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			About the Book

			One question can change everything.

			Meet Carmen, Polly and Dana – all happy and successful women, with very different views on relationships. 

			Carmen has made a life with Elliot for the past eight years. She’s ready for the next step but a proposal seems to be as far away as ever. 

			Polly is devoted to her family. But after her parents’ bitter divorce, she’s wary of marriage – even after sharing twenty years and one son with Fraser.

			Single mother Dana longs for companionship, despite her dedication to raising her son Luke. Finding the right person to bring into their lives feels impossible – until a unique way to select a potential Mr Right comes along.

			With 29th February fast approaching, will they each take the chance this Leap Year to take control of their fates?

		

	
		
			Dedication

			To every 29 February – what a difference a day makes!

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Friday 14 February – Valentine’s Day

			Carmen

			I tap in the security code to void the boutique’s alarm system, automatically flicking on the light switches as I stride through the room towards the red velvet curtain which hides our small kitchenette.

			I fill the kettle, plug it in and wait.

			It doesn’t take long, just enough time to remove my coat, grab three mugs from the draining board and spoon in the necessary coffee and sugars before the front door opens admitting the first arrival of the day.

			‘Helllllllo, how are we?’ calls Trish, her cheery tone confirming my fears. Her slender frame nips around the curtain divide and it’s obvious – her husband, Terry, has come up with the goods again!

			‘Bloody miserable,’ I moan, hating myself for allowing it to affect my mood. ‘And you, need I ask?’

			‘Breakfast in bed, a bit of a cuddle and . . .’ Trish sucks in her pale cheeks and rolls the words around her mouth before continuing. She’s carefully selecting the next piece of information, knowing it could push my mood further along the ‘woe is me’ scale.

			‘Go on,’ I urge, eager to get this conversation over and done with.

			‘Thirty-six long-stemmed roses – one for each month we’ve been married.’

			I perform my usual head tilt and sigh. I love her husband. Why can’t I have a man as attentive and as thoughtful as Terry?

			‘Sorry, Carmen,’ says Trish, rubbing my forearm as I suddenly turn to busy myself with pouring boiling water and stirring mugs. ‘Dare I ask?’

			‘Go ahead, ask away,’ I mutter, grabbing the milk from the mini fridge.

			‘Hiya!’ calls Anna, sweeping aside the velvet curtain to join our conversation. ‘How are we this beautiful morning?’

			Trish and I exchange a fleeting glance. Neither of us answers the teenager, whose cheeks are aglow, eyes sparkling like diamonds and bursting with delight.

			‘Well?’ asks Anna, her asymmetric black fringe swinging as her head turns to each of us.

			‘I received thirty-six beautiful red roses,’ repeats Trish, a coy smile brightening her delicate features. ‘You?’

			‘A card from my ex . . . which is nice. My mum says I need to distance myself and not encourage him, but it’s still nice to receive a Valentine’s card.’ Anna turns to me, her expectant face eager to hear of my Valentine bounty.

			‘Me? Oh, I got a card, the tiniest card ever produced and probably picked up from the local petrol station on his drive home last night and written whilst in the bathroom this morning, I imagine,’ I say, my voice monotone. Hearing it, I want to kick my own arse for being so miserable.

			‘Ah never mind, maybe tonight . . .’

			I interrupt her by raising my palm. ‘No! Please don’t make excuses for Elliot’s sorry effort by suggesting that a candle-lit meal for two, or a table booked at a swanky restaurant, or rose petals strewn across our bed awaits my arrival home . . . eh-eh! That’s not Elliot’s style.’

			‘Yeah, but . . .’

			Trish interrupts her this time. ‘Nah! He’s definitely lacking in the romance department . . . Carmen’s had this every year for . . . seven years?’

			‘Eight,’ I correct her.

			‘Eight years . . . She knows him well enough to know what to expect when she gets home.’ Trish gives her habitual knowing nod.

			‘But this year might be the year when . . .’ mutters Anna.

			‘No,’ we say in unison.

			‘You’ll only make the day harder for me by suggesting that there are treats waiting for me at home. I know there aren’t, so let’s not pretend.’ I ignore my scalding coffee and swill the teaspoon under the tap, knowing that both my employees are watching my every move for fear of a delayed reaction.

			‘Can I ask what you got him?’ asks Anna.

			‘A card . . . from the petrol station . . . bought two nights ago,’ I mutter, drying my hands.

			‘There you go then!’ exclaims Anna, about to put my relationship to rights.

			‘I’ll leave Trish to explain why.’ I leave the kitchenette, safe in the knowledge that Trish will recall my disastrous Valentine of six years ago when I vowed to ‘see how he liked it’ and got him nothing but a cheap card. Elliot didn’t even notice and so, sadly, I’ve continued. And he’s never changed or learnt what I truly want. So how can I go back on my word?

			The velvet curtain swishes into place separating me from their conversation and I begin my morning routine. I inhale the smell of the fresh rose petals that decorate our reception counter. I make a lap of the boutique, my eagle eyes searching for anything out of place. I briskly straighten the rails of cellophane-covered gowns, ensuring they look presentable for our first appointment at ten o’clock. I inspect the large gilt mirrors, strategically positioned to enable a wedding gown to be viewed from every angle, for smears or fingerprints. I titivate the tiara display, straightening each to ensure the overhead spotlights highlight each delicate bead or crystal droplet. I pick a thread of cotton from the burgundy chaise longue, on which a row of family and friends will perch, eager for a first glimpse of the chosen bridal gown. A box of tissues sits close at hand on the nearest table, ready to frantically dab at their tears of joy.

			I check my own reflection in the nearest mirror: smart green suit, natural-looking russet-toned make-up and a mane of vibrant red hair, which I quickly tease into place.

			Once I’m satisfied, I flick the ‘closed’ sign to ‘open’.

			Another day begins at The Wedding Boutique.

			I love my tiny empire, situated near the upper end of the High Street, nestled between the travel agents and what was once the local department store – now empty. A pretty high street of honey-coloured stone buildings, each dominated by aged bay windows, and a cobbled walkway.

			I love my job, which makes days like today so much harder to handle. I don’t resent Trish’s moment of loved-up joy – honestly, I don’t. I’m not asking for grand gestures, just slightly more than a garage forecourt card.

			Staring out of the front window, between two mannequins adorned in ivory tulle and beaded satin, I watch the passers-by striding to work. I can’t help but pick out individuals and wonder.

			I bet she received flowers.

			I bet he sent a fancy Hallmark card.

			I bet he received chocolates.

			I bet even those schoolkids received a proper sturdy card and not a cheap, flimsy effort.

			Valentine’s Day is a cruel, twisted reminder that I, Carmen Smith, am the owner of a successful bridal gown boutique and am unmarried despite being in a committed relationship for eight years. Every day I hear about beautiful plans for amazing weddings days. I don’t begrudge my brides their moment of joy, their detailed wedding plans, their dream day or even their handsome husbands. I simply want my very own slice of wedding happiness and a gold band, which I believe is overdue by approximately five years. I may seem self-centred, maybe a tad impatient, but in my world, when you commit, you commit properly.

			We, Elliot and I, have acquired a joint mortgage. We have joint ownership of a border collie, Maisy, despite him never walking her. We have joint bank accounts, a king-size bed, matching toothbrushes, and the automatic alternate-year Christmas dinner at each other’s parents. We even have a couple of joint promises regarding godchildren, who we’ve vowed to raise in a morally correct manner should anything happen to our dear friends, which we share too.

			We have everything apart from a shared surname and a wedding certificate.

			The name situation is neither here nor there; I could rectify that quite easily, with one legal document, a swift signature and – bingo! – I could officially sign his name. It’s the certifi­cate I want. The commitment shown to me. I need to build the future I’ve dreamt of – a family home, children, the future I thought would automatically come my way, in the circle of life. I want finger paintings covering the fridge door, the dead goldfish drama and the frantic extra-curricular activity timetable. I wouldn’t mind him getting a man shed, the end of date nights because of no babysitter or even the growing old and pottering around together stage. But nothing can officially start without a commitment.

			How do you get the man you love to propose to you? Without forcing the issue, creating a marriage minefield or patiently waiting while he gets his act together?

			If, indeed, he ever does!

			The boutique is empty and we’re busy steaming a delicate lace bridal train ready for collection when the door opens. We each hold our breath and pose like mannequins as the local florist struggles to get through the door carrying a cellophane-wrapped bouquet.

			Trish looks at me, her eyes wide with excitement. I curtail any reaction, acting calm and serene whilst my heart pounds a little faster.

			Really?

			‘Flowers!’ cries Anna, glancing between us two older ladies. I say older because when you’re the tender age of eighteen, my thirty-nine years and Trish’s forty-one seem ancient. Anna will arrive at our age in a blink of an eye; she simply doesn’t know that yet.

			‘Delivery for Anna Chaplin,’ announces the florist, her eager gaze switching from face to face to identify the lucky lady.

			‘Mine?’ beams Anna, dropping her end of the lace train and dancing on the spot, her excitement overflowing, before dashing forwards to collect the bouquet. ‘A dozen long-stemmed roses!’

			The florist leaves us open-mouthed and staring as Anna rips open the accompanying card.

			‘Who from?’ I ask, knowing full well I’m being nosy. Eighteen, single and yet she receives roses – go figure!

			‘That would be telling,’ she teases, tapping the side of her nose.

			‘Oh no, missy . . . if you’re going to flaunt your Valentine spoils in the kitchenette’s sink all day and deflate me even more, you need to be prepared to share on the info front,’ I say, putting the steaming nozzle down. Trish releases the layers of delicate lace as we await the announcement.

			‘Cody? That’s the guy from the bathroom store, isn’t it?’ she explains, her fingers pinching the simple card.

			‘He’s cute . . . he walks past here most lunchtimes,’ says Trish, nodding in admiration.

			‘I know. I’ve seen him round town in local pubs, we’ve chatted once or twice but this . . . wow!’

			‘Who’s a lucky lady?’ I say, curbing my jealousy on seeing her delighted face.

			‘I don’t know what to do . . . How do I thank him?’

			‘Mmmm, believe me, if he’s forked out for roses on Valentine’s Day, he’ll be seeking you out tonight, so don’t worry,’ laughs Trish, lifting the next layer of lace so I can resume steaming the delicate train.

			Dana

			I read the website’s payment page. I’m hesitant to enter my debit card number and press the send button. It might be nerves but I suspect it’s the remnants of my dignity disappearing into the World Wide Web never to be seen again if I conform to society’s expectations and sign up for a dating site. I, Dana, vowed never to join a dating website, under any circumstances, regardless of my situation or lifestyle. I was never going to follow the lead of the other single chummy-mummies at the school gate and seek love via a dating app. I’m proud that I’ve confidently upheld that vow for five long years. Five busy years. Five devoted and yet lonely years, during which I frequently reminded all who’d listen – mainly at birthdays, New Year, Easter, midsummer’s parties, summer holiday fortnights, midwinter nativities and, finally, Christmas – that I would find a man the old-fashioned way. In the flesh. In real life. Someone tall, dark and handsome and in need of a decent, law-abiding yet slightly sassy – especially after wine consumption – loving woman. A loving woman with an adorable young son.

			Sadly, I haven’t succeeded.

			My computer screen flickers, flashes and somewhere inside my head I hear a million tiny padlocks open as the gated entrances to millions of warm, loving relationships are potentially flung wide if I enter my card number and press ‘send’.

			Or, I could sign up and find it’s all an almighty scam, taking twenty-five pounds a month by direct payment and eons of my time should I ever attempt to cancel my membership. Much like a gym membership can do . . . once did, many moons ago in my previous life. And what for? So I can join the chummy-mummies complaining about meeting endless morons – who I’d never give the time of day to in real life but who I feel the need to converse with politely, should I be lucky enough to receive the offer of a date, just because I’ve paid for the privilege each month. Then, in time, I’ll also be a skint chummy-mummy, venting about the conniving, cheating bastards who lose my number once I’ve organised a costly babysitter, bribed the child to be good and curled my hair. Only to have to return home after being stood up.

			I pause and check the computer clock: 9 p.m.

			I listen to the silence, and see myself as others would, should they enter my house at this precise moment.

			Suddenly, the prospect of being stood up by an internet nobody feels slightly more desirable than my current situation: a lonely single mum, wearing joggers and a messy bun, cradling her second glass of cheap wine, who, after a long day creating and delivering beautiful bouquets to excited customers, now relaxes by signing up to a dating service on Valentine’s night.

			‘Bloody cheers!’

			Such a fine achievement for a thirty-nine year old.

			I instantly correct myself – my finest achievement is fast asleep upstairs in the front bedroom, dressed in his favourite Spider-Man pyjamas, minus his tiny glasses and clutching the raggedy ear of a toy elephant.

			But I still really don’t want to sign up and pay hard-earned money for a dating app.

			And that’s when I spot it, in the right-hand side panel, edged in a glimmering gold border.

			Do you want experts to help you find true love?

			Are you prepared to be honest, open and frank 

			about your future desires?

			Would you participate in a social experiment 

			to identify ‘the one’?

			If so, click here for further details . . .

			I click. I wait and read the next screen, which introduces Channel 7’s new TV programme Taking a Chance on Love, and calls for the enrolment of singles who’d like to participate. I read with interest: the blurb offers qualified psychologists, psychometric testing, personality matching, feedback and support to the carefully selected few destined to find out whether true love can be scientifically engineered.

			I’ve watched many reality shows – the big ones with voting lines and a huge public following – but this online advert suggests a small independent TV production, nothing too risky. I’m not sure I’m up for the public scrutiny of a major fly-on-the-wall documentary, but I doubt that a small independent programme will get a decent audience or a prime-time slot and I could do with the panel of experts and their various tests. Anything that will curtail the time-wasters, the two-timers, the players . . . need I carry on?

			It takes me five minutes to answer a set of basic questions about me and my situation. Even less time to read the terms and conditions, and one click to submit my enrolment form.

			I sit back. Now that feels better than the dating website. Enrolment in a social experiment conducted by professional people fills me with confidence. Plus it’s a free application, debit card not needed, so I can’t be scammed.

			Some confidence.

			A smidgen of confidence.

			A wave of guilt flash-floods over me.

			Am I being fair to Luke?

			Fair to myself?

			I really must stop doing this self-flagellation routine, having to justify myself every time I choose to chase a desire. Something for me. Something I want . . . need . . . would like . . . I beat myself up purely because I feel guilty for wanting something outside my relationship with my child.

			My eyes well, the screen blurs. Who am I trying to kid? Thousands of people will see the very same advert, fill out the questionnaire and be selected ahead of me. Interesting people, with fabulous stories, overflowing with confidence . . . because, let’s face it – I never win anything.

			An incredible urge to hug my son envelops me. I put my wine glass down.

			As if in a re-enactment of the chummy-mummy one-­hundred-metre final frantic dash for a front-row space at the school railings, I take the staircase two at a time. Luke won’t wake, he never does.

			I stand on the landing and stare at the sliver of shadow around his door, left slightly ajar because he’s scared of the dark. This allows the cute snuffles of my sleeping son to be heard on the quiet landing. I touch the door gently, knowing it’ll swing open freely without noise to reveal my sleeping child. He’s a pyjamaed lump of sprawling chubby limbs; his face is turned to the wall, a crumpled duvet kicked to the bottom of his bed. His elephant, snared by its right ear, stares back at me. His tiny blue glasses sit by his bed, awaiting a new day of fingerprints and smears.

			I don’t need to see Luke’s face. I’ve examined his features every day, they’re committed to my memory for life: his stumpy button nose, slanting inquisitive eyes, and his indelible smile, freely available to everyone he greets.

			My boy.

			My baby.

			My son.

			Snuggled and dreaming in his own precious world, where elephants and Spider-Man fight for justice and peace for all by giving a little extra to this world. Just like Luke, who gives a little extra to everyone he meets.

			Ensuring that I must do the same.

			I lean against the door jamb, admiring the image as he noisily slaps his lips and snuffles into his pillow, unaware that this world, with its cruel reality and harsh society, does little to justify his good nature. One day, when he’s a little older, I’ll attempt to explain the chance meeting of human cells, the forging of a new being in a moment of love, even the strength and disposal of such love once issues arise. I know I’ll fail miserably, science will evade me. No doubt I’ll cry. No doubt he will too. How wrong that a child so loving, boisterous and bright – every quality I’d have chosen for my son – is destined to walk a slightly different path in life from his classmates, destined to have to give a little extra focus and effort to everything he achieves or desires in life. Ironically, his little extra is contained within chromosome twenty-one.

			Polly

			‘Is that it?’ sneers our son, pointing at our mantelpiece, as he watches the early evening news. ‘I know you’re a pair of old fogies, but even so, that’s pretty pathetic. Where’s the romance?’

			‘Oy, cut it out, Cody! Since when have we ever done the whole Valentine’s Day guff? You shouldn’t need to be told when to tell someone you love them, worse still, do it en masse as a nation, all on the same day,’ I say, ironing his white shirt, which I should have done last night but forgot to – or rather couldn’t be bothered to when I did remember, given that it was quarter past ten. ‘Where’s the romance in that?’

			‘You would say that though, wouldn’t you?’ grunts Cody from the sofa, feigning interest in our simple cards standing side by side. Fraser has signed his usual ‘Fraser X’. I’ve been slightly more extravagant with a simple message of ‘Love always, Polly xx’. Neither of us feels the need to declare undying love inside a Hallmark card, just because the calendar dictates we should. We’ve survived the sunshine and shadows of twenty-one years together, paid off a mortgage month by month, both worked around the clock to hold down full-time employment and raised the aforementioned son – though the fact that he can’t iron his own bloody shirt at nineteen years of age probably speaks volumes regarding the layer of cotton wool we’ve wrapped him in.

			‘It’s a commercial ploy simply to line the pockets of florists and card manufacturers, you know that, don’t you? Over the years, I’ve saved your father a small fortune by refusing to allow him to buy me roses on Valentine’s Day. And believe me, he’s grateful. I’ve always said . . .’

			‘I’m happy as long as I receive a nice card and a kiss,’ interrupts Cody, mimicking my voice, though I know I don’t sound half as whiney as he makes out. I sound genuine, I sound like a woman who is sure of her man and his affections, a woman who wants real day-to-day love, not some bullshit idea created by the admen.

			‘I’m glad you’ve heard me say it. I know your father loves me, and he knows I love him. We don’t feel the need to be mushy or gaze adoringly at each other, unlike your aunty Helen and uncle Marc! How would you fancy having those two as your parents, bloody smooching and snogging all over the place?’ My older sister and her husband have never been any different. They’ve never matured from the arse-groping stage of a relationship, despite three years of courtship, twenty-five years of marriage plus two daughters.

			Helen and I have always been close, although given our seven-year age gap, we were always at different stages. As teenagers, she and Marc used to scare the life out of me when I watched them through the crack of the kitchen door, terrified that they’d die of asphyxiation as they French kissed for a whole ten minutes, while our parents sat in frosty silence watching Tomorrow’s World in the front room. I’d squirm whilst peeking, like watching a David Attenborough nature programme but without the long lens, decorative ferns and billowing long grass – though the Moulinex mixer and a Sodastream were their camouflage backdrop. It probably explains why I’ve never been one for public displays of passionate affection. With my first boyfriend, I was content with hand-holding, pecks on the cheek and a cheeky arse-feel when a private moment arose, ‘There’s a time and place for everything’ being my favoured line. How I ever kept that first boyfriend and made him my live-in lover just three years later I’ll never know, but he didn’t complain. And now here we are, two decades later, and our beloved Cody, into whom we have ploughed all our hopes and energy, mocks our attempt at being romantic. As if he’s the bloody Casanova of Lansdowne Crescent!

			‘Urgh, the very thought of it.’

			‘Exactly, so be thankful for small mercies.’

			‘Old people snogging – yuk!’

			‘More importantly, wait until you see the price of twenty long-stemmed roses plus the delivery charge – then you’ll be hoping your future partner has my attitude. So don’t knock it, OK?’

			‘They’re not that expensive. A dozen red roses delivered locally only costs . . .’ Cody’s words fade on seeing my stunned expression. I automatically lift the iron to ensure no burning.

			‘How on earth would you know?’

			‘Mmmm, wouldn’t you like to know?’

			‘Cody, have you . . . ?’ I daren’t finish my sentence. I want to, I am desperate to, but I can’t bring myself to ask for fear of the answer.

			Iron held aloft, face still stunned, I take in the sprawling frame of my son. He might be six foot one, with size eleven feet and a collar size which matches his father’s but an invisible umbilical cord sits comfortably between us. Stretched as it might be at this current moment, still it is present and correct. They tried to convince me nearly twenty years ago that it had been physically cut, but I refuse to believe it. In my book, it gives me an innate right to ask my son questions, though Fraser tends to disagree with me about this on a fairly regular basis, usually in hushed tones behind a closed kitchen door. But, hey, what do the Y chromosomes in this house know? Not as much as the X chromosome does, that’s what I’ve learnt over the years.

			‘Don’t worry, I wasn’t ripped off.’

			I give a weak smile and resume ironing, my mind spinning faster than a weather vane in a tornado.

			Bless him, he thinks I’m bothered about the cost. As I said, what does he know? Bugger the cost! I’m more bothered about who the recipient was and whether she’s actually worthy of the affections of my strapping lad! Or – and I really don’t want to venture down this line of thinking, but here we go, needs must – dare I ask if it was his ex-girlfriend, Lola?

			Shall I?

			Should I?

			Surely not!

			No, it really isn’t my business. It shouldn’t be my problem, but it feels like it could be. I shouldn’t ask. He’s entitled to a private life, away from his parents’ scrutinising gaze. At nineteen, I’d have hated my mother interfering in my love life, asking questions and prying, although maybe her quizzical stare over the rim of her glasses, her persistent tutting and her subtle ‘little chats’ did guide and influence my choice.

			Oh dear, I’ve turned into my damned mother!

			I continue with my ironing, his ironing.

			Out of the corner of my eye, I observe him watching the news.

			Maybe I should ask purely to show interest? It isn’t being nosy. How many times do parents get slated in the media for not taking an interest and, boom, their kids end up taking drugs on the way to college, being arrested for illicit internet activity or fathering three babies in the space of two postcodes!

			But what if he confirms the return of Lola? Who, whilst absent from our lives, has no doubt dated another ten men since she wrangled with our son, has perfected her repertoire of bad behaviour and now plans to make a grand comeback into our lives.

			The last time I saw her she’d fallen over on the dance floor at my father’s sixty-fifth birthday bash, her legs akimbo, flashing her lime-green gusset whilst congratulating herself for holding aloft her oversized glass of cheap plonk, of which she hadn’t split a drop. Hoorah!

			‘Cody, anyone I know?’

			He looks at me surprised: there’s been a lengthy pause while my brain wrote a pros and cons list. I half expect him to ask what we are discussing.

			‘Nah!’ He returns his attention to the TV as I finish ironing his shirt.

			‘Praise be for small mercies,’ I chunter. My relief is instant, I can’t hide it. Such a glorious confirmation erases my fears – much like my reaction when he received his A-level results. Though given his current employment at a local bathroom showroom, he’s hardly made good use of the qualifications that took such graft to earn. One day I might wave him off to uni, here’s hoping it’s soon.

			Not Lola anyway. Excellent. No fear of repeating the string of embarrassments endured purely by association then. The half-nakedness, her slovenly drunkenness, her nocturnal phone calls disturbing our sleep and the constant worry that our son is being drawn into a social vortex of her erratic lifestyle and make-believe.

			So, someone new.

			Someone lovely.

			Someone I don’t know.

			Bloody great! So the allowance which his dad and I provide him with in order to top up his low-paid job has been blown on a dozen roses and a delivery charge! I congratulate myself on completing seven hours of overtime last week at the travel agents purely to provide an unknown girl with a doorstep delivery and a rush of teenage pheromones. I hope she enjoys my gift and fully appreciates the care and consideration I showed towards her. Whereas I happily settle for a solitary card with a simple sentiment and single kiss.

			‘Here . . . here’s your sodding shirt.’ I fling it in his direction, narked that the realities of motherhood frequently bite me on the arse, and his carefully ironed shirt crumples into his lap.

			‘Cheers.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Friday 21 February

			Polly

			‘Mum . . . I’ve been thinking,’ says Cody, entering the kitchen as I dash about; juggling burnt toast and boiling kettles is the norm at breakfast time in our home.

			‘Sound ominous,’ offers Fraser, nabbing the least blackened piece of toast from the bread board and settling at the breakfast table to consume it alongside his morning coffee.

			I stop in mid-action, butter knife held aloft, with two burnt pieces awaiting camouflage. I sense what Cody’s about to say before he even says it and I will want to bloody scream if it’s what I think.

			‘Go on,’ I say calmly, knowing full well that my ordinary working day at the travel agents is up the swanny if I’m right.

			Cody stands beside me at the countertop, nodding at the burnt toast as an indication that he’s waiting. I slowly resume my task, aware that his casual manner is hiding something.

			‘You’re right . . . for once,’ he says, watching my hand busily buttering. ‘Having a party for my twentieth would be pretty neat – given that I didn’t get an eighteenth party.’

			He can’t look me in the eye.

			‘I bloody knew it! Why didn’t you say before now? I asked you back in October . . . that’s four months ago. But oh no, Mum’s making a bloody big fuss about nothing and now . . . now with –’ I glance at the kitchen calendar for confirmation – ‘eight days to go, you decide I had a good idea.’

			Cody snatches a piece of toast from beneath my knife and drifts towards his father, crunching.

			‘Just saying, that’s all . . . nothing posh, but somewhere decent with music, drinks and a few laughs – but not the old scout hut like my mate Josh had . . . that wasn’t a great night.’

			‘Well, that narrows it down, Cody,’ I say. ‘How about a back room in a local pub?’

			‘A classy pub?’

			‘Such as?’

			‘The Red Lion is pretty decent but not the Welfare Club.’

			I stare open-mouthed at Fraser, who comically lifts his eyebrows as if questioning why I am surprised by my offspring.

			‘Can you believe it?’ I mutter, as if Cody weren’t present at the table, munching his toast.

			‘He’s never been any different, Polly,’ says Fraser. ‘He’s always been last-minute.’

			‘Isn’t that the truth!’ I say, buttering my own piece of cold toast, as Fraser finishes his coffee, plants a kiss on my temple and heads out for work.

			‘You love me,’ mutters Cody, as laid-back as ever.

			‘Fraser . . . Fraser, how much do you think we are talking?’ I call, from the kitchen. There’s no answer, just the sound of the front door slamming.

			Carmen

			My hand reaches for the heavy curtain and I give the bride-to-be a knowing smile as she takes a deep breath. My aim is to pull back the curtain in one fluid movement, enabling her mother and three sisters to view her wedding gown, fitted to perfection, for the first time.

			‘Ready?’ I whisper, seeing a mixture of nerves and excitement surface as she fiddles with her flowing veil.

			She gives a nod. My hand dramatically sweeps the curtain aside, revealing all. A princess-styled ballgown with a sweetheart neckline in ivory with a sequined panelled bodice.

			The gathered females, sitting and standing around the chaise longue, give a simultaneous gasp, then ooh and ah as my bride-to-be lifts her hemline and gracefully steps into the open space of the boutique. Trish and Anna linger in the background to admire. I move in front to help her step up on to the circular platform set before our largest gilt mirror, in which her gown can be viewed from every angle using the reflections in other mirrors.

			I quickly bend to titivate the hemline to ensure it hangs correctly, as she views herself for the first time.

			This is a wondrous moment for any woman, whatever her age. Over the years I’ve witnessed instant tears, open-mouthed gasps and shrieks of delight.

			In any working day, this is one of my favourite moments. One which twangs at my heart strings every day. To witness the parental pride, the sisterly excitement and the thrill of a bride-to-be – knowing that this image will always be treasured – is so very special. I’ve been known to shed a tear or two myself when a family have shared a touching story or a specific history with us during their visits.

			Thankfully, today’s bride is no different.

			She stands and stares, a look of bewildered delight etched upon her face, as her mother and three sisters frantically dab at tears of joy and repeat endless adjectives, none of which seem to accurately describe the radiant vision before them.

			This is when I know I’ve done my job right. If a bride-to-be ever attends her final fitting and stands staring into this mirror without such a reaction, I will assume the worst. And hastily attempt to put it right with another gown.

			Every bride should have her moment of joy – where her dreams begin to come true.

			‘Doesn’t she look fabulous?’ I ask the family as I quietly back away to enable photographs and memories to be made.

			‘It’s exactly what I’d dreamt it would look like,’ says the bride-to-be.

			‘You look like an angel. I can’t wait for your dad to see you,’ sniffs her mother through a handful of crumpled tissue. ‘Suddenly this wedding has become very real.’

			‘Who’d have thought that in just one week you’ll be walking down the aisle to be married in that gown,’ sobs a sister.

			‘I know!’ The bride smiles. ‘And yet you all doubted me when I asked him.’

			My ears prick up. This conversation has taken a slightly different path to the usual script for a final gown fitting.

			‘So true,’ replies her mother.

			I look from bride-to-be to mother and back again, interested to hear the story.

			The bride-to-be begins to giggle.

			‘Go on, you might as well say,’ urges her mother.

			‘We’d been dating for six years and I wanted to get married. Every birthday and Christmas I thought, this will be the time he’ll propose . . . but he didn’t. So, I kept waiting, dropping hints, as you do, but eventually I took matters into my own hands and proposed to him last leap year,’ explains the bride-to-be. ‘Which is why we’ve waited four years to get married on the twenty-ninth of February.’

			‘You asked him?’ I stutter, unsure if I heard her correctly.

			‘Yeah! I was the biggest bag of nerves ever but I’m glad I did it.’

			‘She’d still be waiting otherwise, wouldn’t you?’

			‘I certainly would, Mum.’

			‘You proposed to him?’ I can hear the shock in my own voice, so I know my expression must be a dead giveaway. It might seem old-fashioned in today’s age of equality but it’s still not the usual proposal story we hear in the boutique.

			‘Absolutely. I went with the tradition of a leap year.’

			‘And he said yes straight away?’ I’m now all ears, my shock subsiding.

			‘Oh yeah, he was surprised to be asked but he gave me an answer there and then.’

			‘Wow, you’re braver than me. I could never do that,’ I say.

			‘I didn’t think I could, but I’m glad I did.’

			‘But what if he’d said no?’ I ask.

			‘I’d have had my answer, wouldn’t I? As I said to Mum, “If you don’t ask, you’ll never know,”’ says the bride-to-be, her face beaming. ‘And now look what’s happening, all because I asked him.’

			‘Exactly! I’m glad, even though it isn’t the norm,’ adds her mother.

			I fall silent as Trish tops up their champagne glasses and Anna offers around the tray of delicate petticoat tail shortbread.

			Extending my hand as a support, I walk our bride-to-be back to the curtained changing area and help her remove the gown. I’m following my usual final fitting routine: conversational pleasantries about how delighted the family were, how exciting that the date is so near and instructions on how to hang the gown ready for the big day, but my mind is elsewhere. My mind is spinning with one sentence: ‘If you don’t ask, you’ll never know . . .’

			Females proposing isn’t the norm; surely it’s the male’s job to propose in a heterosexual relationship? Isn’t it up to him to show true commitment towards a woman by proposing?

			It might be tradition but . . .

			I baulk at the very idea.

			It’s not the right thing for me to do.

			Cinderella didn’t propose to her prince. And how different would the fairy tale be if she had?

			Would Elliot say yes, like this woman’s fiancé?

			Knowing Elliot, he’d be too shocked to answer me. Or he’d be offended that I’d questioned his masculinity with such a request. I might ruin a future plan that he’s been concocting for my birthday, our dating anniversary or Christmas.

			I pull myself up sharp, as I unzip the gown and the bride-to-be carefully steps out of its sumptuous folds.

			If there was even a remote possibility that Elliot might be planning a proposal, I’d be happy to wait but . . . surely me proposing isn’t the answer.

			It shouldn’t be.

			It couldn’t be.

			Could it?

			Dana

			‘Hello, can I speak to Dana Jones please?’ asks the woman politely.

			‘Speaking.’ I’m cautious – I didn’t recognise the mobile number which flashed up on the tiny screen. I never get phone calls from unknown numbers, not even PPI calls.

			‘Hi there! I’m Tamzin Edwards from Happy Productions TV and I was wondering if you could spare me a few minutes to discuss your application for our new dating documentary Taking a Chance on Love.’

			‘Oh right, yeah, of course,’ I stutter.

			‘I have your details in front of me . . . Let’s see . . . mother of one . . . boy or girl?’

			‘Boy.’

			‘How old?’

			‘Five . . . nearly six.’

			‘Good, good, and it says here that you haven’t ventured on to the dating scene in quite a while. Is there a reason for that?’

			I hesitate. How honest do I want to be?

			‘Kind of . . . I had my little boy – I’m a single mum, so I wanted to focus on him during the early years. I wanted to establish a strong bond between us, ensure he had my full attention and that we both developed as a tight little unit before I began sharing my time with others . . . That probably sounds very selfish of me but, you know, first-time mum and all that.’

			‘Absolutely. I get your drift, nature and nurture are both crucial in those precious formative years,’ says Tamzin. ‘You never get them back, you know – never.’

			I imagine she’s hastily writing down every word I say, like a crazed journalist at a news conference, though given my status of self-employed florist I doubt she’ll have to quote me on Newsnight.

			‘And finally, Dana, is there any chance you’re available this Saturday for an interview with a couple of our production team and the professionals? An hour or so is all we’ll need to ask a few vital questions and get to know you a little better.’

			I swiftly glance at our kitchen wall calendar, which is always up to date and the deciding factor for any arrangements in this house. I can see Saturday is entirely blank, which equals free: no birthday parties, no christenings and no play dates. Though I do have to prepare for the wedding fayre taking place the next day. I know my parents will have Luke for an extra hour or two in addition to our arrangement for Sunday; I won’t leave him with anyone else. I spy Luke’s visual timetable pinned beside my calendar, which shows his morning and bedtime routines in picture form – I will need to rearrange the images for the weekend so he has prior warning of what is happening otherwise he’ll be thrown by a change to our usual routine. I will have to put his ‘going to Grandpops’s’ image on there, which will please him.

			‘What time were you thinking and where?’

			‘Midday. We’ve booked a meeting room at the Red Lion Hotel, do you know it?’

			‘Oh yes, along the High Street.’

			‘That’s the one . . . So, you’re OK to attend?’

			‘Yes. OK. Midday on Saturday at the Red Lion. And who do I ask for?’

			‘Ask at reception for Happy Productions TV . . . and I’ll look forward to meeting you, Dana.’

			‘Yes, me too.’

			‘Oh, Dana . . . could I ask that you bring along your birth certificate, your passport and any qualification certificates you may have?’

			‘Oh OK.’ I’m taken aback as she reels them off as if in a practised speech.

			‘Purely a formality, you understand . . . So we’ll see you on Saturday. Ciao!’

			The line goes dead at her end. Wow, she didn’t wait for me to say bye. Maybe she’s got numerous phone calls to make, and it’s such short notice.

			I tap the mobile screen and return to the sink unit where I’d been working when my mobile rang. I have three buckets sitting on the draining board filled with cut oasis, which needs soaking in cold water before I can use it. I’ve just spent the last twenty minutes cutting the green foam, all the while cringing at the awful sound it makes against the metal carving knife blade. Since day one as a trainee florist, that dreadful squeaky noise has always given me the heebie-jeebies.

			I glance at the wall clock: 9.45 a.m.

			I’ll fill the buckets with cold water and leave the oasis soaking while I prepare my orders for tomorrow. If I can get the Taylor birthday arrangement and the Willets’ wedding posies made, then, once I’ve collected Luke from school, done teatime, bath and bedtime, I can make a start on the flower arrangements and bouquets ready for my stall at the wedding fayre on Sunday. If I store them in a cool dark garage they’ll look as fresh as if I’d created them on Saturday evening. That will ease my workload so that I can attend tomorrow’s meeting.

			That sounds like a plan.

			Gingerly, I hold each plastic bucket beneath the kitchen sink tap and fill them with cold water, before heaving them on to the tiled floor. I really should get an outdoor tap fitted in the garden as it would cut down on me dragging heavy buckets of cold water back and forth each day to the kitchen sink. Firstly, it’d save wear and tear on our hall carpet – which get splashed on a daily basis from me slopping buckets through the house. Secondly, it would save my back, which takes a hammering from the heavy lifting. But, like many jobs, I keep meaning to get around to it.

			My stomach flutters with nerves.

			What have I agreed to? It might be fun – or a complete nightmare. Either way I’ll get a sense at tomorrow’s meeting and, if needs be, I’ll pull my application out of the mix. Anyway, what’s the likelihood of them picking me from the scores of women who also applied? Pretty low, I imagine. I know what tomorrow’s meeting will be: it’ll be the opportunity for them to give me the once over, check out whether I look like my application photograph, ask a few questions and then decide. Decide that I’m a definite no-goer, given my lack experience and confidence about finding love. No doubt they’ll class me as permanent singleton material and be eager to wave me goodbye.

			My innards continue to jitter. I won’t think about the outcome; I’ll simply turn up, accept a cup of coffee, show my documents and come home after a nice chat. Simple. Even I can do that.

			Polly

			I switch the ‘closed’ sign to ‘open’ and pray that no one accepts the invite to walk in until at least one o’clock, when my co-worker Stacey will arrive to join the shift. I need the next four hours on the phone moonlighting from my job to organise a family affair, rather than an all-inclusive package holiday for a family of four.

			My coffee mug awaits my swift return to my desk as I straighten the travel brochures on each display shelf, repin a falling poster advertising the Maldives to the back wall and then ditch my work responsibilities, knowing at least that the shop floor is respectable should anyone drop by, be it a potential customer, a mystery shopper checking the quality of our service or the regional boss. If the regional boss did surprise us with a visit, he’d be amazed by the complicated staffing rota, all part-time workers who pass like ships in the night at various hours ensuring a smooth service.

			I settle at my desk, sip my steaming coffee and grab a pad of paper to make my to-do list for the party.

			But first I need to ask the all-important question of Fraser.

			It’s naughty of me but, given my endless years of service, unplanned overtime and lack of co-workers on a Friday morning – which always ends up being a busy day – I’ll use their telephone and not my mobile to make the necessary calls. I have until Stacey arrives bang on time at one o’clock for her four-hour shift. Till then, I’m on my own.

			Fraser answers his mobile immediately.

			‘Fraser, you didn’t hear when I asked you earlier . . . what are you thinking should be our maximum spend for this party?’

			I wait as he mentally calculates. I imagine him sitting at his planning and design desk, pulling his serious thinking face, the one where he looks up and stares as if the answer is written upon the stippled ceiling. His mouth will twitch, as if he’s talking to himself, and then he’ll eventually answer. I’ve learnt to wait, not to interrupt the process. He’s so methodical, logical and usually precise on his upper limit, so it won’t be worth trying to force another hundred once he’s said. Fraser has never worked that way. He does the accuracy and figure work in our relationship; I do the caring stuff, the running around and the family commitments. The balance can often be skewed but it works for us, despite what others may think.

			‘Fifteen hundred quid,’ he says, surprising me by how quickly he’s answered. I was expecting to hold for a few more minutes. ‘Given the cost of his present . . . Is that about what you’re thinking?’

			‘Perfect. Bye.’ I can’t afford to waste time; Fraser will know I’m on a mission.

			October seems like a distant memory, when planning a sizeable party could have been enjoyable, but no, Cody wasn’t interested back then.

			A twentieth birthday party probably isn’t the norm in most families, but in ours it was – he’d forgone the possibility of a proper eighteenth celebration due to my inability to push him through a birth canal on 28 February. After a sixteen-hour labour, I failed miserably, missing the deadline to avoid having a leap-year baby by eleven minutes, unlike the other three women in the labour ward, who didn’t go on to deny their children an annual birthday.

			My midwifery team, family and close friends were thrilled with his unusual birth date, Fraser simply relieved he had a son with ten fingers, ten toes plus a healthy set of lungs. Me, I was never quite taken with the date. It was always a conversation starter, when his birth date or certificate was asked for, lots of oohing and aahing over something a little different. We’d opted for the 28th as his annual celebration, given he was a February baby. Everyone played ball and duly accepted it, apart from my in-laws, who frequently pointed out that Cody wasn’t actually here on earth on the said date so ‘surely the first of March is more logical’. March didn’t belong on his birth certificate, so it wasn’t logical to me. Each year it riled me, and never more so than when Cody did the circuit of celebrating eighteenths with each his mates. We offered to organise a bash for the 28th, but he’d refused and went boozing with his mates around town instead.

			So when Cody gets a true birthday on a leap year, we need to make the most of it, which is why I mentioned it last October. Yet here I am, with just eight days to organise an event that can’t appear as if it has been thrown together in such a short time.

			I scribble my to-do list:

			Venue

			Food/buffet – hot?

			Bar

			Music

			Invites – family, friends, mates?

			Decorations

			How the hell am I going to get a party booked and organised in a week? As well as complete my usual weekly routines as a dutiful homemaker, mother, daughter and daughter-in-law alongside my part-time hours at the travel agents?

			I punch Cody’s number into the phone and wait while it rings for an age.

			‘Mum, what? I can’t really talk at work, you know that!’

			‘Cheers, son, but I need to get started if next Saturday is going to materialise. Does the venue need a dance floor?’ I ask.

			After Cody’s affirmative, away I go on to the internet in search of phone numbers for so-called ‘decent’ local pubs.

			In one hour I’ve drunk three coffees and researched and called four local pubs, of which only one answered, given the early time of day. And, luckily, received no customers but the crowds passing the window are growing – it’s the school half-term holiday, so I know my time is running out.

			As I wait on hold to speak to a local company about the cost of hiring a photo booth complete with amusing props and dressing-up regalia my mobile begins ringing from inside my handbag. I juggle the landline and finally retrieve my mobile from the bottom of my bag: my mother.

			I stare at the illuminated screen.

			I’ll call her back once I’m through with this supplier.

			As it’s Friday morning, I know exactly what she’s calling for. If I had a choice, I would refrain from returning her call, but that wouldn’t be the action of a dutiful daughter, would it?

			‘Hello, we wouldn’t be able to confirm the final cost without knowing the venue, in order to take travel costs into consideration.’

			‘Can I pay the deposit and get back to you?’ This might blow the party budget but still, they’re fun, it gets people up and involved.

			‘You could . . . but if you felt the final quote was too high, you might prefer to go elsewhere.’

			‘And my deposit?’

			‘That’s non-refundable.’

			Great! Do I chance it or not? Book entertainment without a venue secured?

			‘Would you still like me to take the card details over the phone?’

			I take the gamble. The idea of ticking one thing off my to-do list feels like an achievement.

			I linger over the call, once my card details are given, knowing what awaits me.

			In fact, I make another coffee, check the weather report and then, when there’s really no other option, return my mother’s call.

			‘Hello, darling, I was wondering what you’re doing next Wednesday at midday?’ she asks immediately, continuing without giving me a chance to speak or confirm if I am free. Knowing my part-time work pattern of Mondays, Tuesday and Fridays, she assumes I am. ‘I’ve booked myself a treat with Derek – you remember Derek, don’t you?’

			‘Oh yes, I remember Derek,’ I reply. Or Derek the Deviant, as our household nicknamed him after he and my mother attended a series of dodgy evening classes where a state of undress always seemed a prerequisite, alongside the usual course fee.

			I hold my breath, awaiting her next line.

			‘Anyway, it’s called tantric intimacy . . . have you heard about it? Derek says it’s all the rage at the moment amongst our generation.’

			I cringe, not fully understanding the term but my skin has learnt to crawl at any of Derek’s suggestions. Why and how my mother has involved herself is beyond me.

			‘Polly . . . are you there?’

			‘I’m waiting to hear what that involves, Mum, that’s all . . . It’ll no doubt shock or surprise me. I thought that tantric related to sexual activity, but I thought you’d previously said that you and Derek weren’t . . .’ I can’t find the words or at least can’t bring myself to say them aloud to a sixty-four-year-old woman who’s vigorously fighting to retain her youth.

			‘Polly, stop being so timid, my darling! Life doesn’t have to be so defined, sweetheart. You need to allow yourself to be free from the trappings of social norms. Derek and I can be whatever we choose, from one week to the next.’

			My stomach reacts and a bit of vomit burns the back of my throat. This is not what I need to hear from my own mother at this – or any – hour of the day.

			‘Thank you, Mum, but Fraser and I are more than happy as we are. We’re not looking to go against the norms of society . . . unlike yourself and dear Derek.’

			‘Anyway, I need you to drop me off for midday and then collect me afterwards,’ she continues.

			‘Where from?’

			‘The Bed Shop.’

			‘The Bed Shop on the High Street? Are you serious, Mum?’ My mind fills with the quaint image of our local, eponymously named bed shop, manned by the softly spoken Mrs Jenkins, established thirty years ago and maintained by her nearest and dearest.

			‘Sorry, correction, I read the leaflet incorrectly . . . the studio above The Bed Shop.’

			‘Oh, I’m glad to hear it. I was concerned for a second . . . I’d have never bought from there again if it was the actual bed shop staging such an event.’

			‘Oh Polly, humour me for once. My days are drawing nigh and I do as I please.’

			‘Why can’t you be happy with flower arranging or painting watercolours?’

			‘Listen, darling, when you’re older, I hope you never have to justify your decisions to Cody.’

			‘Mum, if I ever reach old age, I’ll make sure I never give Cody anything to question me about, OK? I’ll happily potter around my garden deadheading the dahlias.’

			‘Mmmm, anyway . . .’

			‘Pencil me in for Wednesday, though I bet you didn’t consider asking Helen if she’s available, did you?’

			‘Helen’s got her hands full with the two girls. Bye, darling, speak to you later. Mwah, mwah.’

			I end the call and shiver at the thought of any intimacy lesson in a room full of strangers, tantric or not.

			I glance at the clock; I have barely thirty minutes before Stacey arrives, but a quick chat with my sister won’t hurt.

			She answers within two rings.

			‘Hi, Helen, how’s things?’

			‘Good, good . . . you?’

			‘A quick call for two things: are you still OK for Sunday lunch and save the date for the twenty-ninth as Cody’s now decided he does want a twentieth party.’

			‘Yes to Sunday but . . .’

			‘No buts, Helen.’

			‘Oh Polly, I asked you about that weeks ago and you said . . .’

			‘I know what I said, but he’s only just changed his mind this morning over breakfast. What can I do, Helen?’

			‘Oh Polly . . . we were . . . we wanted to . . . we need . . .’

			‘Don’t you dare let me down, Helen! You’re the only normal relatives the lad has so there’s no way you and Marc are squirming out of attending!’

			‘But, Polly, I did ask . . . you remember me asking, right?’

			‘I do, but tough. You’re his aunty and Cody wants you there.’

			‘He or you?’

			‘Both, you silly arse. What other plans have you got anyway?’

			‘I wanted to book a weekend break away for just me and Marc.’

			‘And I wonder who you’d have asked to babysit the girls over the weekend? Me, by any chance?’

			‘Well, yes, I wouldn’t trust anyone else, but it looks as if that idea’s gone for a burton.’

			‘Sure has. Instead you’ll be dancing at your nephew’s twentieth, alongside your husband – why don’t you book yourself a couple of rooms at the Travelodge overnight and make the most of it?’

			‘Are the girls invited?’

			‘Of course.’

			‘Oh . . . just with his mates there and the amount of drink I assume will be flowing . . .’

			‘Helen . . . listen to yourself, will you? It’s a family celebration. There’ll be the usual family, close friends and, yeah, some of Cody’s mates – his good mates, who he’s grown up with.’

			‘OK, I’ll see what . . .’

			‘No, not I’ll see what Marc says!’

			‘Polly.’

			‘Helen. Tell me, how many nephews do you have?’

			‘One,’ says Helen, her dulcet tone rattling my cage.

			‘How many sisters do you have?’

			‘One.’

			‘There you go then, decision made . . . Saturday the twenty-ninth of February, arrive sometime around seven-thirty – I’ll let you know the venue when I’ve booked it. Love you. See you on Sunday.’

			I end the call before she devises another excuse.

			I start tidying away my to-do list and grab a pile of customer filing, making it appear as if I have actually done some work this morning. I can do fifteen minutes before Stacey arrives at one.

			Cheeky bugger. One nephew, one sister and she thinks she can shirk her duties. Did I say ‘I’ll think about it’ when she asked me to be Evie and Erica’s godmother? No. And did Fraser complain about being dragged into the godparent mix purely by association? No.

			I silently chastise my older sister for her slack notions about family obligations. I rely on her to counterbalance the lack of normality in the handful of other relatives that Cody has: a grandmother who has reverted to her youth and a grandfather obsessed with his ex-wife covers my side of the family, apart from my great-aunty Doris, who I can never remember or explain the family connection to. As for Fraser’s side, his parents always smother Cody – he’s the only grandchild on their side, which is sad given their hopes for their other two sons. His uncle Rory and uncle Ross are both good-looking chaps yet neither has ever settled down. So all the more reason why my older sister had better step up to the plate!

			The door chime sounds, interrupting my thoughts.

			Smile in place, I look up to greet the customer.

			It’s Lola, Cody’s ex-girlfriend.

			My smile fades.

			‘Hi, Polly, I was wondering . . .’ Her heavily made-up lips pout as she speaks.

			‘What do you want, Lola?’ My voice is flat, but the volume is high.

			I sit back as she lets the shop door close and steadily makes her way to settle in one of the customer chairs in front of my desk. Her heavy-looking boots unbalance her skinny proportions; she’s poured into tight jeans and a skinny-ribbed top beneath a plume of synthetic cream fur. She drops her oversized handbag to the floor. At eighteen, did I ever look that sultry? Or was I always sunshine and smiles?

			I’ll wait. I’ll allow her chance to say what she wants and then I’ll say my bit.

			‘I was thinking, with it being Cody’s birthday in a week or so, is there anything he was particularly wanting, like, as a present?’

			‘A present? You wish to buy Cody a present?’ I’m stunned. This is the last thing I thought she was about to say.

			‘Yeah, something nice.’

			‘Something nice,’ I repeat, my brain playing for time. ‘Something nice like a social media posting circulated amongst all his mates and co-workers suggesting that he cheated on you? Or an actual gift?’

			‘Polly . . . that wasn’t me. I’ve told you, my account was hacked and before I knew it . . .’

			‘Really? In which case, it was so good of you to deactivate your account after only forty-eight hours, once numerous people had added their remarks and shared the details several times causing my son much embarrassment at work.’

			‘Polly, his workmates were fine with him afterwards.’

			‘That’s hardly the point, Lola.’

			‘Anyway . . .’

			‘Anyway . . .’ I mimic, knowing I sound pathetic given my age, but my angst goes unnoticed. ‘What else can I help you with?’

			‘Oh, nothing. I was just passing and wondered what Cody might like, that’s all.’

			‘I’m sure he’s quite all right as he is, thanks, Lola. Now, if you wouldn’t mind . . .’ I say, glancing around the store. I really wish there was a queue of impatient customers right now, as then my comment would seem apt. Given there’s no one here, it makes me feel daft.

			Lola follows my gaze around the empty shop and looks back at me, puzzled.

			She gets the message though and stands, grabbing her handbag.

			‘If there’s anything you can think of, just let me know, OK?’

			I smile and nod politely as Lola talks and walks backwards towards the shop door. I have no intention of passing on any message or encouraging this young woman in any way.

			‘Polly, please,’ she says opening the door. ‘It’s been so long since I spoke to him and . . .’

			‘Did you not get any flowers last Friday?’ I ask, having hit my irritability limit.

			Her kohl-edged eyes widen as I knew they would.

			‘No!’

			‘Oh!’ I give a tiny shrug.

			‘Cody sent flowers to someone on Valentine’s Day?’ Her jaw drops, her petite frame frozen.

			‘Oops, sorry.’ I busy myself with my computer. I know that was a cheap shot, but necessary to erase her intentions regarding my son.

			As Lola’s head drops and the door closes behind her, a wave of guilt washes over me, chased away immediately by a wave of sheer relief.

			Dana

			I button my coat as I near the crowd of parents standing by the metal railings at the top of the school driveway. There was a time we were allowed down the driveway to congregate nearer the school exits but not since Tyler’s mum showed her annoyance at him coming second in the ‘design a Christmas card’ competition to Miranda-with-the-most-gold-stars when her mum rudely sneered. Mrs Huggins, the school’s cuddly head teacher, was having none of it and put a stop to parents standing anywhere where the children might see adults having a fist fight through a classroom window. As a result, we now gather at the metal railings, which means our little ones have a trek and a half, accompanied by one or two knackered teachers, to reach us at the end of the school day.

			I stand on the outer edge of the parental crowd, mindful not to ignore others but definitely not willing to join the ranks of the chummy-mummies, who haven’t a nice word to say about anyone, even each other!

			I smile at Bethany’s mum standing a few feet away, rocking her brand-new baby stroller; obviously her first outing since baby girl number three arrived. I mouth ‘congratulations’ and she smiles. I’d go over and have a coo but I daren’t risk that newborn baby smell wafting up my nose and setting me off being broody. Hankering after a non-existent newborn is the last thing I need right now, so I stand well clear and smile politely. I’ll leave it a week or two, then ask for a cuddle when the new arrival smells a little more milky, of baby sick or of Johnson & Johnson talc. Then I can compliment her on how well she looks in her slim-cut jeans, which she’ll feel obliged to squeeze into before long given the twice-daily scrutiny of the chummy-mummies.

			I give a polite nod towards the Two Dads of Dudley, who always attend the school gate delivery and collection despite one being the dad and the other the mum’s current partner, a devoted stepdad. I’m always intrigued how their love triangle works, because the Two Dads of Dudley appear and leave at the same time. Dudley goes home and arrives with a different dad and his car each day. I suspect there is one ultra-organised mum as the kingpin, with both dads doing their duty regardless of the other’s presence. But, hey, if it works, it works. Dudley has three doting parents to cater to his every need, which can’t be bad. I wonder how and where you find such obliging dads and stepdads, as Kingpin Mum has obviously cracked it. If I ever spot her, I’ll be sure to ask. Luke’s father, Andrew, jumped ship just three days after the positive test – not the pregnancy result but the amniocentesis at seventeen weeks.

			Ring, ring, ring!

			The faint sound of the school bell can be heard at the gate. At this point most, though not all, parents cease chatting and prepare for the dash. Not the dash of little ones racing up the driveway but the dash to grab your little ones’ hand and quick march faster than their little legs can move to your precariously parked vehicle, on double yellows, if needs be. Before anyone else has chance to bundle their children in, fiddle with car seats, indicate and pull out – which will block you in for at least ten minutes because some people have insufficient status amongst the parents to break into the traffic once it is jammed solid along the school road. If you’re not part of the in-crowd, no amount of PTA attendance, birthday party promises or inching your bumper out will get you the green light to cut in or a friendly headlamp flash.

			Me, I walk. I walk every day with Luke as it gives us chance for a lovely end-of-school-day chat and gives him a little extra exercise. Plus I get to carry his heavy rucksack, providing me with an extra little weight-training session on top of the heavy water buckets I move each day. I love it. This walking routine of delivery and collection to this sweet little primary school is one of the highlights of each day, which is why I refuse to let others ruin it for me. I’m a mum. Luke’s mum. And I love it.

			A tsunami of tiny bodies, white shirt tails flapping, snotty noses running, plaits unplaiting, flow up the driveway towards us waiting parents. You see their little blank faces react and respond to the familiar face only when they recognise it amongst the crowd. It’s like a light-bulb moment, from off to shining, from blank expression to ‘Daddy!’. It never ceases to amaze me, the instant transformation on their tiny faces. Around me a sea of ‘Hello, cupcake’, ‘Jake, I’m over here’ and ‘Oh dear, how did you do that then?’ fills the air.

			And here’s my Luke. Why are his little glasses always skew-whiff? He never straightens them so the tilt of the blue plastic gives him a permanently cute but slightly daft expression.

			His coat is wide open, flapping as he runs, his little legs are pounding; in one hand he’s clutching a large piece of paper – no doubt it’s another painting for our fridge exhibition. In the other is a black bin liner. I know that inside will be a wet pair of pants and maybe one pair of school trousers. Despite Luke’s best efforts, despite everything he has managed to overcome to attend the mainstream school allocated by our local authority, he still leaves it a little late regards peeing. Potty training was one of our biggest struggles; thankfully he managed the main business, just not the peeing. Sadly, most days he leaves school clutching a bin liner. I’m grateful that the school accommodate his needs but I really do wish they wouldn’t send him out clutching the evidence, notifying every other parent of his continued accidents. I’d much prefer to walk down to the school office or the classroom and collect the bin liner myself. Peeing and speech are his areas of weakness, and I don’t know how many times I’ve discussed both with the primary school. I’m used to his lack of articulated words but until he receives his allotted speech therapy sessions, I can’t see this weakness improving.

			‘Mummy!’ he cries in his own fashion, thrusting the large piece of paper at me while I crouch down and attempt to steal a wet kiss, grabbing the bin liner from his clutches. ‘Look . . . I painted a panda!’ His lack of self-consciousness melts my heart; my boy doesn’t care about bin liners or skewed glasses, just his painting.

			I take his offering and stare at the blobs of red and blue paint which has seven sticky-out fingers on each hand and a long tail. Not recognisable as any panda I’ve ever seen, but what do I know? I’ll leave it to my little expert.

			I’m about to praise him, coo over his efforts, when Tyler’s mum chips in unexpectedly, as she’s still waiting for her little cherub to appear.

			‘That’s quite good,’ she remarks, peering at his painting. ‘Considering.’

			Instantly, the hairs on the back of my neck bristle. My head lifts in slow motion, as her final word hangs in the air between us.

			‘Considering?’ I repeat, my right eyebrow arched and primed for trouble. I’ll give her a chance to quickly correct herself, a moment to gather her insensitive thoughts or swiftly deliver her apology, as necessary.

			I slowly stand tall, my chin lifted.

			She shuffles on the spot. Blinks rapidly. Her mouth works non-stop and yet fails to produce a complete sentence. She swiftly looks around for parental back-up, but the others have all quickly taken one giant step away from her for fear of association.

			‘Well, yes, you know . . . considering.’ She murmurs the final word softly.

			My eyebrow lifts higher. I glance down at Luke, who is happily admiring his handiwork.

			‘Considering he’s five? Considering he hasn’t used black paint or considering he has Down’s?’ I ask, my voice steely, my manner too.

			‘Mummy!’ Tyler arrives and interrupts the drama, his hands instantly reaching for his mother’s neck and today she is very willing to bend down to his level and receive a snotty kiss – unlike other schooldays when her precious make-up can’t possibly be ruined.

			I remain statuesque, unmoving, waiting. The crowd collectively release their held breath. I can sense the ripple of relief that Tyler has had perfect timing today; more often than not he’s kept back by his teacher for a naughtiness talk, despite his intelligence.

			His mother slowly stands, straightens his shirt collar and exhales.

			‘I’m sorry, Dana – I just . . . I didn’t . . . think. Sorry,’ she says stroking the right forearm of my coat as if that makes the world a better place.

			I simply stare. Words fail me every time this happens. One day, when they stop looking at Luke as the little one who is different from the rest of the class, they will finally get to see what I see: a vibrant, beautiful, smart young boy who has the world at his feet and can do anything – and I mean absolutely bloody anything – he chooses to put his mind and effort to. And just as well as any other child who attends this school. One day. ‘One day’ has sadly become my mantra for my Luke. One day others will see the shape of his heart before they notice anything else: his features, his speech, his condition. One day they’ll see his continual kindness, happy smiles and laughter, and then they will realise that Down’s syndrome is just an element of his make-up, much like his eye colour, his hair colour and potential shoe size, nothing more.

			Simply a child, like any other.

			One day.

			One day can’t come soon enough for me. Or Luke.

			‘Come on, Luke, let’s go home,’ I say, turning away and smiling down at my son’s upturned face. ‘Guess what we’ve got for tea?’

			I take his chubby hand in mine and we walk, just as we’ve walked every day: together amongst the crowd.

			‘Sausage, egg and chips?’ he asks eagerly.

			‘Is that what you want?’ I’ve bought a sliver of fresh fish and vegetables for our tea. I have to monitor his daily nutrition and digestion in order to counteract the biological impacts of his condition. Thankfully, we have a few supplements to rely on when a boy wants chips. ‘OK, you win!’

			Luke nods, his dark fringe bouncing above his tiny smiling eyes, his glasses tilting even more.

			Carmen

			Elliot’s already home by the time I pull into the driveway. I can see his outline through the kitchen’s open blind as he moves about making dinner.

			Instantly, my mind quietens and my heart softens.

			I undo my seat belt and watch him.

			He’ll be listening to his blaring boy music with a thumping bass whilst rhythmically moving – he won’t ever admit to dancing – and conjuring up another of his fabulous meals without effort or fuss. I know he’ll flick the switch on the kettle as soon as I come in the door, plant a kiss on my forehead and make me a hot coffee as I settle at the table and reel off the details of my day at work. He’ll nod, he’ll comment, and if I sound drained, fed-up or overly tired, he’ll ditch the coffee and pour me a glass of white wine from the fridge.

			I know all these things, and yet I don’t know if he wishes to marry me. Commit to me. Make a life with me and try for a family.

			How do I not know that after eight years? Because we’ve never talked about it. I’ve never dared to question his intentions, and I get the impression he doesn’t wish to ignite the wedding touchpaper prematurely.

			How does he not know that I am desperate for this scenario to change and for us to become Mr and Mrs Cole? Mr and Mrs Elliot Cole – that has a certain ring to it.

			Our next-door neighbour Nile pulls into his drive, leaps from his car, sees me sitting here and gives a warm yet awkward wave. I raise my hand to acknowledge it. Even next door got married two summers ago and are expecting a baby in two months . . . we moved into this street years before they did. I watch as Nile unlocks his front door and enters. What made him ask in the end? Did Nessa give him an ultimatum – I doubt it, given her mild-mannered nature – or did he suddenly mature overnight and decide he wanted to commit?

			Immature, that’s my mum’s excuse for Elliot each time we discuss it: ‘He hasn’t matured yet, it’s as simple as that,’ she’ll say, sharing her expertise on the male of the species having married one and mothered four. ‘Your father was the same.’ After which she’ll outline how my own father went from Casual Keith to Commitment Keith literally overnight, thanks to maturity. It frequently irks me that my parents dated for only two years before Commitment Keith showed up proposing marriage; I’ve waited four times that long already and still nothing, despite laying the foundations which now stand before me.

			I watch Elliot cease moving, glance at his watch and then separate the kitchen blinds to stare out of the window, puzzled by my stationary car.

			Wow, he even senses when I’m slightly late home and yet . . .

			I give up. I know what I want. I can’t see me waiting much longer for what I’d like, but I can hardly bring myself to say it, to think it, let alone do it. Could following the leap-year tradition deliver the goods?

			I climb from my car, collect a box of paperwork from the back seat and make my way into the house.

			Every day, I uphold tradition: the silver sixpence, orange blossom and something old, something new, but would this tradition be one step too far? Wouldn’t I be missing out on a special moment? Haven’t I been dreaming, wondering about, expecting that proposal for my entire life?

			I sound so old-fashioned but the Leap Year Bride-to-be will never have that unexpected moment of delight knowing her man wanted to commit to her. She’ll never have the assurance that he matured, made a choice, a decision and planned a proposal just for her . . .
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