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For all the people who need more kisses in their life









1


We’re lying face to face, pillow to pillow, heart to heart.


The lights are dim and I can hear the faint sound of waves dragging and sighing over the sand.


His kiss is just a breath away. And yet I must resist. It’s crucial that I don’t venture beyond this tantalising, tingly ‘Will-he-won’t-he?’ stage. I’m attending a wedding on Saturday with a school reunion element and I have to be able to sound convincing when my former classmates ask, ‘So, Amy, are you seeing anyone?’


My plan is to give an enigmatic smile and confide, ‘There is someone but it’s very new, so I don’t want to jinx it.’


If I kiss him, I won’t be able to say that.


‘Well?’ he husks, eyes flitting around my face, looking so amorous I can almost feel the sensation of his eyelashes, lips and fingertips glancing over my skin.


I take a breath, hyper aware of the exaggerated rise and fall of my chest, giving away my attraction. I want to tell him yes. One word and his face would light up; he might even whoop. But I hold back, needing to be absolutely certain. This is a big commitment. I can’t afford another bad decision.


He sighs and rolls onto his back, sensing I need a bit of space.


My eyes linger on him, studying his profile, thinking how amazing it would be to get to know this man from every angle.


‘This does feel really good,’ I concede.


He nods, turns his head towards me. ‘Firm but yielding.’


‘Mmm,’ I say, snuggling deeper. ‘I could lie here all day.’


‘Do you want to try the memory foam one again, just to be sure?’


*


I’m just a girl, lying on a bed, asking a guy to sell her a mattress.


And I want to buy one, I really do. I’ve been searching for the perfect fit, something that will prompt a contented exhale when I recline at night, something that responds to my contours and cradles and supports me, something that gives me sweet dreams. I would also prefer one that doesn’t require a rope and pulley system to get me upright in the morning. I don’t think that’s too much to ask, just that one perfect mattress. Sold to me by Mr Right.


This may be an unconventional way to find romance, but it turns out few men are as attentive as mattress salesmen, especially when you’re in the market for a luxury, hand-tufted number.


I was going to wait to make my purchase until I was in my first flat as an actual owner but my quest for a characterful yet airy nook hasn’t progressed as I’d hoped. When a coil pinged through the worn fabric of my old hand-me-down mattress and skewered me like a corkscrew, I decided I couldn’t wait any longer to sort out my bed situation. But even that has proved quite the trial.


The first place I visited, the middle-aged salesman was way too creepy and hovering. When he eyed my boobs and said he could tell I wasn’t a stomach-sleeper I headed for the door, but en route he caught me looking enviously at the couple spooning on the Sleepeezee.


‘We do offer body pillows.’ He hurried after me. ‘Studies show that by replicating the emotions associated with hugging you can allow your mind to stop racing and enjoy a sense of peace.’


I looked at the long, cotton-covered columns waiting for a human companion and then back at him.


‘Do they come in the shape of Jason Momoa?’


The second place had more pine bed frames than mattress options so today I went straight from work to a superstore a little way out of town and that’s where it all came together: a spacious showroom flooded with natural light, soothing ocean sounds playing in the background, a female salesperson already with a client but cheerily letting me know her colleague would be out any second. I just wish she’d given me a heads-up about his eyes so I could’ve been more prepared: Just so you know, they are really blue. Like, Bradley Cooper blue.


I didn’t hear the first thing he said because they were so jewel-bright they put me in mind of the phrase, ‘If you’re going to rise, you might as well shine!’


‘Sorry, what was that?’


‘I’m Matt,’ he repeated.


‘As in mattress?’ I replied without thinking.


He burst out laughing and it was a lark from that moment on. To him, mattress construction was a form of wizardry – when he led me over to the display cubes to show me a cross-section of the inner layers, I found myself peering with genuine interest, while also trying to guess at the full form of the tattoo playing peek-a-boo with his shirtsleeve.


One minute I was learning about the medical explanation of dead arms, the next we were discussing Stephen King novels (of course, his favourite is Misery). Between the bed samples we did impressions of our morning zombie walk to the bathroom and shared the weirdest things we’ve cried out in our sleep. (‘I can’t, I only have three legs!’)


‘Did you know that swear words feature eight hundred times more often in sleep talk than daytime talk?’


‘Really?’ I gasped. ‘That totally plays into my fear of falling asleep on a plane and shouting something X-rated.’


‘You should probably travel with a roll of gaffer tape.’


‘Yeah, that’s always a good look. Hostage chic.’


He handed me a different pillow to try. ‘There’s even cases of teens sleep-texting now.’


‘Like they don’t have enough problems,’ I said as I stared up at the ceiling. ‘If I had a kid, I’d bring them up in the wilderness. Though I’d need to pack a stack of these pillows – how come it’s so springy?’


‘That one’s talalay latex – breathable, hypoallergenic. It’s actually made from the sap of the rubber tree – perhaps you could become our supplier, if you do end up moving to the wilderness?’


It was all so much more fun than the usual date treadmill of, ‘Sooo, what do you do? Where are you from? Any restraining orders I should know about?’ I didn’t know what he was going to say next and, like a deft doctor distracting a patient before a jab, instead of feeling self-conscious as I tested the mattresses, I found myself lying comfortably on my side, chatting away as he sat on the edge of the next one along. When the female salesperson clocked out and turned out the lights in the other sections, I felt excited by his proximity, not intimidated.


‘Have you ever had a customer ask a bed-related question that made you blush?’ I asked, knowing full well I was inviting a sexual reference.


‘There was this one eighty-year-old woman who was concerned that memory foam might impact sexual performance, since it lacked the trampoline qualities of a traditional mattress . . .’


I chuckled along. ‘What about . . . has a customer ever asked you to lie down beside them, you know, to help them judge if they would be disturbed by their partner’s movement?’


He nodded. ‘Karen prefers not to, but I don’t mind.’ His head then tilted to the side. ‘Why, do you require that service?’


Did his voice just get lower?


I bit my lip and then said, ‘I suppose it would be good to know, for future reference . . .’


So here we are, lying face to face. And it just feels so natural, like we’re under an invisible duvet and he might at any moment reach over and switch off the bedside lamp. This is what I’ve always wanted – someone I can talk to after all carnal desires have been sated. Someone whose eyes dance when they look at me. Someone who gives me best friend security and a bountiful heart.


I don’t know how it’s possible to feel more comfortable with this stranger than any of the men I have ever dated, but I do.


Now all I have to do to preserve this charmed feeling is slide off the mattress, take his card and tell him I’ll be back on Monday to make the purchase. I’d buy it right now but it’s already past closing. Besides, I want the excuse to return after the wedding.


‘I’ve definitely found what I’m looking for,’ I say as I get to my feet.


‘Excellent choice,’ he confirms. ‘I actually have the same one at home.’


It’s a sign! Or a line . . . Either way, it gives me a kick to think our bodies have similar taste. Perhaps we too will create the perfect blend of plush and firm . . .


I smile back at him, so happy to be sent off to the wedding with a little pocket spring in my step. ‘See you Monday!’ I sing-song.


As I move towards the exit he calls after me, ‘Actually, I think Karen probably locked the door when she left. Hold on while I set the alarm, I’ll walk out with you.’


My heartbeat quickens. We’re about to cross from the workspace into ‘anything goes’ territory. I look out across the empty showroom.


‘Wouldn’t it be funny if people were allowed to test the beds overnight and this became one big dormitory?’


No reply. I think he’s out of earshot.


Clunk.


The last light shuts down, the soothing ocean soundtrack ceases and the alarm begins beeping as he makes his way towards me.


My nerves flair. What will I do if he asks me to go for a drink? I don’t think I can resist.


Be elusive! I tell myself, stepping to the side so he can unlock the door. Keep him waiting a few days more . . .


‘After you.’ He ushers me through.


As he jangles his keyring and secures the building, I look down the street towards the tube station. ‘Which way—’


I don’t even get to finish my sentence. He’s swept me into the adjacent alley.


I go to speak but his eyes tell me everything I need to know. My legs feel weak with lust and I fall back onto the wall for support.


His lips are warm and ardent, triggering mini fireworks all over my body. I’d forgotten how thrilling this could be! As I respond I hear him moan lightly and I pull him closer, clasping him to me, feeling his belt dig into my hip. I dial up the passion, desperate to ward off the inevitable but it begins, as it always does when I experience a kiss with someone new . . .


Blackness, a warp-drive surge as my mind gets catapulted from this delicious, heady, all-things-are-possible moment to the very end of our potential relationship. There are times when the visions are muddled or take a moment to decipher but this one is crystal clear.


I struggle to prise myself out of his grasp but he mistakes my wriggling for ardour and leans heavily into me. I wish I could just go with it and sate my cravings but I go the other way and slap him. Hard.


‘Wh – what was that?’ he reels.


‘You’ve got a girlfriend!’ I exclaim.


He looks horrified. ‘What?’


‘You heard me!’


‘Oh my god.’ He looks stricken. ‘Did she send you here?’


‘No, I . . .’ I fumble for a response. Usually I pass off these flashes of insight as female intuition, mostly because premonitions are such a hard sell, especially in amped-up moments like these when I’m welcoming a man’s attention one minute and rejecting him in the harshest manner the next. They already think I’m half psycho. When the truth is, I’m half psychic. Well, not even half. And not exactly psychic. It’s complicated.


In this instance, Mattress Matt and I were in a bar, he was nuzzling at my neck, whispering in my ear and then a petite brunette appeared on the other side of the table, angrily tipping it forward so the cocktails crashed and spilled into our laps, all the while howling, ‘How could you?’ over and over again.


I know this sounds absurd, coming from someone who gets sneak peeks of future events, but I did not see this one coming.


‘You seemed so nice,’ I sigh, crushed to my core.


‘I am nice!’ he protests, hand rubbing at his smarting face. ‘You were just so . . .’


‘What?’ I snap.


His shoulders slump. ‘So lovely and funny and . . . unexpected.’


The way he looks at me, so sincerely, I can’t help but wonder – was there anything in the vision that could suggest he was not meant to scramble up and beg forgiveness? Anything to hint that his girlfriend was awful and snarky and dragging him down? I close my eyes and re-conjure the vision, reliving the profound hurt in her eyes and the way her hand instinctively went to her belly. And then I blanche.


‘Oh my god – is she pregnant?’


‘What?’ he startles. ‘How do you—’


‘Is she?’ I cut in.


He looks terrified and then hangs his head. ‘Yes.’


I feel stunned. Yet how can I be surprised? There’s nothing new here. If I had to sum up the last twenty years of my love life in one word, it would be disappointment.


I shake my head and then push past him, catching sight of a black cab as I stumble out into the street.


‘Taxi!’ I yelp at the yellow light.


It duly screeches to my side, the closest I’m going to get to a knight in shining armour. Better yet, the driver is a woman.


‘Thank you so much for stopping!’ I say as I climb into the back, reciting my address before glancing back at Matt. He emerges from the alleyway, looking emotionally beaten to a pulp.


The cabbie gives me a sympathetic look in the rear-view mirror as we pull away. ‘You two just break up?’


I nod.


‘I’m sorry, sweetie. Were you together long?’


I sigh as I slump deep into the seat. ‘Just a few minutes.’
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Ah, home sweet place-I-can’t-wait-to-move-out-of.


I first viewed this low-ceilinged, squeaky-floored one-bedroom on a winter evening, thinking it was just the January miseries making it feel dingy. I pictured throwing open the windows come spring and setting a little vase of flowers on the sill, but the sun never seemed to find me. I didn’t know about prioritising south-facing and natural light back in those days. Still, the low rent has helped me save up over the years, and as soon as I find the right spot to buy I’ll be out of here.


I drop my bag on the pink velvet chaise and head for the kitchen. Much as I’d like to slug back some rum, I’m saving all booze consumption for the wedding so I reach for what’s left of my blackberry gelato. My hand lingers on the fridge door handle as I take in the photos held in place with retro housewife magnets.


‘Hello, friends!’ I smile at my two best girls – May and bride-to-be Charlotte – and two best boys – Gareth and Jay (May’s twin brother).


Though Jay has been threatening to move to New York since Pose first aired, we’ve been a pack since school. Charlotte and May were first to pal up, making an unbeatable goal attack and goal shooter combo on the netball team. To this day May is all attack while Charlotte personifies seal-the-deal precision.


Jay and I bonded when we were cast in the drama department’s interpretation of The King and I. Jay still loves to be the centre of attention, while I’ve never been known to turn down a spin on the dance floor.


Gareth became our unlikely fifth musketeer a year later, coincidentally combining physicality with dramatic flair. I’m just about to relive his scene-stealing moment in PE when my phone rings, making me jump.


‘Kiss Me, Honey Honey, Kiss Me!’ Shirley Bassey entices.


I must remember to change my ringtone before the wedding. May put it on as a joke and I never got around to updating it. I think some part of me kept hoping that one day the right man would hear the invitation and respond accordingly.


‘Hey, May!’ I say, balancing the phone on my shoulder as I reach for a spoon from the drawer.


‘I DON’T WANT TO GO!’


Excellent. Someone in a worse mood than me.


‘Neither do I right now,’ I concede.


‘You’ve finally seen the light about Marcus?’ She brightens. ‘There’s still time for Charlotte to cancel, should we go to her now? One hour and this nightmare could be over!’


‘May.’


‘What?’


‘You’ve got to let this go,’ I say as I put her on speaker and recline on the chaise. ‘The poor guy has done nothing to warrant your distrust.’


‘Poor guy?’ she sneers.


‘Okay, rich guy. This rich guy has done nothing to warrant your distrust. Nothing.’


‘He’s going to take her away from us. We already see less of her.’


‘We saw less of you leading up to your wedding.’


‘And too much of me during the divorce.’


‘I liked having you to stay!’ I protest.


‘Anyway, it’s a slippery slope,’ she continues. ‘He’ll have her pregnant before we know it.’


‘And then we get to be aunties!’


‘Of a human that is half his DNA.’


I set down my gelato and unclick the speaker button. ‘Can’t you just be happy for her?’


‘He’s not good enough!’ she rails.


‘No one would be good enough for her in your eyes.’


‘What’s your point?’


I sigh.


‘Anyway,’ she huffs. ‘I know why I don’t want to go, what’s your excuse?’


I wasn’t going to go into details about Mattress Matt but I feel any distraction from Marcus is probably a good thing.


‘Woman!’ May reels after I bring her up to speed. ‘That is a zinger!’


‘I know. And before you offer, I don’t need him to be punished in a cruel and unusual way. I just want to know how to face a dozen of our schoolfriends when they introduce their beloved husbands and wives and I stand there alone.’


‘Being single is nothing to be ashamed of.’


‘I know that, of course,’ I sigh. ‘I just can’t carry it off like you. Plus, I’ve always been associated with romantic failure. I wanted to surprise everyone by being squared away.’


‘Maybe by Charlotte’s next wedding . . .’


‘Oh May!’


We veer off topic for a while and then as we go to wrap up, her voice softens. ‘I really am sorry about Matt. There has to be one non-dick out there for you.’


‘Yes, that’s my goal – to meet the non-dick of my dreams.’


‘All you need is one good premonition,’ she reminds me. ‘I know it’s been twenty years of disappointment but that light at the end of the tunnel is no use unless you keep moving towards it.’


*


I was fourteen when I first heard about our family legacy, for want of a better term.


Mum and I had just watched the final episode of some Sunday night period drama when she abruptly turned off the TV and came and sat beside me on the sofa. ‘I need to talk to you about something.’


‘Yes?’ I said, a little unnerved by the look on her face.


‘Do you remember kissing Tommy Turner in the playground when you were seven?’


‘Random!’ I frowned. ‘Yes, vaguely. Little Tommy Turnip.’


‘Do you remember what you told me about it?’


I thought for a moment and then suggested, ‘That he smelled of apple shampoo and plasticine?’


Mum chuckled. ‘Actually, you probably did say that. But do you remember what else?’


‘No.’


She took a breath. ‘You told me that when you kissed him, the sky went dark and you had a dream even though you were standing up.’


I gave a shudder. ‘That sounds a bit Sixth Sense.’


‘You said you saw him with metal on his teeth and that you didn’t like him anymore because he reminded you of Jaws from The Spy Who Loved Me, which you’d watched with Dad the weekend before.’


‘That rings a bell.’


‘Well, it wasn’t a dream, it was a premonition. You had a premonition of him when he got braces.’


I shifted positions. ‘I don’t think I’ll set up my Madame Zaza tent just yet – he had gappy teeth, just like me. It’s actually one of the things I liked about him.’


‘Okay, that probably isn’t the best example,’ Mum conceded. ‘What I’m trying to tell you is that all the women in our family have a particular ability and that was your first experience of it. When we kiss someone for the first time, we get a flash of how the relationship will end.’


I looked around for a half-drunk bottle of Bailey’s – she must surely be tipsy.


‘I know it sounds far-fetched or delusional but it’s true. It’s been going on for generations, as far back as anyone can remember.’


I studied her for a second. ‘Did it skip a generation with you?’


‘No, I had it too.’


‘So you saw Dad leaving when you first kissed him?’


She looked sad and a bit uncomfortable. ‘Yes.’


‘But you married him anyway?’


‘I had my reasons. The point is that the premonitions don’t lie. You need to pay heed.’


‘Should I also beware the Ides of March?’ I tried to lighten the mood.


‘Amy, darling, I know this is a lot to process.’ She reached for my hand. ‘I’ve put it off for as long as I could because I didn’t want you worrying, but I feel it’s important for you to be prepared.’


‘You’re serious, aren’t you?’ I withdrew my hand. ‘What if I don’t want this to happen to me?’


‘I’m afraid you don’t have a choice. This is our family gift.’


*


That night I stayed up fretting, swinging between ‘It’s all a load of nonsense’ and ‘What if it’s true?’ Which led me to three key questions by daybreak: how long does the premonition last? Do I see myself in the premonition or am I looking out through my eyes? What will the person I’m kissing think is going on?


My mum had replied calmly: ‘They are fleeting. Sometimes you are looking onto the scene like Scrooge in A Christmas Carol, other times it’s more emotion-based – you’ll see the other person and get a strong feeling of sadness or regret or anger, et cetera. As for the person you are kissing, they won’t know anything – except that one minute you’re receptive to them and the next minute you might be pushing them away.’


‘Right,’ I had replied. ‘So it’s basically a big spoiler alert for the relationship. And I have to decide whether I want to experience the full movie based on a few-seconds-long snippet of the ending?’


‘I hadn’t thought of it that way but yes, it’s exactly like that. You still get to choose what you do about what you see. You just don’t get any say in the outcome.’


This sounded super depressing to me so I shared the burden with my friends. Charlotte said it was like having a direct line to destiny and insisted I wait for someone I really liked to test it out. May and Jay were all for unleashing my ‘superpower’ that day. I was equal parts terrified and curious but agreed it would be best to start with someone I wouldn’t be hoping for a future with, so I wouldn’t have to add crying to the mix. I really just had one criterion – I wanted it to be someone I could trust not to blab all round school if I started screaming or passed out. I studied each guy in our class and couldn’t find one candidate. At least not one I actually wanted to physically kiss. An uneventful year passed and then new boy Gareth arrived. I never pictured myself with an outdoorsy type – compared to the techy stringbeans and cool-coiffed pretty boys I’d been eyeing across the school cafeteria, he looked as burly as a lumberjack – but I did notice that he never got sucked into any gossip or drama. If May demanded an opinion from him on a topic, he’d look vague and say he missed what she said because he was just thinking about pollen. Or orchid propagation. Or ferns. Apparently there are over ten thousand species of ferns. It’s a wonder we were able to get his attention at all.


Then came the school outing to the local Christmas market. Gareth and I had been tasked with getting the hot spiced apple cider and, as we awaited our order, he casually pointed to the sprig of mistletoe hung above our heads.


My eyes widened – was my first kiss going to be straight out of a Hallmark movie? Just enough snowfall to catch on my eyelashes and a chaste kiss tasting of sugar-dusted Pfeffernusse? Suddenly I felt ill-prepared – we’d had zero flirtation in the lead-up, barely even any eye contact. Nevertheless, I tilted my face and attempted a flirtatious twinkle. ‘Yes?’


‘Did you know mistletoe is actually a parasite?’


My face froze, my heart beating uncomfortably in my chest. What?


‘Birds eat the berries then deposit them onto the branches of another tree, where they proceed to suck out all the nutrients.’


‘Oh,’ I grimaced, deflated.


‘As for the kissing part . . .’


I raised a wary brow.


‘That comes from the legend of Norse god Loki poisoning another god with the berries.’


‘They’re poisonous?’


‘Yes, but in the story the poisoned god recovered and his people were so relieved that the mere sight of mistletoe would prompt a celebratory embrace.’


This was at least ten years before Tom Hiddleston played Loki in Thor so there wasn’t even that element to pep me up.


‘Do you want my cinnamon stick?’


I looked at the dusty, twig-like scroll he was offering and that seemed like all the premonition I needed – we were never going to be romantically entwined. My shoulders slumped briefly but as we rejoined the rest of the group and I watched Jay use him as a buffer against the whistling wind, I realised I was perfectly fine – this wasn’t a personal rejection of me, Gareth was just being Gareth. For years he showed more interest in hugging trees than women. It’s almost as if he knew that Freya was on her way and he had no need for place-holders.


Valentine’s Day brought with it an invitation to a spin-the-bottle party – the odds of getting kissed there seemed decent, if daunting. But things took a decidedly different turn and ultimately impatience got the better of me and I succumbed to the pestering of class stud Chas. In a tube stairwell smelling of stale wee.


The only thing worse than the setting was the kiss. You know those haphazard assaults that make you want to wipe your face after? When it came to the big premonition moment there was no fainting, no screaming; it was more a surge of blackness, not dissimilar to going into a dark tunnel, and then a fleeting vision, like passing through a station without stopping and trying to make sense of what you are seeing on the platform.


I didn’t let on what I had seen. Chas had promised to take me bowling and I wanted to make some attempt at having a boyfriend, even knowing it would end. But I barely made it through two weeks of dating, with most of our interactions consisting of me saying, ‘Not now!’, ‘Not there!’ or ‘Not on your nelly!’


In my eagerness to move on, I got my premonition timings a little off and accused him of cheating with Alison Kirkpatrick before they’d even got together.


‘Don’t deny it! I saw the pair of you canoodling at that new cafe by WHSmith!’


‘What are you talking about, Whole Latte Love hasn’t even opened yet?’


‘Oh,’ I sighed frustratedly. ‘Well, why don’t you take her there, on me?’ And then I gave him a fiver.


I can’t say that things have greatly improved in the twenty years since then.
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I’m dreaming that I am being lightly but repeatedly tasered. And then I realise my phone is buzzing on the nightstand.


I reach for it, squinting at the series of messages, rolling my eyes at each one – the first three are wedding guests who need to update their dietary preferences, including one woman who doesn’t want any wedding cake.


The wedding cake is not compulsory, I tap back.


I know, she replies. I just don’t want to be offered any or I’ll eat it.


I flump back on the pillow but take some satisfaction in the next message – the couple whose last Instagram post was a gushing, ‘My life began when I met you!’ are now insisting on being seated at different tables, with no direct sight lines.


Fortunately the venue is unphased by the updates. ‘We also have a selection of heels for those women who travelled in their flip-flops and forgot to pack their party shoes and Savile Row ties for the men.’


I can see why Charlotte settled on this particular stately home.


All is well with the guest situation, I type, reassuring her that I am on top of my duties before I even ask how she’s feeling, because that would be her priority despite it being the day before she says ‘I do’.


We have a small problem with the mother-of-the-bride, she taps back.


I sit up and call her immediately. ‘What is it?’


‘She’s not coming.’


I catch myself before I say ‘Thank god!’ out loud.


‘We were supposed to be having a special mother–daughter night before the wedding.’


‘Mmm-hmm,’ I say. Now’s not the time to point out that this was only going to bring stress and puffy eyes. As Jay might say, these two were cut from very different cloth . . .


*


With her white-blonde river of hair, Charlotte looks like someone who entered the world aboard a Viking longship on a misty fjord, as opposed to in a hoarder’s bedroom in a Kilburn tower block. The clutter and chaos of her upbringing somehow birthed a world-class organiser, which only served to put her further at odds with her mother. The two of them were always pulling in opposite directions, with literal tugs-of-war over certain household items.


‘But I might need it one day!’


‘You already have seven of these that you don’t use, three of which are broken and two are still in their original packaging!’


You get the idea.


Charlotte thrived with the structure of school and even streamlined a number of the office filing systems they still use to this day.


It was these skills that first attracted her husband-to-be Marcus. Charlotte was hired to take his firm’s annual banking banquet to the next level and just hearing her say ‘Consider it done!’ gave him goosebumps. He found himself making excuses to call so that he could revel in her decisive precision. When the time came to meet, he was already three-quarters smitten and watching her respond with calm efficiency to the non-stop queries from her staff finished him off.


The only downside to Charlotte, as far as he could tell, was her ethereal beauty, putting her in a different league. Marcus did the very best with what he had – barbershop shaves and bespoke suits, designer watches and convertible cars – but the aristocratic ties that had previously bagged him dates meant nothing to her, so for a while he was at a loss for how to impress her. Then one day they had to forgo a gala dinner to babysit his niece and nephew and it dawned on him that she was far happier at home in loungewear than being paraded around like arm candy. She also really, really liked how neat and tidy he was. So he took a chance and popped the question. I don’t know what surprised us the most – how quickly she said yes or the fact that they would now beat Gareth to the altar. In just a matter of hours . . .


‘I had thought I might spend the eve of my wedding in quiet meditation,’ Charlotte says, bringing me back to our current conversation. ‘But then I just started spinning out, worrying about everything and—’


‘I’ll come straight after work,’ I tell her.


‘Really?’ Her voice brightens.


‘Well, it’s going to be a wrench tearing myself away from my sagging mattress for your four-poster but I’ll do it.’


‘Oh, thank you! Do you think we should invite May?’


Jeez! First her mother, now May? Anyone would think she’s trying to sabotage the ceremony.


‘She can’t come.’


‘She can’t?’


‘No. She’s getting a tattoo.’


‘The night before the wedding?’


‘It’s a much sought-after artist. In from Japan, for one day only.’ My lie gets more elaborate. I would feel bad if the alternative wouldn’t be such a disaster. I picture May attempting to fill Charlotte’s head full of doubts about Marcus and then, when that didn’t work, locking her in the wine cellar. ‘Anyway! I should get ready for work!’


‘Don’t forget to bring your wedding outfit so you can come straight here,’ Charlotte instructs.


‘And you don’t forget to breathe amidst all your last-minute cross-checking.’


‘I won’t,’ she sighs. ‘It’s right here – number four on my list.’


*


I gaze up at the wisteria-garlanded castle, all sandy stonework and chunky crenellations. I can picture Charlotte leaning out of the top turret window, her river of blonde hair accented with butterflies as she waves to her adoring courtiers. Hashtag real life fairytale. And then I try to think how I would feel if this was my wedding . . .


Nothing.


For someone who has premonitions, I’ve never been able to picture my wedding day. I can see Gareth in some rustic setting with as many woodland creatures as guests, May in an underground nightclub in Berlin for her second time around, and if Jay decided to settle down, sometime in his eighties, he would try to top having Liza Minelli singing ‘Single Ladies’ at the altar. But me . . .?


‘I found a bottle of non-alcoholic gin!’ Charlotte runs towards me whooping.


‘You say that like it’s a good thing,’ I say as I hug her.


‘Well, it would be too weird to not have a drink but we don’t want to be hungover for the wedding.’


‘Quite right,’ I say, noticing that her eyes are uncharacteristically shadowy.


‘I’ve got fresh lemons and ice and we’ll put on a face pack and pretend we’re at a spa.’


She takes my arm as she leads me through the arched stone entrance, dominated by a dramatic flourish of a staircase. To the right are the wedding rooms – one for the ceremony and one for the dining and reception. Charlotte won’t let me see either.


‘You have to wait until Gareth has completed positioning the flowers. The design is sublime.’


‘What’s over here?’ I point to the intriguing half-size door to the left of the stairs.


‘That’s the old snug bar. It’s really cosy and characterful, lots of dark wood and booths to hide away in. People can step out of the fray if it gets too much with all the music and dancing.’


I can’t wait for the dancing. Especially as Charlotte has planned a sequence of tunes from our school years.


‘And through here?’ I take a step forward.


Charlotte stops me before I nose too far. ‘That’s the owner’s quarters so out of bounds. The ladies’ and gents’ are either side of the staircase.’


‘Got it.’ I look around. ‘This time tomorrow this is going to be a-buzz with people in their finery toasting a woman who looks just like Charlotte Dixon but is now Charlotte Davenport!’


She gives a little squeal. ‘Let’s crack open the fake gin!’


I had felt a little dubious about spending the night in the honeymoon suite, lest that be my only experience of it in life, but thankfully Charlotte is saving that for Marcus. ‘It’s in a turret, up this winding staircase with all these different levels. You’ll see it as soon as my hair is done tomorrow. It’s all on the schedule.’


‘Remind me how many times we have to chew our toast in the morning?’ I tease.


She ignores me and instead leads the way to our shared room for the night. If this is just a basic room, I can only imagine the grandeur of her suite.


‘It’s funny how posh people can get away with really outlandish wallpaper that anywhere else would look bizarre,’ I note as I take in the tropical jungle design. In a world of Elephant Ear paint and rose gold everything, the rich jewel colours seem incredibly decadent.


‘I hope you don’t mind sharing the bed,’ Charlotte says as she prepares our drinks in heavy cut-glass tumblers.


‘I might just curl up on this rug it’s so plush!’ I kick off my shoes and wriggle my toes in the soft teal textile. ‘Where are your things?’


‘I already unpacked. My case is in the wardrobe.’


You can tell a lot about a person by how they inhabit a hotel room. I have a gift for marking every available surface in a matter of minutes, even if I’m only travelling with a carry-on. With Charlotte, everything is tucked neatly away, her beauty products symmetrically aligned. May’s the same way. She still has a key to my flat and sometimes makes an excuse to come over before I get home from work so she can re-colour-code my wardrobe and untangle my jewellery.


Charlotte hands me my drink, we clink ‘To love in all its forms!’ and then she leads me to the surprisingly modern bathroom where two sheet face masks are set on the marble countertop.


‘Ooh, I’ve always wanted to use one of these but was too afraid to try one home alone.’


‘Afraid?’


‘Not that my skin would react but that I’d forget I had it on, catch sight of my reflection and think some freaky masked killer had broken in.’


Charlotte laughs and then positively snorts as we struggle to apply them.


‘I think you’ve got yours upside down!’ I feel hysteria kicking in. ‘No, that bit goes around your ear!’


‘My ear? My ears don’t need a facial.’


‘It’s just to hold it in place.’


‘Where are my nose flaps?’ she squeaks.


I try to help her but keep going limp from laughing. ‘Oh my god, are you on sideways now?’ I ask, eyes streaming.


‘Don’t cry, you’ll dilute the serum!’


Finally we settle, side by side on the giant bed.


‘How are you feeling about your mum now?’ I ask.


‘Like I’ve dodged a bullet.’


I smile.


‘I didn’t want to deprive Mum of her special mother-of-the-bride moment but it turns out she wanted no part of it. She doesn’t really like to leave the house now. Marcus thinks she needs some professional help, but she’s surely not that bad. Is she?’


It’s a good thing the mask is hiding my expression. ‘That’s certainly nothing you have to fix or decide right now.’ I try to move her on to cheerier topics. ‘Let’s just try to savour this special time – the night before your wedding!’


‘You know the only thing that would make this better?’


‘Actual gin in the gin?’


Charlotte turns to me. ‘If we were having a double wedding – remember when we were fourteen and we swore that’s what we were going to do?’


‘Well, it’s a good thing you decided not to wait for me for that!’


‘Oh Amy!’ she sighs. ‘I want so much for you to meet someone who loves you as much as I do.’


I experience a little pang. ‘Thank you.’


Her head tilts to the side. ‘Do you ever wonder about Rob?’


‘Funny you should ask, I looked him up the other day – three kids and one more on the way.’


‘Oh.’


Rob Mead is my longest relationship to date – six whole months. Of course, I knew from our first kiss that he was going to leave me but on this occasion it was for a job in New Zealand, not another girl. The way he was looking at me in my premonition of our airport goodbye was incentive enough for me to withstand knowing of the impending departure.


‘That must have been so tough,’ Charlotte notes.


‘It certainly imbued every moment with a sense of poignancy,’ I admit. On the one hand I wanted to make the most of him while he was here, and on the other I always felt like I was carrying around a sense of loss. ‘Plus, it was weird knowing that he got the job before he did.’


‘If only you could have bet on that at the bookie’s.’ Charlotte sighs then gives a sudden shudder. ‘You know, I still get chills thinking about Mick.’


I nod. ‘Me too.’


We met at an indoor rock-climbing party. He was talking about a trip to Pembrokeshire to try it for real and when we kissed on our pub date I saw myself in a hospital bed. A nurse handed me a mirror to inspect the bruises on my face – I was all swollen and bashed up and my jaw hurt – had I taken a tumble? Was he injured too? But then in he walked and my whole body went cold with terror. He was the perpetrator. I remember my nails digging so deep into the nurse’s hand that she ushered him straight out of the room. I was so freaked out by the vision that my hand was actually shaking when I reached for my drink. I excused myself from the pub saying that I felt a bit faint, which I did, and when he followed up with a text I went into graphic detail about my upset stomach so he would never see me in a romantic way again. It worked for me but I hate to think of the next girl he zoned in on. If only everyone who kissed him could see what danger lay ahead.


After that I went through what May called my ‘Kiss Me Quick!’ phase – swooping in at the earliest opportunity because I felt I couldn’t trust my judgement and needed some insight into the man’s character before I’d even agree to go for coffee. Sometimes we would place bets on what the outcome might be – runs off with another man, wildly jealous, sentenced to life imprisonment . . .


Of course, it hasn’t always been so extreme, there are milder reactions – basically when I like them less at the beginning and despise them less at the end. That feels more like a ‘Sorry, no dice. Thanks for playing, better luck next time.’ And, yes, I do get back hours of my life that I would have wasted on the wrong person but it’s a bit like school – you might not like every subject but you end up with a well-rounded education. I’ve always felt I’m missing out on the practical aspect – the actual relationship with all its highs and lows. But would you keep turning the pages if you already knew how your love story was going to end? It’s like putting a stack of money on a roulette number when you know you are going to lose. Or buying an expensive sweater that will no longer fit after three wears. Mind you, if I really fancied them, I did try to apply the sentiment ‘Tis better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all’, and do it anyway.


Charlotte giggles as we start to peel away our masks. ‘Remember when you tried the Pretty Woman angle?’


This isn’t quite how it sounds – no thigh-high PVC boots required. I just wanted to have a physical encounter without all the spoilers so I told the guy in question that I had a fantasy about cutting straight to sex with no kissing. Crafty, right? I could be as oblivious as the next woman about what was coming next. But that just proved to be extremely uncomfortable in all senses of the word. If I’d kissed the guy in question, I would have seen myself making a hasty exit after an excessive barrage of grunts and commands. At least the sex worker motif paid off in that sense – the bedroom activities were strictly limited to an hour.


‘I still think it’s very cool,’ Charlotte says as we peel away our masks. ‘One day it will serve you well.’


‘Would you want to know about you and Marcus?’ I ask as I rub the excess moisturiser into my skin.


‘If I could go back to our first kiss?’ She frowns.


‘How about if you could kiss him at the moment you are declared husband and wife and know whether you were going to make your paper or diamond anniversary, would you?’


She looks freaked out. ‘Absolutely not.’


‘Why?’


‘Because I love him and I’m happy and I don’t want anything to spoil this feeling.’ And then she blinks as if the penny has finally dropped. ‘Oh Amy, I’m sorry. I never really realised.’


‘Don’t be!’ I wave away her concern.


She’s quiet for a moment and then ventures, ‘You know, there is someone interested in you coming to the wedding . . .’


I roll my eyes. ‘Your cousin Elliot doesn’t count.’


He’s had a weird crush on me since we were teenagers. Charlotte briefly moved in with his family when she was going through a rough patch with her mum and then felt obliged to invite him along when we went out as a group. He wasn’t a bad-looking guy, definite boy band fodder, but whenever he came out with us I would feel his eyes upon me. I don’t know if it was because my boobs were starting to kick in or, more specifically, out but there was something creepy about his stare and the way he always ended up sitting next to me. One time we shared a bumper car at the fairground and he repeatedly threw his arm across my chest on the pretext of protecting me from the moment of impact, never mind that he was the one hurtling us headlong into every available surface.


‘I was thinking about his spin-the-bottle party the other day—’


‘Let’s not go there!’ I cut in. ‘I still have nightmares about that near-miss.’ I reach for my faux gin. ‘I suppose I should be flattered that he’s still interested twenty years on. But I’m not.’


Charlotte gives a little smirk. ‘I wasn’t talking about Elliot.’


My head snaps round. ‘What?’


She purses her lips. ‘I promised I wouldn’t say anything.’


‘Promised who?’


‘The guy.’


‘What guy?’


‘I don’t know him well but he saw your picture when Marcus and I were working on the table plans and he expressed an interest. He made me promise I wouldn’t say anything so he wouldn’t feel self-conscious when he approached you.’


‘He’s going to approach me? Do you think I’ll like him?’


Her face falls.


‘Oh great.’


‘You never know, though. Look at me and Marcus!’


I nod, trying to hide my disappointment. ‘So, talk me through the plans for the day again . . .’


Three times Charlotte rushes out to check on things in the out of bounds rooms and each time I pledge I’ll go for a simpler ceremony. By the time we climb into bed I finally have a vision for my wedding day – a Vegas drive-thru.


We’re just getting ready to turn out the light when Charlotte turns to me and says, ‘Amy, I want you to know that I’m never giving up on you finding your love. I might be getting married but I’m in this as much as you and I’m always looking out for your heart. Even when you want to give up, I won’t.’


A tear slides down my cheek, my heart hurting a little from the sweetness of this sentiment. ‘That’s so kind of you.’ My voice wavers. ‘Now, please stop worrying about me and let yourself be happy.’


‘If you insist,’ she replies, turning out the lamp. But even in this shadowy light I can see the ruck in her brow.


I study her for a moment and then ask, ‘Why did you really want your mother to be here tonight?’


She gives a half-smile. ‘It’s silly.’


‘Tell me.’


She turns to face me. ‘When I was a little girl, she used to smooth my brow to try to stop my brain going nineteen to the dozen. She always had the coolest fingertips . . . I thought maybe she’d do it one more time, so I could have a good night’s sleep before the wedding.’


‘You haven’t been sleeping?’


She shakes her head. ‘There’s just so many details to think of – it has to be perfect.’


I’d be wasting my breath arguing that point. Instead, I press my hand to the icy dregs of my drink on the nightstand. ‘Just relax now,’ I say in my best meditative voice. ‘Find a comfortable position, let the tension in your shoulders go. That’s right,’ I say as she settles into the pillow. ‘Breathe in for seven, out for seven . . .’


And then I reach over and gently smooth her forehead, from the middle of her brows, sweeping up to her hairline, over and over again, until she falls asleep . . .
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