thirty-four, hair as jet-black as his polished dancing shoes, and they were always three quick steps away from a fight or falling, kissing wildly, into bed.


 Angelica shook away the memory, and got to her feet. With a deep breath, she pushed open the doors, solid dark wood with sixteen small panes halfway up, enough to glimpse the dancers when you were putting your shoes on, and to get your own pulse racing and your feet itching to join in. Just enough glass to see if your man was dancing with someone else, or if the floor was emptied by some show-off couple strutting their new steps.


 Her footsteps echoed on the wonderful wooden floor. Sprung maple, just like the finest ballrooms she’d danced in, an unexpected jewel of sophistication in the nondescript town. Angelica lifted her gaze up to the rafters, taking in the elaborate friezes, washed out and peeling in places, but still ambitious and proud. It was still as magical as it was in her memory, more so for having survived. When she was a little girl, living round the corner in Sydney Street, her mother had often told her about how the Memorial Hall had sprung up like a glorious mushroom behind Longhampton’s lacklustre High Street, and though Angelica found it hard to lay her mother’s descriptions over the concrete she tramped along, even then she wanted to believe in a glamour she couldn’t actually see.


 Since way before the turn of the century, according to Pauline, Longhampton had been the place to go for a dance on a Friday, being the old market town and the centre of social activity for the outlying farms and villages. It had a market hall that was used for whatever dancing could be arranged, and its own band. Of course, losing nearly all the town’s men to the Western Front had put a stop to that, but after the war had ground to a numb halt, the people of Longhampton, who weren’t badly off in those days, thanks to the cider mills, had scraped together enough money to build a Memorial Hall, instead of a gloomy statue to the husbands and sons who’d spun round the floor in happier years. The ramshackle old market hall was demolished, and the lovely Memorial Hall was built in its place, with stained-glass windows that spilled fruit-jelly-coloured pools of light on to the polished floor, and wrought-iron radiators like stacked Nice biscuits along the walls.


 The sprung floor was donated by Lady Eliza Cartwright, for whom Angelica’s great-aunt Martha had cooked. Lady Eliza’s husband, Sir Cedric, had been a keen Scottish reeler who even reeled with staff at Christmas parties, but he was killed on the first day of Ypres, and Lady Eliza, widowed with three young girls, ‘turned white overnight’, as Martha liked to recall gloomily, when she’d had a sherry or two. She sold his handmade shotguns, gave the money to the fund, and threw herself into leading the committee of widowed volunteers, stumbling through their grief with over-busy diaries. Lady Cartwright was one of the dancing ladies in the subscription stained-glass window right by the door, her blonde hair flying as she swung round as the mother of the Three Muses, with little Clementine, Ada and Felicity making up the foursome. She was still there eighty years later, her pale arms entwined with her children’s.


 Angelica stepped across the floor to gaze up at the Cartwrights. They were still exactly as she remembered, though now dulled by age and dust and old smoke. She had used Ada’s right foot when she was learning to pirouette, concentrating on it, spinning, then catching it again with her eyes for balance. In a way, it made her feel as if Ada was joining in the lesson, despite the fact that ‘that poor scrap of a girl’ (Martha again) died in the flu epidemic in 1919, up in St Mary’s hospital, when the windows were still sketches on the draughtsman’s board.


 Through the twenties and early thirties, the widows and their daughters had had to dance together in the new hall, and for a while there’d been a vogue for ceilidhs, because it wasn’t so bad to take the man’s part in a dance that was more breathless exercise than romance. But as the sons grew tall enough to dance with, proper ballroom nights had started up again, and the glitterball, imported specially from Europe, sparkled over foxtrots and bustling quicksteps, especially when the smooth-talking GIs arrived at the base down the road during the next war.


 Then at the end of the fifties – and Angelica remembered this herself, partly from her father’s absolute horror – rock’n’roll filled the hall three nights a week, jostling for position with the die-hard ballroomers for alternate Friday nights.


 Longhampton’s deep-rooted passion for a swinging beat took a long time to wither; even when punk was raging in London, couples still trailed to the Memorial Hall in their C&A best to fleckerl and chassé of a Friday night. Fashion took so long to spread to the middle of nowhere, and there wasn’t that much else to do. Angelica was long gone by then, but Pauline wrote to her to tell her about the success the formation team were having locally, and how sequence dancing was all the rage again. It seemed like another life to Angelica, star of the professional ballroom, stepping out on pol­ ished floors all over the world, under the red and gold rococo splendour of the Tower Ballroom, Blackpool, in cruise-ship lounges and night-club stages, spangled and glittering like a Fab­ ergé peacock, transformed into someone else as the music began.


 In those days, when anyone asked, Angelica usually said she was from London. And in a sense, that’s where Angelica was from. That’s where she became Angelica, shrugging off provincial Angela’s past like an old dress. Who wanted to know about Longhampton? She certainly didn’t.


 Now she was back, though, Angelica wasn’t so sure she could shrug things off so easily any more. Scanning the local paper one evening, in her mother’s quiet, empty house, she saw there was a social dance night two or three times a month, on a Friday. She guessed Strictly Come Dancing was to thank for that. Of course, she’d gone along to the social – how could she resist? – and it was surprising, given that no one was offering lessons, that the dancers there were so good, even by Angelica’s standards. Not competition standard, obviously, but that lovely proficient amateur level where you could have a chat and a dance and not worry about getting your toes mangled. The older generation, of course, not many youngsters.


 You’re older generation now, she reminded herself, with a wry smile. Nearly bus-pass age.


 Angelica could think that, because she knew she didn’t look it. Not by a long way.


 Once you started dancing, you always wanted to improve, she knew from experience, so she’d put up her own advert for lessons, ballroom and Latin, teaching in the very same hall where she’d learned to tap and plié herself, a little black crow in the line of chubby-legged Longhampton girls.


 And here she was. The first lesson tomorrow.


 Angelica took a broom and swept the dust off the wooden floor, smiling to herself as she remembered that gorgeous younger Angelica, all slicked-back hair, and false Dusty Springfield eyelashes. How horrified she’d be to think of herself back here, offering a dancing class to complete beginners, of all things, when she could be enjoying her alimony in Islington. Teaching people who didn’t even know she’d spent the best part of twenty years as half of one of Britain’s top professional couples. People who didn’t even remember Come Dancing, let alone her magnificent regular appearances on it, making the Tower Ballroom crackle with applause as she and Tony swept and glided like swallows in sequins.


 She shrugged and swept, stepping backwards in an unconscious lock step, her feet crossing neatly in their red shoes, trying not to let herself slip into the tempting showreel of Tony memories.


 Angelica paused at the stained-glass representation of a matron less picturesque than Lady Cartwright. Poor Mrs Dollis Fairley had always seemed wrapped in bandages rather than draped in Grecian garb – the Mummy, as they’d joked in tap class. Now Angelica was surprised to feel a flash of sympathy for her. For her heavy sadness.


 She was offering a class for the same reason she’d come back to Sydney Street in the first place. Now that Mum was buried next to Dad in the bleak cemetery on the outskirts of the town, there was no real reason to come back, and yet there was part of herself in Longhampton, part of her past that she’d never quite squared up to, and now she couldn’t put it off. It wasn’t to clear out her mother’s terraced house herself – she knew she could have got movers in to do that – it was to make up for all the years of running away.


 Besides, Angelica liked teaching, especially now she’d mellowed a bit. It was hard to deal with incompetent learners, and she wouldn’t put up with students who didn’t listen, or practise, or look for some starry-eyed glamour in themselves, but she enjoyed seeing that moment when the steps clicked in their heads, and a couple discovered they were wound into the music, moving together without thinking.


 After all, music was music – it had the same magic here as it did in the ballroom at the Ritz. The moment when suddenly lightened feet moved by themselves, and the dance and the music and the moment launched you round the floor like a boat’s sails catching the wind – that was lovely to see. It was almost more rewarding to watch beginners transform and improve under her instruction, than it was coaching the snappy, competitive pros she’d been teaching in London these past few years.


 When she could be bothered. It had got harder and harder lately.


 Angelica propped the broom against the ancient radiator. That was another thing the old Angelica wouldn’t have believed – that the desire to dance might eventually leave her, and it would have nothing to do with her bad neck. It was her heart that seemed to have lost its bounce, not her stiff knees. And Angelica hated going through the motions. She sighed, and told herself that the only thing worse than having a chequered past was not having a past at all.


 Then she closed her eyes, hummed the first bars of ‘Let’s Face the Music and Dance’, and began to quickstep smoothly around the hall, her feet moving with a swift sure grace, her arms poised weightlessly, one on an imaginary shoulder, the other held high in the air as her head leaned elegantly first to the left, then swayed, as she paused, suspended like a feather in the air, to the right.


 And though Angelica started, in her imagination, with Bernard, by the second verse Tony, as always, had cut in and her steps took on a sleeker line.










1


‘. . .  Seventeen, we agreed when I went back to work that Ross would get the kids bathed and in their pyjamas by the time I got home, so we could both put them to bed, but nine times out of ten, they’re still running around, which I think is unfair because it means I end up having to take charge and be the mean shouty parent, even before I’ve got my coat off. Eighteen, he never ever cleans the bath. I know that seems petty, but it means I have to clean it before I can get in, and I’m knackered most evenings. Nineteen, he makes me feel like his mother, or his sister, but definitely not his wife.’


 Silence.


 Katie looked up from her notebook. That last one might have been a bit much. ‘Though his legs aren’t bad for a man who doesn’t go to the gym,’ she conceded.


 Ross and the marriage guidance counsellor were slumped in their chairs, not responding, and she felt an unwelcome flicker of frustration, the sort she got when her team weren’t on the ball at work. Katie hated herself for feeling it, but then again, if she stopped feeling annoyed at Ross’s chronic passivity, she’d start feeling mortified about being here in the first place.


 Before she could rein it back in, she heard her own voice snap, ‘Look, we’re here to get things thrashed out, aren’t we? You told us to write a list of the things that weren’t working, didn’t you?’


 ‘A list,’ muttered Ross. ‘Not a bloody novel.’


 Peter, the counsellor, shook himself. ‘Well, yes, it’s good to get everything out in the open. But now let’s have your positive list about what makes you happy in your marriage.’


 Katie turned the page, and swallowed. ‘One, Ross is a great dad. Two, we’ve got a nice house. Three  . . .’ She turned the notebook nearer her so Ross couldn’t see she’d only managed to put three things on her list. He’d gazed at her with his puppy-dog eyes when she’d said he was a great dad – which, to be fair, he was – and he might as well have stabbed her. She wished he would sometimes. Anything but the wishy-washy predictability that was turning their marriage into a bickering brother–sister arrangement.


 Katie Parkinson didn’t know what made her happy in her marriage any more. She’d worked hard to get everything she thought she needed for a contented life – decent, faithful, good-looking man, three-bed house with off-road parking, job within a shortish drive of said nice house, two beautiful children – and everyone seemed to be happy except her. She’d pinned her hopes on the therapist diagnosing what exactly was wrong, then fixing it (or confirming it was unfixable), but so far, all he’d done was nod annoyingly while the pair of them squirmed.


 Ross looked over at her. ‘Is that it?’


 ‘Three,’ she went on, playing her final card, ‘we have two wonderful children. They make me happy.’


 He nodded his agreement, eager as ever to please.


 He reminds me of a spaniel, thought Katie, wishing he still reminded her of a bloke. A floppy-eared, soppy, chocolate spaniel with big feet.


 ‘We do,’ he was saying to Peter. ‘Jack’s just two and Hannah’s four, and they’re both wonderful kids. Bright, friendly, really loving and happy.’


 ‘Which he’s implying I don’t notice, because I’m working full-time, but I do,’ said Katie, unable to resist. Stop being such a cow. ‘Um, four,’ she improvised quickly, to compensate, ‘Ross has done a lovely job on the garden. We’re thinking of getting a conservatory if I get promoted this year. I mean, there are some advantages to those anti-socially long hours I work in a planning department, Ross – I do know about building work applications!’


 She meant it as a joke, but it came out more barbed than she intended.


 Ross and Peter didn’t smile. Now she slumped into the hard plastic chair.


 There are no problems, only solutions, Katie told herself. It had always been her mantra at work. For the first time in years, she was starting to wonder if it might not be entirely true.


 ‘Ross?’ said Peter, turning his kind face towards her husband. ‘Why don’t you read your list? Why not start with the positives this time?’


 Ross shot Katie a dark-eyed look and got out a sheaf of paper. ‘OK. We’ve made the best out of a tricky situation, considering – when the kids were born we did the sums and childcare was going to cost more than I was earning.’ He looked up at Peter. ‘I’m a graphic designer. I work on contract, and I was doing pretty well, but, you know how much daycare costs these days. Katie’s job had better prospects and she earns twice what I did  . . .’


 When you could be bothered to go out and get contracts, thought Katie, though this time she managed to stop herself saying it.


 ‘. . .  so it made sense for me to stop at home. I think it takes a strong marriage to cope with a role-reversal like that, but it’s working out. Well, as far as I’m concerned, anyway,’ he added, with a resentful shrug. ‘And the kids seem happy.’


 ‘No, it’s not working, Ross! Why else would we be here?’ protested Katie. Ross was such an ostrich. ‘It might be working for the children, but it’s not working for us. You can’t just ignore the fact that we only talk about the school run or what bills need paying! And as for  . . .’


 She brought herself up short. Maybe they should save their dead sex life for round two.


 ‘Finished?’ Ross looked annoyed.


 ‘Yes.’


 ‘Carry on, Ross,’ said Peter, as if he was used to that kind of impotent squabbling. ‘It’s good to get all this out into the open.’


 How does he put up with it, wondered Katie. Much less find positive things to say?


 ‘Secondly, I feel lucky to be married to such an intelligent, successful woman. I’m very proud of Katie, and what she’s achieved. I know there aren’t many female town planners, and she’s done really well. Her job gives us a good quality of life, and I appreciate that.’


 Ross sounded so calm and reasonable. Katie bubbled inside with resentment; Peter would be getting a totally unrealistic view of their life, but the more she protested, the more bitter she looked. And she hated this dirty laundry-airing.


 ‘Three, we used to have fun together, and I know we still can, when we make the effort. Four, Hannah and Jack are both healthy and happy, and it’s great for them that they’ve got one of us with them at home.’ Ross looked up from his notes. ‘They want to see you before they go to bed, Katie, but your overtime’s so unpredictable. How am I meant to give them a routine about Mummy and bed if it changes every day?’


 ‘Oh, right, so that’s why there’s no routine in the house,’ spat Katie. Ross really knew how to push her guilt buttons. ‘It’s my fault for being a working mother.’


 Ross glared at her and his mouth went into a thin petulant line. ‘They do have a routine. My routine. It’s just your life that doesn’t have one.’


 ‘But if you’re so proud of what I’ve achieved at work, why can’t you see how tough it is for me to do all that and get home by seven? Especially in an office full of blokes just looking for an excuse to accuse me of slacking?’


 ‘Focus on the list,’ Peter reminded them.


 It wasn’t as though she wanted to work overtime. Once she was out of the office, even a ten-minute traffic hold-up felt as if she was being cheated out of precious time at home with Jack and Hannah.


 But Ross was talking again, and hitting on the sorest spot of all.


 ‘Five, we’ve got enough money, so I wish Katie would stop chasing promotion after promotion and just take some time to enjoy what we’ve got.’


 ‘Yes, but you’re not the one looking at the credit-card statements every month!’ she interrupted, unable to let Peter think that was the case. ‘We don’t have enough money! You’re so short-term about everything – if we want the kids to go to uni, we have to start saving now. Besides, you know I can’t not go for promotions. It’s not as easy as—’


 ‘Isn’t it?’ Ross flashed back. ‘Anyone would think you didn’t want to come home of an evening.’


 ‘Well, maybe I don’t, when the place is such a pigsty and the kids are running wild,’ she snapped.


 ‘They’re playing! They’re children!’


 ‘Can we get back to your list, Ross?’


 ‘Six, Katie has the most beautiful mouth of any woman I’ve ever seen.’ Ross put the paper down. ‘Or she did. Before she started bloody yelling at me all the time.’


 Katie was about to respond, more out of guilt than dead desire, that Ross too had lovely brown eyes, or used to, before he started looking like a kicked dog all day, but she shut her beautiful mouth like a trap and glared at him instead.


 ‘Well, there are some very positive things there,’ said Peter soothingly. ‘I think it’s helpful for you to listen to each other, rather than go round in circles, as a lot of couples do when there’s conflict.’


 Katie nodded. That was exactly how she and Ross argued these days: round and round on their own little train-set tracks of resentment, never crossing or getting anywhere.


 ‘OK, good,’ said Peter. ‘Shall we  . . . ?’


 Ross waved his papers. ‘Don’t you want my negatives list?’


 ‘Um.’ Peter glanced nervously between the two of them. ‘Do you think it would be helpful?’


 Ross held up his list. It had just one thing written on it in his sprawling designer’s capitals. Capitals that Katie knew she used to find so charmingly creative.


 What was that awful truism? It was the thing that first attracted you that ends up driving you mad?


 ‘We’ve stopped trying. Katie has decided it’s over, and when Katie decides something, that’s it.’


 ‘You’re being childish,’ she protested, still stinging from the stab of remorse his handwriting had given her. ‘I’m here, aren’t I?’


 ‘Only because you’re trying to audit our relationship! I know what you’re doing, Katie, you want someone else to assess us, just like you’d assess some  . . . derelict building!’ Ross looked furious and pathetic at the same time. ‘You want someone else to tell you if we should just knock our marriage down! Well, that’s not the way it works!’


 ‘Isn’t it? You won’t listen to anything I say about making things better  . . .’


 ‘That’s because it feels like you’re the only one capable of making a decision about my life, and yet you’re not prepared to try to—’


 ‘Shut up, the pair of you!’ roared Peter, then looked stricken. ‘Sorry. Sorry. Let’s calm down, shall we?’


 Katie shook her head in frustration. Her hair swung back into its neat honey-blonde bob, cut every six weeks on the dot – but only because the salon was right next to the council offices. Couldn’t Ross see how hard she was trying? Forget leaving work early, it had taken all her energy just to find a babysitter, and she wasn’t sure she really trusted Gemma Roberts longer than two hours.


 Peter rubbed his beard. He was a beard and cosy jumper kind of counsellor. Kind eyes, and real ale. And steely home truths wrapped in warm smiles. ‘It strikes me, as an observer, that the only positive things you can find to say about your marriage, Katie, involve your house. Is that fair? That your house is what makes you happy?’


 Ross looked at her, ready to be wounded.


 She took a deep breath. The best thing was to be honest about their squabbly mornings and deathly nights. Maybe Peter would be able to decide straight away that they should just cut their losses and split up. That would save everyone time and tears. Knock it down, like Ross said, to save the painful falling apart.


 But even as Katie thought about Ross moving out, her family breaking up, her dreams for their perfect life broken, and their seven years together wasted, a lead weight of misery plummeted in her stomach.


 ‘Yes,’ she said, recklessly. ‘My house does make me happy. I feel as if I pay all the bills, give out all the discipline, work all the hours, and have none of the fun  . . .’


 Peter moved in swiftly. ‘And how do you feel about your house, Ross?’


 ‘It’s our home,’ he replied. ‘Where we’ve brought up the children.’


 ‘So you’re more of a homebody than Katie?’


 ‘No,’ Katie interrupted. ‘No, no, no. It’s not like I’m not a homemaker! I love being at home – I just don’t get the chance any more!’


 Peter fiddled with his glasses. Katie had already noticed he fiddled with something before making a casually devastating observation. She braced herself.


 I don’t like who I’ve become, she thought. Neither does Ross. But what choice do I have? Someone had to go back to work to pay the bills, and if we were living on Ross’s income, we’d never  . . .


 She put that upsetting image out of her mind. Not only was Ross’s salary insufficient, he had a lack of ambition that was getting less attractive by the day, and even less idea, apparently, of how much two kids cost. He got the fun of playing with them, teaching them, while she got the shouty, tired end of parenting. It was turning her into someone she didn’t know.


 ‘Marriage isn’t marked out of ten,’ Peter said mildly. ‘I’m not going to sit here and award you both points for who’s the best spouse, you know.’


 ‘So what are you going to do?’ Katie felt got at. She always felt got at these days, one way or another.


 Peter smiled. ‘I’m going to help you talk through the issues that you have between you, encourage you to listen, and hopefully that’ll help you put them right.’


 ‘And how long will that take?’


 He shrugged. ‘As long as it takes. It’s not a quick fix, you know. We recommend six sessions, to give you some focus, but it might take a few more. If you can’t fit them in weekly, then we’ll try fortnightly. But you’ve taken the hardest step just by coming here. Don’t you feel that?’


 Katie felt her frustration tighten like a coil. ‘But surely you’ll know after a few sessions what we should do?’


 ‘Katie, it’s not up to me to decide. It’s your marriage. But  . . .’ Again, the glasses. ‘The point of coming here is to learn to listen to each other again, and to be honest about what you’re feeling. It’s not unusual – I see lots of parents who’ve just stopped making time to be a couple. And if you want to be good parents, which you obviously both do, then there’s nothing wrong in investing time in your own relationship, outside of the family. You need to spend some time on your own.’


 ‘Not much chance of that,’ snorted Ross. ‘Unless I start taking her lunch to work?’


 Peter ignored his petulance with an ease Katie wished he could teach her. ‘Did you ever have a hobby you took up together? A sport, maybe?’


 Katie and Ross looked each other in the eye, properly, for the first time since they’d sat down, and she noticed how tired his face was. She always used to describe Ross to people as ‘boyish’: chestnut-brown hair that spiked up naturally, large brown eyes with long lashes, a sharp nose that he rubbed unconsciously with his left hand when he was nervous. Ross was wiry, with olive skin that was unexpectedly soft, and Katie used to think, adoringly: when he gets to thirty-three he’ll look like that for the rest of his life.


 He was thirty-six now, and didn’t look boyish any more; he looked slightly crazy. He obviously hadn’t had time to shave that morning, and the lines around his mouth were tight with the stress of talking about their marriage. Ross, she knew now, was a denial specialist. He preferred to say nothing and hope she’d guess.


 That wasn’t Katie’s way. Katie was a discusser, a debater, but more and more, she found herself swallowing her questions, knowing she’d get nowhere in the quagmire of Ross’s silent emotions, and instead she tried to organise them out of their rut. Which was how they were here.


 ‘We used to play a bit of badminton, before Hannah came along,’ he admitted. ‘We stopped when Katie got pregnant and  . . .’ The faint glimmer of a smile twitched at the corner of his lips. ‘We were pretty good, weren’t we?’


 ‘You let me win,’ Katie reminded him.


 The smile vanished. ‘Only until you got better than me.’ He looked at Peter. ‘Katie’s very competitive. She has to win.’


 ‘Great!’ said Peter hurriedly. ‘Well, I’d recommend you try something new together. Something neither of you have done before, that you can commit an hour or so a week to. Use that time to work together, help each other, let go of the daily stresses, OK?’


 ‘OK,’ she said, reluctantly.


 ‘Great! Now, for next week, I’d like you to tell me – separately – about how you met, and what first attracted you to each other.’


 What’s the bloody point, thought Katie, as they got up and said their goodbyes. We’re not those people any more.


 


It seemed like a hundred years ago, but it was only seven years since Katie Rogers met Ross Parkinson in a crowded pub in Manchester. She’d got her first town-planning job and was living in a tiny flat in Castlefield; he worked in a design studio round the corner from the pub. Their first conversation, about nothing much, felt to Katie like meeting someone she’d known as a child; though they seemed so different on the outside, on the inside there were little connections that drew them together like magnets – connections that were about taste and touch and look, not logic. Ross had the right boy-smell, the right arty glasses, a shy way of pushing back his fringe – then long and floppy – that twanged some forgotten teenage crush, a sense of humour that made her quiver when he arched his eyebrow, tentatively sharing a joke with her that he didn’t think other people would get. There was always something else, something extra that made her feel suddenly she was completed, and that she completed Ross. Something even super-analytical Katie couldn’t define.


 The first night in the pub led to other dates, not in restaurants, where she used to go with her friends from work, but at gigs, sweaty indie clubs, slow walks along the canal. That summer had been long and sweltering in Manchester, and every memory Katie had of that time brought back a physical tingle: talking into the early morning as the wail of sirens carried on the stifling curry-scented air, or feeling the delicious itch of too-hot sheets on naked skin, while they listened to music in the dark, their arms and legs entwined, happy to be silent together. Ross wasn’t her usual type, but she fell in love without reason or explanation, which only made it seem more right.


 Back then, Ross hadn’t seen her career as something to get angry about. Although Katie might have taken to the suits and Starbucks lifestyle, she wasn’t a townie – she’d grown up near Tewkesbury – but she was on a fast-track graduate scheme that had meant she’d stayed in Manchester after her degree course. Her parents hadn’t exactly encouraged her to go back, emigrating to Spain almost as soon as she’d qualified, and Katie was nothing if not ambitious.


 She’d always wanted to work in town planning, sorting out people’s homes and buses and lives, but it was tough, and she’d realised quickly that to get ahead, she had to work twice as hard as the male graduates. After she and Ross had been seeing each other for six months, out of the blue she was offered something better, more money, with more responsibility – but back in the countryside, not too far from where she’d grown up, in a middling-size market town, Longhampton.


 It had been a dilemma: Katie had never really adjusted to Manchester, and its busy, chippy attitude made her feel provincial, no matter how slick she looked on the outside. She’d stuck it out for the sake of getting on – something her parents had drilled into her – but leaving Manchester wouldn’t be a problem, especially for a job as good as this one. For Ross, though, always busy with design jobs for media companies, dragging him to the middle of nowhere – that was different. That was a lot to ask.


 And yet Ross had been decisive.


 ‘Take it,’ he’d said, almost before she’d finished explaining.


 ‘But what about  . . . us?’ They were on the delicate point between spending four nights a week together, and Moving In. ‘You have so many media clients, you need to be in Manchester.’


 ‘Ever heard of the internet? Anyway, there are other clients. I’ll freelance,’ he’d said, and cupped his hands round her face. ‘Katie or job? Katie or job? Hmm. Katie.’ And he’d kissed her.


 Suddenly their relationship was on the same fast track as Katie’s career. Within eighteen months they were married, and then Hannah came along, and it had seemed logical for Ross to stay at home for a year, because he could take time out and she couldn’t, then when she discovered she was pregnant with Jack, and although she hated leaving Hannah, things seemed to be working  . . . Well, why not?


 It happened so gradually, like a photo fading in strong daylight, as work, babies, the house, bills shuffled those memories of sticky Manchester nights further away. They pecked kisses at each other instead of lingering over them, they fell exhausted into bed each night, joking about how unsexy they felt, and somehow it was easier to be annoyed with each other about the state of the house than to arrange babysitting for a ‘date night’ neither of them really had the energy for. Ross and Katie, the beautiful energetic Manchester couple, turned into Hannah and Jack’s parents. Two tired people, who loved each other, but not as much as they loved an early night.


 One morning Katie trudged to work as usual, handed over a tenner for someone’s wedding collection, then when she went to the loo to reapply her make-up at lunch, she found she couldn’t stop crying. Her shoulders felt weighted down with some invisible burden, because so many things weren’t quite right with the life that seemed ideal on paper.


 And now they were here. With just five more sessions to put it right, or finish it off.


 


When they left, another couple were already waiting on the orange plastic chairs outside Peter’s room, their arms tightly folded, heads tensed, not speaking. Without making eye contact, Katie and Ross made their way down the dingy corridor of the community centre, only the sharp clicks of her work shoes breaking the silence between them.


 It was hard, she thought, to hear Ross say some of things he’d said, things he obviously hadn’t been able to say to her without someone else there. How he knew she wasn’t trying. How taken for granted he felt. She thought she’d been covering up fairly well, but though he didn’t say much, there was a bottomless well of hurt behind his eyes. No one could suffer like Ross. That was, if she was being truthful, why she couldn’t look at him in the counselling session. She wondered if all-seeing Peter had noticed.


 She stopped walking and watched him go ahead down the corridor, his shoulders slumped with dejection. He was tall, good looking, and his hair was as thick and dark as when she met him. So what was missing?


 The answer was one she didn’t allow herself to think often, in case she found herself saying it out loud. It was sexist, selfish, and totally unfair. But it was true: Ross had lost his manliness, the thing that made her want him, the unexpected remark, the feeling of being protected. And it was all her fault.


 I used to fancy him so much, Katie thought, as if she were remembering something someone had once told her. I used to stop breathing when he pulled off his T-shirt at night and I saw that prickle of hair on his stomach leading into his jeans. Now I feel like I’ve got two toddlers and a sulking teenage son, and I feel about as sexy as my mother, and according to the magazines I’m meant to be in the prime of my life.


 Ross had come to a halt in front of the noticeboard. Katie noticed that his jeans had flecks of poster paint on them. It didn’t look arty any more. It just reminded her that he never sorted the laundry properly.


 ‘What about this?’ he said, pointing to a handwritten advert.


 ‘What?’ she asked, unable to summon up even pretend interest.


 ‘Singing.’ He flashed a brave, fake smile like he would to Hannah. ‘Join a choir, no karaoke experience needed!’


 ‘Singing? Seriously? No, thanks.’


 ‘Pottery, then?’


 She pulled a face.


 ‘Do you have to be so negative?’ he complained. ‘The whole point is that we try something neither of us can do.’


 ‘Sorry.’ Katie shook herself. ‘How about  . . .’ She scanned the jumble of kids’ gymnastic lessons and AA meetings. ‘Ballroom dancing? Starts tomorrow.’


 Ross peered more closely at the ad; unlike the others, it had been created neatly, on a computer, and had silver glitter sparkling around the edges. The harsh strip lights gave it a pretty, animated look. ‘Ballroom dancing. Huh.’


 ‘Although you’ll have to listen to what the teacher says instead of drifting off and getting me to explain,’ she added, waspishly, before she could stop herself.


 Ross covered his face with his long, pale hand. ‘God, Katie, why are you always trying to pick a fight these days?’ He removed the hand and looked at her seriously. ‘Listen, I know you think counselling is a huge waste of time, but I really want to try to make things better again. It’s just a rough patch. We’ve got to try. For the kids’ sake? Let’s do the ballroom dancing. On the proviso, mind,’ he added, raising his eyebrow, ‘that we only learn dances that don’t involve tight satin pants or those fancy fishnet shirts you see on the television. The world’s not ready for that.’


 ‘On you or me?’ she asked deadpan.


 ‘On either of us.’ He paused. ‘Although you know I’ve always had a thing for Olivia Newton-John in Grease. So if you want to wear the tight satin pants  . . .’


 It was a bit lame, but she appreciated his trying. She just wished the trying wasn’t so obvious.


 ‘OK,’ she said, capitulating. ‘Ballroom dancing, then.’


 ‘Great. How hard can that be?’ Ross jotted down the details and looked up from his notebook with a hopeful smile. ‘Come on. We don’t want Gemma to run into a third hour, do we?’


 They walked down the echoing corridor in silence, until Katie asked, ‘Was that as bad as you thought it would be? The session, I mean.’


 ‘It was what I expected,’ he said, stoically. ‘Not easy. But, you know  . . . Nothing worthwhile is. I want to fix things,’ he said, stopping and taking her hand suddenly. ‘I really want us to get back to where we were.’


 But I don’t know if I can, Katie thought. I don’t even know if I want to!


 ‘A lot’s changed,’ she managed.


 ‘But a lot’s stayed the same,’ Ross insisted, and they stared at each other for a long moment. ‘And we’ve gained so much. Think about all the things we have now that we only dreamed about when we met, Katie.’


 Re-mortgages. Love handles. The ability to have sex without waking up. A growing sense of ‘is this it?’.


 Something cold gripped Katie’s stomach, and she heard herself say, ‘When did we stop loving each other?’


 Ross’s face registered painful shock. Then he said, ‘We’ve stopped?’


 Katie looked at him, stricken.


 ‘I haven’t stopped,’ he said, stubbornly. ‘But thanks for the memo about how you feel.’


 ‘Ross!’ Katie grabbed for his arm, but he was already storming towards the car park.
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Lauren Armstrong hadn’t played netball since she left school four years ago, but in her head, she was still, and always would be, Goal Defence.


 ‘Just stand there, Lauren,’ Mrs Hathaway used to yell from the sidelines. ‘Stand there, stick those gangly arms out, and don’t try anything fancy.’


 Lauren didn’t need to do anything fancy, because since the age of fourteen she’d been five foot ten, at least three inches taller than everyone else, nine inches taller than her mother, one inch taller than Mr Huddart, the headmaster. And the reason Mrs Hathaway didn’t want her trying anything fancy was because whenever she did, something usually fell over. The goal post, the other team’s Goal Attack, sometimes Lauren herself. But because Lauren did her best, she blocked more goals than she knocked over other players, and was thus nearly always picked for the team, sealing her rather ambiguous self-image for life.


 Lauren was now twenty-two, and the Reception Manager/Lead IT Administrator at Longhampton Park Surgery. In a belated moment of revelation, just after her sixteenth birthday, she’d realised that her lanky legs were something to be grateful for, especially coupled with long blonde hair, but sadly her clumsiness wasn’t just an adolescent phase. Things kept on getting knocked over. And that was why, now she was months away from being Mrs Christopher Alan Markham, she was determined to be the bride she’d always dreamed about, throughout those freezing-cold matches where she hopped from one long leg to another to keep warm, and everyone giggled about her beanpoles.


 On her wedding day, Lauren ‘Big Bird’ Armstrong promised herself, she was going to be a Disney princess: gorgeous, elegant, graceful and totally, one hundred per cent non-gangly.


 Not that it was working out quite as easily as she’d thought. Lauren was a cheerful organiser at work, and an enthusiastic wedding researcher at home, but she hadn’t reckoned on her co-planner being even more dead-set on fairy-tale romance than she was. Not her mother, Bridget, who was happy to let her do whatever she wanted, as usual, but the other mother in the picture: Irene ‘Call me Mum!’ Markham, her mother-in-law-to-be.


 Or, as she referred to herself in the wedding notes, MIL2B. Lauren was B2B. Bridget was MOB. And so on.


 Lauren was sitting at Irene’s marble-topped breakfast bar right now, with a mountain of magazines in front of her, through which Irene was flicking methodically, searching for the glass-slipper cake topper they’d been discussing.


 She checked her watch discreetly. They were meant to be waiting for her mum, who was coming over after she’d finished at school, but it was almost impossible to stop Irene. It’s almost as if, Lauren thought, she’s picturing herself in those dresses, not me.


 ‘If you go for the Sleeping Beauty theme, then you’ve got your carriage, you’ve got your lovely big gown, plus you’ll get to waltz to “Once Upon a Dream” at the reception.’ Irene gave Lauren a meaningful nod. ‘Whereas, with Snow White, OK, it’s a more distinctive dress, what with the corset and the overskirt, like you say, but everyone’ll be wondering, where are the dwarfs?’


 ‘It is my wedding,’ said Lauren, in what she hoped sounded like a joking tone. You had to start where you meant to go on with mothers-in-law. And Irene went on and on and on. It took all of Lauren’s extensive nice reserves to keep nodding and smiling. ‘Mum’s Year One class can be my dwarfs!’


 ‘Yes, but do you really want your mother to dress up as the Wicked Stepmother?’


 Lauren blinked. So that was it. ‘I wasn’t planning on making the guests dress up too. But if you think it would be a good idea  . . .’


 ‘Ooh!’ Irene scrambled for her ‘lookbook’, already heavily Post-itted and clogged full of pages ripped out of bridal magazines. ‘Apples! I suppose if you go for Snow White you can have apple-themed desserts  . . .’


 ‘And if I go for Cinderella, I can have one of those wedding cakes that turns pink, then blue, then pink again like in the film,’ said Lauren brightly. ‘Irene, can I make myself another cup of coffee, please? I think Mum must be running late.’


 ‘Let me!’ Irene leaped to her feet before Lauren could push back her chair. She remembered too late that the last time she’d tried to make coffee at Irene’s, she accidentally pulled the handle off some designer storage jar. ‘Latte or cappuccino?’


 ‘Whatever’s easiest,’ said Lauren, blushing at the memory. ‘Instant’s fine.’


 ‘Proper coffee’s perfectly easy when you’ve got the right machine.’ Irene ran her fingers over her latest bit of kitchenware, tapping her shell-pink nails proudly on the chrome. ‘Weren’t you going to start cutting back on the lattes, though? What about that detox plan we were talking about the other day?’


 ‘We aren’t getting married till June,’ Lauren pointed out. ‘It’s only just September.’


 ‘It’s never too early!’ said Irene as the machine hissed and gurgled. ‘You’ll be looking at those photographs for the rest of your married life, and you don’t want to be wishing then that you’d given up wheat and dairy for a few months.’


 ‘Well  . . .’ Lauren’s stomach freaked out at the thought of no hangover McDonalds till she was a married woman, but she steeled herself. It’s not for ever, she thought. Cinderella would not have wheat bloat. ‘Did you say you’d got a diet sheet from one of the magazines?’


 ‘I’ll dig it out for you.’ Irene finished fiddling with the coffee, and set a clear glass cup down in front of Lauren, the cappuccino capped with thick white foam. It smelled delicious.


 I’ll give up from next week, she thought. ‘Ooh, that’s lovely. Are you having one?’


 ‘I’m sticking to peppermint infusions,’ said Irene and gave her a reproachful smile.


 The thing was, Lauren thought, Irene wasn’t a Wicked Mother-in-law. She meant well, and was quite stylish for someone in her fifties, and nothing was too much trouble when it came to her and Chris’s wedding. She just had far too much time on her hands. Since Chris’s dad died and the life insurance paid off the house, she hadn’t had to work, unless you counted her three mornings a week at the charity shop on the High Street, which Lauren didn’t.


 ‘So, have you spoken to Christopher about him learning to ride a horse?’ demanded Irene, picking up her pen again. ‘Because he’ll need to get started with that if you want him riding into the ceremony to wake you up.’


 ‘Um  . . .’ Lauren hadn’t worked out how best to broach that with Chris. Chris still thought – hoped – they were having a simple church wedding and sit-down hotel meal. His idea of a big night out was the pub with his mates, followed by an all-you-can-eat at the Peking Tiger, followed by half an hour at Diamondz, the club at the far end of the High Street. But then it was all right for Chris: all his life he’d been the rugby-playing, in-crowd-leading, first-one-to-have-a-car, school-fit-lad type. It wasn’t a dream for him, like it was for her.


 Irene’s pen paused, mid-note. ‘You haven’t told him about the horse, have you?’


 ‘Um, sort of  . . .’ Lauren fumbled. She hadn’t actually told her own mother about the horse yet, but there had been such a gorgeous photo in one of the wedding magazines, of a bride about her height, mounted on a pearly-white pony, looking so elegant and magical  . . .


 ‘Would you like me to have a word?’ suggested Irene with a sympathetic half-smile. ‘I am his mother, after all.’


 The doorbell rang and saved Lauren from answering.


 ‘That’ll be Mum,’ she said, hastily getting up. ‘I’ll let her in. She’ll have a strong coffee, if there’s enough there – three sugars.’


 Lauren didn’t miss the sotto voce tut that escaped from Irene when she thought she was out of earshot, but said nothing. After a long day wrangling with five-year-olds, her mum needed two cups of coffee in a row, three sugars in each, just to summon up the strength to get her shoes off.


 Irene’s detached house was big enough to have a front porch, but not a single stray shoe or plastic bag escaped the wicker storage solutions lining the wall. Through the frosted glass, Lauren made out the small, round shape of her mother Bridget. As she opened the front door she caught her hurriedly stuffing the last chunk of a banana in her mouth while juggling a bulging Tesco’s bag and her battered leather tote.


 ‘Oops! You caught me – I was ravenous. Haven’t stopped all day. Hello, Laurie, love,’ said Bridget Armstrong, leaning forward to embrace her daughter.


 Lauren hugged her, breathing in the familiar smell: primary-school children, and fresh wipes, and the Chanel No 5 which her dad bought her every birthday and Christmas. ‘For the femme fatale beneath the sensible shoes,’ he said, every year, and every year Bridget laughed in the same rueful way. A couple of times Lauren had suggested to him that maybe a foot spa or a gift certificate for a manicure might be more up her mum’s street, and he’d nodded and agreed, and given exactly the same thing.


 She’d begun to wonder if it was some kind of a shared joke.


 Bridget hesitated with the empty banana skin for a moment, saw nowhere to hide it in Irene’s pristine porch, then stuffed it to the bottom of her school bag. ‘So, how’s it going?’


 ‘Not so bad,’ said Lauren, stepping back to let her in. She and her mum used to talk about Lauren’s fantasy wedding in the little kitchen at home, to cheer her up when she’d traipsed home after another miserable netball match. The only problem was that, now it was all real, Bridget didn’t seem to grasp the first thing about the sheer scale of what planning a dream day actually involved.


 Lauren didn’t mind cutting her mum some slack because it wasn’t as though she’d ever had to organise one before. Billy, Lauren’s older brother by fourteen years, emigrated to New Zealand when she was eleven, and married there, totally doing her out of being a flowergirl, which was what she’d dreamed about before graduating to bridal fantasies. David, her other brother, had got married up in Scotland when she was fourteen, and his wife Vivienne had sorted out the whole thing, up to and including her foul tartan outfit. Vivienne was an event manager and wouldn’t even let Bridget choose her own corsage.


 No wonder Mum’s a bit out of it, Lauren reminded herself. She hadn’t even heard of bridal showers.


 ‘I’ve got one bit of good news.’ Bridget unwound her scarf and hung her parka up next to Irene’s white wool wrap coat. ‘I spoke to Marjorie in the canteen about the cake. You know, the sugarcraft lady? She does lovely wedding cakes, with homemade marzipan, and she’d give me a staff discount.’ She winked, her bright brown eye vanishing, then sparkling open again, like a dormouse. ‘Three tiers for the price of two! And a sugarcraft bride and groom thrown in. If you tell her what your dress is like, she can make them look like you and Chris.’


 ‘That’d be nice,’ said Lauren automatically. It would have been nice too, if she hadn’t seen the enormous tower of heart-shaped croquembouche enmeshed in golden spun-sugar Irene had ripped out of Central Brides magazine.


 Enmeshed. Croquembouche. God. Getting married really expanded your vocabulary.


 ‘Shall I tell her yes, then?’


 ‘Tell who yes?’


 Irene emerged in the doorway to the diner-kitchen, brushing imaginary dust off her immaculate cream trousers. Not for the first time, Lauren thanked her lucky stars that the chances of the two mothers wearing the same outfit were low to minimal. Although the chances of Irene turning up in something white and bridal were worryingly high.


 ‘The cake, Irene! I think that’s one thing we can cross off the list. How are you? What a lovely pair of trousers.’


 ‘Mwuh.’ Irene squinched her face round to airkiss Bridget, who did not, as a rule, do social kissing. ‘Jaeger. All in the cut.’


 ‘Very nice. Ooh! Is that a cup of coffee I can smell? I’m just about ready to drop.’


 ‘I’ll put the machine on again,’ said Irene.


 ‘Poor Mum,’ said Lauren, following her through to the kitchen. ‘Kids playing up?’


 ‘And the rest. If I put all the little devils on the naughty step every time they deserved it, we’d need a four-storey infant school. Oooh!’ She sank down on to a stool, and sighed with relief. ‘You’ve got that to come, Lauren.’


 ‘Mum! I’m twenty-two! I’ve got years before we even think about having kids,’ Lauren protested. Then she saw Irene’s face freeze as she frothed milk in her special silver jug, and she added, ‘I mean, all in good time, eh?’


 Irene tipped her head on one side and gazed balefully at her. ‘Well, I hope you won’t make us wait too long,’ she said. ‘I can’t wait to be a grandmother. Of course, you are already, aren’t you, Bridget? It must be wonderful.’


 ‘Of course it is,’ agreed Bridget, eyeing the coffee.


 ‘Aren’t you sad they’re so far away, though?’ Irene paused, the cup and saucer held within tantalising reach. ‘That’s a terrible shame.’ She sighed and put the cup down. ‘Would you like some sugar?’


 ‘Yes, please.’ Bridget stirred the foam into the coffee with brisk movements, then sipped it straight away, not even stopping to comment on the loveliness of the Italian deli cups, bought by Irene on holiday in Milan. ‘Ah, lovely – I needed that. So, where have you two got to?’ asked Bridget, cheerfully, unaware of the faint moustache of foam on her upper lip.


 ‘Well, we’re definite about the fairy-tale theme, but which one exactly is still under discussion.’ Irene drew her notebook towards her and reviewed what she’d written. Twenty years as an executive-level PA didn’t vanish overnight. ‘Did you have any thoughts?’


 Bridget directed a straight primary-school teacher look at her daughter. ‘So we’ve abandoned the Jane Austen wedding idea now?’


 ‘Yes,’ said Irene.


 ‘Er, yes,’ said Lauren, wishing Irene wouldn’t make it sound as if she was the one making all the decisions. ‘Thing is, I tried on some of those empire-line dresses that were in that magazine and they  . . . To be honest, they weren’t that flattering.’


 ‘I think what Lauren means is that they made her look as if she was four months gone,’ explained Irene. ‘And that’s all very well for those girls that are four months gone, but there’s no point making things look bad when they’re not. Isn’t that right, Lauren? We were both agreed, weren’t we, and so were the girls in the shop. White just doesn’t do much for you, not with your colouring. You want to look peaches and cream, not Bride of Dracula.’


 Lauren’s head jerked back and forth between Irene and her mother.


 Bridget stirred her cappuccino with a deliberate casualness that Lauren knew at once was put on. ‘I didn’t know you’d tried them on.’


 ‘I popped in on my lunchbreak,’ she said, quickly. ‘The dress shop was just round the corner from Irene’s charity shop, so she dropped in to give me a second opinion. It was just a spur of the moment thing. We can go again this weekend if you want to see for yourself. But honestly, they were grim.’


 ‘Very much so,’ agreed Irene. ‘Not that you won’t look fabulous in the right dress, Lauren. We just need to find it. At least we can cross empire line off the list now.’


 ‘It’s just difficult,’ sighed Lauren. ‘They look so lovely in the magazine spreads, but then when you get them on  . . .’ She grimaced. ‘. . .  it’s not what you hoped.’


 ‘You’d look gorgeous in a bin bag, love,’ Bridget insisted. ‘I still don’t know how we managed to produce such a stunner in the first place.’ She beamed proudly at Irene. ‘I always told her that she’d be grateful to be tall like a model when she grew up. Not a shrimp like me.’


 Lauren squeezed out a little smile. That was typical of her mother. Always looking on the bright side. She’d never had to stand with the lads in school photos.


 ‘I know,’ said Irene. ‘It’s a great comfort to me how much our Christopher looks like Ron. He’s the image of him in his youth. Anyway  . . .’ She looked pained, and drew the notebook towards her. ‘So to recap, Snow White’s Lauren’s theme preference, or Sleeping Beauty. Which I myself think would be more romantic.’


 ‘But I’ve had this idea about the dwarfs  . . .’ Lauren tried, to no avail.


 ‘Whichever – you’re going to need to sign up for some dancing classes now,’ Irene went on. ‘According to this magazine, most people leave it far too late to learn, and then they make a mess of it on the big day, what with nerves  . . .’


 ‘And champagne, if I know Lauren,’ Bridget added.


 Irene looked up at Lauren. ‘Now you don’t want that, do you? I’ve been looking into it and apparently there’s a class starting tomorrow in the Memorial Hall in Inkerman Street. Shall I get you and Christopher signed up?’


 ‘You think Chris’ll go to dancing lessons?’ asked Lauren, dubiously. ‘They’ll love that at work.’


 Chris was the assistant showroom manager at the car dealership his dad had run for years, before dropping dead of a heart attack just after the speeches at his lavish sixtieth birthday party (‘The way he’d have wanted to go,’ Irene insisted. ‘Surrounded by his friends, with a drink in his hand.’) Chris was just as natural a salesman as his dad – good at chatting cars and rugby with male customers, just boyish enough to make the ladies want to mother him. The blond good looks and cheeky smile didn’t hurt, either. But ballroom dancing wasn’t something the lads at the rugby club were going to let him get away with.


 ‘Well, why not tell him about the horse-riding lessons, and if he won’t do that, suggest dancing instead,’ said Irene, briskly. ‘One or the other?’


 ‘Horse-riding lessons?’ enquired Bridget. ‘Have I missed something?’


 ‘We were thinking about creating a Sleeping Beauty theme with Chris arriving on a horse, like the prince in the story,’ Lauren explained. ‘Then we could both leave on it, at the end of the ceremony.’


 ‘And what would you do with the horse while you were in church?’


 ‘Ah,’ said Lauren. ‘Well. I was thinking we could have the service in the park? They’re licensed to do ceremonies and we could get that pagoda bandstand whatsit, and cover it in roses so it looks like a bower, or we could do something with thorns that Chris has to cut his way through to get to me, and  . . . What?’


 She looked up to see her mother glaring at her as if she’d said something stupid. The smile had vanished from her mother’s eyes.


 ‘What?’


 ‘Lauren,’ Bridget said firmly, ‘your dad and I are happy for you to plan whatever you want for your reception – eight-tier cakes, bridesmaids dressed up as rabbits, whatever you like – but you’re getting married at St Mary’s. You’re not getting married in the park.’ She raised her hands. ‘Isn’t that right, Irene?’


 ‘Well, as a matter of fact, I don’t think there’s anything wrong with going down a less traditional route,’ murmured Irene. ‘I mean, yes, a church is very nice, but it does rather limit you in terms of putting your own stamp on your special day.’


 Bridget looked stunned, but managed to keep a tight smile on her face. ‘But, Irene, it’s not just about the—’


 ‘It is only the once.’ Irene’s large blue eyes drooped sadly. ‘The one special day in a woman’s life, something to look back on and remember for ever. If I had my time again, I know I’d make every possible effort to have the day exactly the way I wanted.’


 Bridget softened. ‘Yes, well, wouldn’t we all, Irene, but  . . .’ She turned to Lauren. ‘You can do whatever you want for the reception, love – I’m sure we can have the whole thing as romantic and fairytale as you want, but for the service  . . .’


 ‘Mum, I can hardly do a romantic fairytale with Chris waking me up to symbolise the beginning of our lives together if the vicar’s going to make a big fuss about having a horse in church, can I?’


 ‘Well, if you think the horse is more important than the actual service, Lauren, then I see your point.’


 ‘You’re twisting what I’ve said.’ Lauren’s lip jutted out.


 ‘It’s not the same as it was in our day, Bridget,’ agreed Irene. ‘Things have moved on. Young people now, they want to make their own special day.’


 With horses, despaired Bridget. When neither of them can ride? The trouble about Lauren’s dream wedding was that it was just that – dreams. In her opinion, too many of these weddings set up the happy couple for the worst kind of reality check when they got home and the cake had gone and the bills started to come in. Not that Lauren and Chris were paying for this wedding; she and Frank were standing most of it, at Frank’s proud insistence. But then Frank seemed to think it would cost about the same as their modest sit-down-meal-and-one-round-of-drinks affair had done.


 Lauren was looking hopefully at her, still holding a magazine advertising Edinburgh Castle as a venue.


 It’s not real life, thought Bridget crossly. And we shouldn’t be encouraging her. But it was something she’d dreamed about so long, through all that teasing at school  . . .


 ‘Well, maybe I’m old fashioned,’ she said. ‘But if you ask me, there’s a lot to be said for sticking with tradition, and getting married locally, with your family, in a church.’ She paused, and pursed her lips. That hadn’t come out right.


 Lauren held her breath. The last thing she wanted was for her mother and her mother-in-law-to-be to get into some kind of massive fight even before they’d got the blessing venue booked.


 A tense silence filled the kitchen-diner.


 Is Irene going to cry? Lauren wondered. She looked on the verge of it. Poor Irene, she thought. It’s not that long since she lost her husband. This must be bringing it all back for her.


 It was Bridget who spoke first. ‘Oh dear. Sorry!’ she said, over-brightly, waving her hands in the air. ‘I’ve had a very long day. Don’t mind me. Now, what was that about dancing lessons? Eh? Maybe we should go along too, Irene? Brush up on the old foxtrot for the first dance. Frank’s not a bad mover, for all he moans about his knees!’


 Lauren winced – what was Mum thinking, being so insensitive? There’d be no father of the groom for her to dance with, but the tears had vanished from Irene’s eyes as if by magic. ‘I’ll look into it. Now, have we had any more thoughts about numbers?’


 


On the way home in the car, bought and fixed up for her by Chris, Lauren drove too quickly for Bridget, and she knew her mother was trying to be diplomatic because she didn’t say anything.


 On the other hand, she could tell she was brooding about something too, on account of the occasional little sigh escaping from her.


 Lauren racked her brains for a way of currying favour.


 ‘Do you want to go round to the big Tesco’s while I’m in the car, Mum?’ she asked, as inspiration and guilt struck at the same time. ‘It’s my turn for the shopping, isn’t it? And I think we’re out of cereal. And crisps,’ she added.


 Before Chris and Lauren got engaged, they’d been sharing a house on the outskirts of the town with two friends from school, but in an attempt to save up for a deposit of their own, Lauren had moved back into her old room at home, while Chris had moved in with his mate, Kian. Lauren missed cuddling up on the sofa, but if she was being really honest, the thrill of 24/7 sex was starting to be balanced by 24/7 cleaning duties. Happily, the old frisson of illicit quickies had returned, just in time to make the wedding seem even more romantic and old fashioned, and Chris certainly made it clear how much he missed her then.


 Plus, her mum was mad keen to spoil her, as usual, which Lauren didn’t object to at all. There were a few bumps, of course, what with Bridget seeming to think she was thirteen sometimes, not twenty two, but on the whole it wasn’t so bad, considering she’d been living away for a few years now. Lauren thought she was pretty lucky to have such a good relationship with her mum and dad. The longer she spent going over wedding plans with Irene, the more Lauren understood why Chris had been so quick to take up Kian’s offer rather than go home himself.


 ‘No, it’s all right,’ said Bridget, as Lauren had known she would. ‘Your father and I’ll go late-night Thursday. You know what he’s like now he’s retired – he likes to take charge of something.’


 ‘Well, let me give you some money, then,’ Lauren persisted. ‘Towards it.’


 Bridget flapped a hand. ‘Get away. You’re barely eating anything anyway. You need to save up, don’t you?’


 She wasn’t saying anything odd, but there was a funny edge to her voice: a sort of tightness. The outward show of normality wasn’t quite covering something beneath, especially when Lauren knew her mum so well.


 ‘Mum,’ she said, ‘what’s wrong?’


 ‘Nothing’s wrong.’


 ‘There is. I can tell.’


 Bridget sighed, then said, tetchily, ‘Since when did we start calling weddings Special Days?’


 ‘What?’


 ‘Is it one of these non-denominational PC things? If Irene refers to it as “Your Special Day” one more time  . . .’


 ‘Mum, it is a special day for her. She’s only got Chris left, and this is the only wedding she’ll get to help with.’ Lauren looked across with some surprise at her mother. It really wasn’t like her to be catty. ‘Can’t you give her a break? She was showing me photos of her own wedding the other day – poor Irene had a register office do, in 1978, in Guildford. Pink suit, a bridesmaid with massive glasses, Babycham, and ten guests. She just wants me to have what she didn’t.’


 Yes, but Irene isn’t paying for it, thought Bridget. And it’s not her wedding.


 Instead, she said, ‘Lauren, this is your day, not some re-run of hers. I don’t want you to end up agreeing to some three-ring circus, just because you’re too nice to tell her to, I don’t know, calm it down.’


 ‘Well, maybe if Ron was still alive, she’d be able to have some kind of vow reaffirmation, but she can’t.’ Lauren paused, not liking the feeling of her mum sounding jealous. ‘Mum, you’ve got Dad, you’re lucky. And you know I’ve always dreamed of a lovely wedding.’


 Bridget sighed. ‘I know, Laurie. I want you to have a lovely wedding.’


 ‘Well, then, let’s just be grateful I vetoed the contract she wanted the ushers and bridesmaids to sign. Fines for unauthorised weight gain, tattoos or hair colour changes? And that was just the men.’


 Bridget laughed, and nudged her daughter – carefully, since Lauren’s driving was still a bit unpredictable – and they drove in companionable silence for a few minutes, passing the big new supermarket, the posh white villa that Bridget usually told her she’d like to buy if they won the Lottery, and even the 24-hour Donut Diner where Lauren sometimes pulled in to treat them.


 ‘Sorry,’ said Bridget, as they turned into Chestnut Grove. ‘Sorry for being such an old bag. I don’t like it when we fall out.’


 ‘That’s OK, Mum,’ said Lauren. ‘I just feel a bit torn. I don’t want to upset Irene, but I don’t want to upset you, either. And I’m sorry about the dresses. I wasn’t leaving you out. We can go this weekend if you want? I’ve got plenty I need to see.’


 ‘Don’t be silly,’ said Bridget. ‘There’s no need. Irene knows more about things like that than me. I just  . . .’ Her voice trailed off.


 Lauren parked outside their house. Her dad’s Rover was in the drive, and lights were on in the kitchen. She could see him pottering about, making a pot of tea, his red jumper making a splash of colour in the little square of light. She’d bought him that jumper a few Christmases back. Lauren was willing to bet he’d never had it on till she came home, and was only wearing it now to please her. ‘You just what?’


 Bridget sighed and looked wryly across the car. ‘It’s silly, I know, but I just  . . . I just want to be there when you pull back the changing-room curtain, and there you are – my little girl in a bridal gown. I need to get used to seeing you standing there, all grown up and beautiful, or else I’ll cry buckets on the big day and set you off, and set your father off, and then where will you be? You’ll have to get Irene to find some mother-of-the-bride-proof mascara.’


 Lauren heard a wobble in Bridget’s voice and tears sprang into her own eyes. ‘I know,’ she said, taking her hand off the wheel to squeeze her mother’s. Bridget immediately clasped it in her own, so Lauren felt the diamond and gold band squeeze against her solitaire. If she had a marriage as solid as her parents’, she and Chris would be OK. Forty years, next April, despite her mother’s terrible driving, her dad’s gardening obsession, and the foot height difference. ‘I’ve got a list of shops I need to go to – will you come with me, on Saturday?’


 ‘I’d love to, Laurie.’


 Bridget blinked back the tears threatening to spill. She wasn’t a crier, normally, but this wedding was worse than the menopause for hormonal mood swings. Lauren was grown up, with her wedding file and her mortgage leaflets, but not so grown up that she didn’t sometimes remind her of the cheery little girl she used to be, so eager to make her mum happy. She seemed very young to be getting married.


 A year older than you were, she reminded herself. But things were very different for her and Frank. Very different.


 Maybe it was just the shock of realising how much time had passed without her really noticing, until Lauren was now the age she still felt she was herself, inside, anyway. Maybe that was why it was so hard to say no, as the costs stacked up, and the mad wishlists got ever madder.


 ‘Mum?’ said Lauren, concerned. ‘Are you OK?’


 ‘Fine. I’m fine,’ she said, smiling away the mingled emotions rising up her throat. ‘Just hoping your dad hasn’t started to make the tea on his own.’


 Lauren smiled. ‘It’ll be the first time in years if he has.’


 ‘Right.’ Bridget ran a quick hand through her dark cropped hair, putting the wedding out of her head, and trying to remember if she had everything in to make her emergency tuna bake thing. ‘Better go and stop him before something gets burned, eh?’


 As Lauren watched her mother bustle up the path, calling out to her dad as she unlocked the door, she resigned herself to trying on every wedding dress in a twenty-mile radius – for the second time.
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At twenty to eight on Wednesday night, Katie drew up next to an unprepossessing block of concrete 1960s flats and pulled on the handbrake. ‘Are you sure it’s here?’ she said, for the third time.


 ‘Yes,’ said Ross.


 ‘Did you phone ahead, though, to make sure? It wasn’t clear on the poster.’ She looked up at the tall, featureless council blocks. ‘It can’t be here  . . .’


 I should have done it myself, she thought. Then I’d know everything was sorted.


 ‘Katie! I know exactly where it is!’ He glared at her resentfully, and for a moment she wondered what on earth an hour of stupid dancing was going to do to bridge the cold, echoing space between them. It was so obvious in the car that there might as well have been plate glass between them, even though she’d tried to fill it by telling him all about her problems with the new contractors. ‘There’s a softplay group in the same place once a week – I sometimes take Jack.’


 ‘OK, OK.’ She undid her seat belt, feeling caught offside as she always did when he told her something she didn’t know about her own kids.


 ‘It’s a Memorial Hall, behind the flats,’ Ross went on, getting out. ‘The houses round it must have been bombed or demolished or something, but it survived – it’s rather nice.’


 ‘I didn’t think there was anything like that round here.’


 ‘Really?’ Ross replied in his annoying passive-aggressive voice, the one he knew wound her up.


 ‘What do you mean by that? If you’ve got something to say, then say it! If it’s some kind of dig about not taking the kids to bloody softplay, then just say so!’


 Katie realised she was standing still, nearly yelling in the street-lit silence of the estate.


 Ross stopped too, and looked at her. He didn’t raise his voice and his self-control only annoyed her more. ‘It’s not always about you. I don’t mean anything. All I meant is that you work in a planning department. I’m surprised you haven’t come across it. Is all I meant. Will you stop trying to pick fights and just calm down?’


 ‘I am calm,’ she snapped. ‘I’ve just had a stressy day, all right? Remember that regeneration meeting over-running, like I told you?’


 Ross said nothing, which was the most irritating response in his armoury of irritating responses. It meant he was thinking something too enraging to speak aloud.


 ‘What?’ she demanded. ‘Come on.’


 ‘We’ve both had stressy days,’ he said. ‘Did you even ask how mine went? No.’


 Immediately she felt bad. ‘OK. How was your day, then?’


 He gave her a look, then said, ‘Doesn’t matter. Forget it.’


 Great, thought Katie, it’s going to be one of those evenings. One of those evenings where everything we do winds the other up, no matter how hard we try not to let it.


 A moment or two passed while they glared at each other in the unflattering yellow light.


 We’re getting old, she thought. I used to look forward to us getting old together. And if I have to start again with a new man, he won’t even have seen the young me to make up for these crow’s-feet and flab I’ve got now.


 As usual, Ross cracked first. ‘Sorry. Come on,’ he said, cajolingly. ‘Don’t want to be late, do we?’


 Katie shook her head, harder than she needed to, in order to shake the thoughts from her mind, and followed him towards the Hall.


 


The Memorial Hall, as Ross had said, sat like a red-brick doll’s house between two grey towerblocks, its arched door and Dutch tiled roof making an unexpected splash of colour in the monotone estate. In Memory of Those Who Fought 1914–1918 was carved into a stone plaque on one side, with First Stone Laid by Mrs Holloway, Lady Mayoress, 20 April 1922 on the other.


 ‘Pretty!’ said Katie, despite herself.


 ‘Isn’t it?’ Ross pushed open the door for her.


 Katie hesitated on the step. Though she cruised confidently into meetings with all kinds of people at work, she always had to give herself a sort of internal nudge; deep down, she was quite tense about meeting new people, afraid that they’d see through her hustle and bustle, or not like her.


 But Ross was hovering behind her like a little boy, waiting for her to go first. He always did that. To begin with it had seemed like gallantry; now she knew it was because he wanted her to take charge, so he wouldn’t have to. But this wasn’t the night to start on that. She took a deep breath and went in.


 The Hall smelled like the old church hall her old Brownie meetings had been held in. Like all old halls smelled, she supposed – of Rich Tea biscuits and floor polish, overlaid with an all-pervasive aroma of dust. Blue plastic chairs were stacked against one wall, and crinkled finger-painted pictures marked out the corners where the playgroups congregated, alongside First Aid instructions and recruitment notices for the Samaritans.
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