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1

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

 Silence.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 He nodded his agreement, eager as ever to please.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 ‘Finished?’ Ross looked annoyed.

 ‘Yes.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 ‘Focus on the list,’ Peter reminded them.

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

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

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

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

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

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

 ‘They’re playing! They’re children!’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 Ross looked at her, ready to be wounded.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 ‘And how long will that take?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 ‘You let me win,’ Katie reminded him.

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

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

 ‘OK,’ she said, reluctantly.

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

 And yet Ross had been decisive.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 ‘Singing? Seriously? No, thanks.’

 ‘Pottery, then?’

 She pulled a face.

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

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

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

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

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

 ‘On you or me?’ she asked deadpan.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 ‘A lot’s changed,’ she managed.

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

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

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

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

 Katie looked at him, stricken.

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

 ‘Ross!’ Katie grabbed for his arm, but he was already storming towards the car park.


10

In Peter’s sparse community centre consulting room, Katie had taken as long as she could to rearrange herself, her bag, her cup of cold water, her packet of tissues, her chair and her notebook. She’d put off the evil moment for a good six minutes, but the large clock on the wall was very visible to Ross, and, more importantly, to Peter, who was keen to get going with their session. He had the patient look of a man who’d seen a lot of desperate time-wasting, and wasn’t about to start indulging it now.

 ‘So.’ He smiled patiently, but with a warmth that reached his eyes, unlike the phoney smile Katie had managed to plaster on to mask her nerves. Ross, she noted, wasn’t even bothering to pretend. ‘Shall we make a start? How you met. Who wants to go first?’

 Ross turned his puppy-dog eyes towards Katie, expecting her to take the lead. As usual, she thought. Doesn’t he ever think for himself?

 Her incipient irritation must have showed, because Peter pounced, casually tipping his head towards Ross. ‘Why don’t you get the ball rolling? I’ve noticed you tend to let Katie take the initiative in discussions. That’s not a great habit to get into, if you want to keep a healthy balance in your relationship, so why don’t we turn that around now? Start us off.’

 Good, thought Katie, ignoring the counsellor-speak. So I’m not the bad guy all the time here.

 Ross cleared his throat with a dry splutter, his usual giveaway nervous tic, then said, ‘OK. Well, I met Katie in a pub near where I used to work, The Horse. It was a quiz night, and she was there with some girls.’

 ‘From the office,’ added Katie. ‘First time we’d been. I don’t spend a lot of time in pubs.’

 ‘Mind if I finish?’ asked Ross.

 ‘Sorry. Go on, sorry.’

 ‘I was there with a bunch of old mates from school – we went every week, but to be honest, we were there for the beer, rather than the quiz. I noticed the girls next to us were coming up with answers to everything. Well, one girl next to me.’ Ross’s tensed shoulders began to drop as he got into his story. He didn’t even need to look at the notes Peter had asked them to make.

 ‘They kept telling her to whisper, but Katie’s got quite a carrying voice,’ he went on. ‘And there was something about the way she spoke that just  . . . clicked with me. She sounded clever, and confident. Attractive. Anyway, the pub was packed, and the tables were really close together. She was sitting nearest us, so I kept leaning further and further back until we were almost touching, and  . . .’ He shrugged, a shy smile starting in the corner of his mouth. ‘I pretended it was a joke for the lads, the comedy eavesdropping, but I was just looking for an excuse to start a conversation, really.’

 ‘And you did?’ prompted Peter.

 ‘Well, yeah. She caught me eavesdropping and had a right go at me, so the least I could do was offer to buy her a drink. Then we got talking and Katie did some kind of deal where they traded some current affairs answers for our pop music round, and  . . .’ The smile bloomed into a full-on goofy grin. ‘We swapped phone numbers too. And that’s how we met.’

 ‘Can you remember what she was wearing?’

 ‘Yes,’ said Ross immediately. ‘A red V-neck jumper and a pair of black trousers that made her legs look about a mile long. And red shoes, with pointy toes.’

 Peter looked genially at Katie. ‘That’s quite a compliment, isn’t it, that that’s still so fresh in Ross’s mind?’

 ‘He’s a visual person,’ explained Katie, seeing where the discussion was going. ‘He’s meant to notice things like that.’

 ‘Can you remember what I was wearing?’ Ross demanded.

 ‘Jeans,’ she said, fairly confidently. Ross always wore jeans.

 ‘And?’

 ‘And  . . . a band T-shirt?’ she hazarded. In the old days, she’d been fascinated by all the obscure bands Ross loved but she’d never even heard of. He looked cool, with his trendy black-framed glasses, his Japanese jeans and tiny gadgets, but Ross didn’t have any of the snottiness that the ‘cool’ people at college had had. How could he, he’d said, pushing his long fringe out of his eyes, with a name like Ross? She’d loved the way he wanted to share his discoveries, not guard them. He’d even painstakingly copied CDs for her, trying to coax her off Jamiroquai and onto scratchy, yelpy groups he’d seen in sweaty Brixton clubs.

 Katie caught herself melting inside at the memory of it. But it was a memory, that someone else might have told her about. When had he stopped being so sexy?

 ‘Which one?’ he asked.

 Without thinking, she answered her own question with a vivid mental image: sitting at the kitchen table, the night before their first mortgage meeting with the bank. She was three months pregnant with Hannah. When they’d argued for the first time about the household budget. And she realised that Ross had no savings, but over four hundred CDs, half of them ludicrously expensive imports.

 ‘Which band T-shirt was I wearing?’ needled Ross.

 ‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ she snapped, her brain still struggling with the basic truth that she could hardly be mad at him for something that had been there all along. The sudden rush of remembered anger was as vivid as the early rush of remembered desire had been, but this time it was personal. That same anger was still there. Still there, and growing, and the roots of it were in an anger with herself.

 ‘What does it matter? We’re talking eight years ago! Ross, I’m so stressed out these days, I can barely remember what I’m wearing now!’

 Ross looked wounded.

 ‘So, how do you remember the evening, Katie?’ asked Peter, turning his attention to her.

 She stiffened defensively. ‘Like that. More or less.’

 ‘Do you want to describe it to me?’

 ‘Erm  . . .’

 No, not now I know it’s going to be marked out of ten for romantic value. And then there’s the other thing, the thing Ross hasn’t mentioned yet. The thing that’s going to make me look like a real bitch, even though it’s not relevant  . . .

 They were both looking at her now: Ross with an intense expectation in his eyes, Peter with a non-committal encouragement.

 Concentrate, Katie told herself. Just  . . . just tell them the relevant bits.

 ‘I’d agreed to go to the pub quiz with some girls from my old office, but I had no idea they were going to be so competitive. Ross was on the table next to us, with some trendy-looking guys  . . .’

 Who in reality had made her feel simultaneously shy and desperate to impress.

 ‘And, um, as Ross says  . . .’

 ‘I want to hear what you say,’ Peter reminded her with his maddening calmness.

 ‘OK, well, Ross kept leaning nearer and nearer me, and someone made a big deal about him copying us, so I felt I had to say something. I did wonder  . . .’ She paused. ‘I did wonder if he was taking the mickey when he asked if I wanted a drink, because he wasn’t the sort of guy who’d normally  . . . I mean, I didn’t think I was the sort of girl who’d  . . .’

 She looked up, suddenly feeling hot. ‘You know what I mean.’

 ‘No?’ said Peter.

 ‘I mean,’ said Katie, gritting her teeth, ‘that Ross was a trendy designer type of guy and I  . . . wasn’t. I’m still not. OK?’

 ‘You thought I was taking the mickey?’ said Ross. ‘You’ve never told me that.’

 ‘No, well, why would I?’ Katie felt caught off-balance. She’d never actually let that thought slip into words before. ‘Anyway, we got chatting, and he talked me into giving them some answers, in return for some help with the music round.’

 ‘I did it so I could whisper in her ear,’ added Ross, obviously buoyed by Katie’s confession.

 ‘So, you were both amazed that the other could be interested in you. That’s  . . . interesting,’ said Peter, taking off his glasses.

 Oh God, thought Katie, here comes the devastating remark.

 But as far as she could see, it didn’t come.

 ‘So, after that, you started dating?’ he went on.

 Ross and Katie looked at each other, and hesitated. She saw a vulnerability in his eyes that made her feel protective – another old feeling. It was a bit weird, thought Katie, seeing Ross sitting there with her, but never being quite sure what he was going to say for once. A bit like dancing, when he danced with Jo and bothered to stand up straight, so he looked like a different man. A new man.

 What if he pulls himself together, so you fancy him again, and then he decides to leave because you’ve been such a bitch in here? said a weaselly voice in her head, and she shook it away, speaking quickly, so the thought couldn’t settle.

 ‘Yes,’ she said, at the same time as he said, ‘It was complicated.’

 ‘Katie,’ Ross began, ‘that’s not completely  . . .’

 ‘He was wearing a Pixies T-shirt,’ she gabbled. ‘And Converse All-star trainers. He looked like he could be in a band, or an American sitcom, or something. His hair was so thick, and so soft I wanted to put my fingers in it—’

 ‘She had a fiancé!’ shouted Ross over the top of her. ‘And she didn’t tell me that until our fourth date!’

 An awful silence filled the room.

 Katie could feel her heart beating up in her throat, while her underarms prickled with sweat. Hot flushes of embarrassment swept through her.

 That’s it, she thought. I’m never going to recover from this in Peter’s eyes. I’m already a cold-hearted cow, and now I’m a cheat. Well done, Ross, have another victim badge.

 But it wasn’t like that, wailed a voice in her head. It wasn’t  . . .

 She got a grip on herself, the way she did in meetings when Eddie tried to wind her up about maternity leave being women’s stealth holiday. Think. It could be worse, she told herself. At least Ross didn’t say that—

 ‘You didn’t tell him until our fourth date, either, did you?’ he added, suddenly.

 Oh God. Katie froze.

 ‘Right, well, I can see how that would make the start of your relationship complicated,’ said Peter in his even, non-judgemental tone. ‘Tell me about that, Katie.’

 Katie glared furiously at Ross. ‘I don’t want to talk about it. I don’t see what it has to do with our marriage.’

 ‘I think it has a lot to do with your marriage,’ observed Peter.

 ‘You can’t just ignore things,’ said Ross, sanctimoniously. ‘Get it out in the open, Katie. Admit that’s what you did. What’s the worst that could happen?’

 Peter turned to him. ‘Of course, it must have been very flattering for you, having a woman dump her fiancé to date you. Hmm? We’ll come back to that.’

 Ross’s mouth hung open, mid-platitude, but Peter had turned back to Katie.

 ‘Tell me about it,’ he insisted. ‘I think it’s important.’

 Katie met his clear gaze with her own stubbornness, then, after ten seconds, realised she’d met a force even stubborner. Peter might give a good impression of a bearded muesli-eating do-gooder, but she could sense a will of iron beneath the Aran jumper.

 And she was so tired. Too tired. So she closed her eyes, collected her thoughts carefully, like the sharp pieces of a broken plate, and said, ‘Steve and I had been going out since our first year of university. We got engaged when we graduated – his grandmother’s ring, very big deal. He had a good job in a law firm in Manchester, I’d started work, we were going to buy a house, but we hadn’t set a date  . . .’ She bit her lip.

 She hadn’t told Jo this. She wasn’t even sure she’d told Ross the entire story.

 ‘To be honest, when I met Ross, things had been rocky for a while, and I suppose I just wasn’t sure whether I was ready to get married. I was still very young. Steve was my first proper boyfriend and  . . .’ She looked up – at Peter, not Ross. ‘Ross was very different. Meeting him made me realise that maybe  . . . there were other options.’

 ‘People do change a lot in those years,’ agreed Peter. ‘It’s not a crime to break off an engagement.’

 Katie twisted up her mouth. That wasn’t how Steve had seen it. Or Steve’s mum. Or her mum, come to that. Not that she said any of this aloud.

 ‘You seem very hard on yourself, Katie. You’re very worried about getting things wrong, when all you’re doing is learning, like everyone else,’ he went on, mildly. ‘Sometimes we don’t do things we’d like to imagine we could  . . .’

 ‘I didn’t want to cheat,’ she gabbled. ‘It honestly wasn’t like that. But I didn’t want to throw away what I had with Steve because of some passing crush either. So, I  . . .’ Katie stopped, then rephrased what she was about to say. ‘I didn’t tell Ross about Steve until  . . . Until I knew I couldn’t go back to Steve and be happy.’

 Katie was conscious that Ross was looking intently at her but she didn’t want to meet his eye.

 ‘So, in a sense, you gave up one very different kind of life to be with Ross?’ said Peter. ‘You chose the man you felt would make you happier. And you did it very carefully, and thoughtfully, because you didn’t want to cause unnecessary hurt.’

 She looked up, surprised that he hadn’t twisted the knife.

 ‘I guess so.’

 ‘Are you still in touch with Steve?’

 ‘No, but my mum still is, with his mum. They do Christmas cards. He’s married now, and living in London – Hampstead, I think. With three children. They always send those awful cards where the kids are on the front instead of a robin, and they’re all skiing somewhere expensive and all you hear about is the new house and  . . .’

 This time Katie caught Ross’s wince, and she stopped, mid-sentence.

 Peter took off his glasses. ‘Don’t you think it’s time you let go of Steve?’

 Katie started to say, ‘I don’t feel guilty about  . . .’ but Ross interrupted her.

 ‘Hear bloody hear!’

 She looked at him crossly. ‘What? I haven’t spoken to Steve in years.’

 ‘You don’t have to speak to him. I see the way you look at Jo and Greg’s life. You look at Greg and you think, if I’d married Steve I could have a house like that.’

 ‘What? That’s such bollocks! If you’ve got some kind of inferiority complex, then  . . .’

 Peter coughed and they stopped, like guilty schoolchildren.

 ‘I think you’re both using this as a way of making the other one feel bad, actually. It’s not as unusual as you think, letting old relationships take on a much more significant role in the current one,’ he said, easily. ‘Katie, you’ve been hanging on to the guilt, but in fact all you’ve done is keep an irrelevant benchmark in your life, as to where you could have been by now, if you’d stayed with Steve. You don’t know how things would have turned out – he could have changed jobs, or not wanted children, anything. But you proved that Steve wasn’t right for you, when you left him for Ross. And Ross, did you ever meet him?’

 He shook his head.

 ‘So how do you know what sort of life he could have given her? And does it matter? You’ve made a life together.’

 ‘I don’t want you to think I was measuring them against each other,’ insisted Katie. ‘That makes me sound really calculating, and cold.’

 ‘I don’t think that.’ Peter put his glasses back on and blinked. ‘You really shouldn’t worry so much about what people think.’

 ‘Yeah,’ mumbled Ross.

 ‘What?’ Katie glared at him, still smarting from the Steve humiliation. ‘Come on, Ross. If you’re going to be personal, at least have the guts to say it to my face, instead of mumbling to yourself, the way you always do.’

 He shrugged. ‘You’re doing it now. Spinning things to make yourself look better. I don’t know why you can’t just relax, instead of letting everyone else decide whether you’re happy or not. It’s stupid. And kind of insulting to me too, actually. You’re obsessed with what other people think but you don’t give a toss about how I feel.’ He pushed his hair back with one hand.

 Still thick, thought Katie, but why can’t he wash it more often?

 ‘Can you give an example of that, Ross?’ asked Peter.

 ‘Yeah, she’s constantly agreeing to work late to impress her boss at work, but she won’t even consider flexible hours so she can spend time with her children. And maybe give me some time for myself.’

 ‘That’s so unfair and not true!’ Katie flashed back. ‘I can’t win! If I leave the office on time, I get more grief than you can imagine for being a woman with a family, and if I leave late, I get grief from you! It’s easy for you to say “come home early” when you’re the one slobbing around the house all day, doing sod all, while I—’

 ‘Doing sod all?’ Ross’s mouth dropped open. ‘Doing sod all? I’m looking after our children!’

 Katie knew she’d gone too far. ‘That’s not what I meant,’ she said hurriedly, glancing up at Peter. ‘I didn’t mean that looking after the children is nothing, I meant that the laundry never gets done, the kitchen’s filthy  . . .’ She regrouped her thoughts, trying to make it as fair as she could. ‘I mean, he’s never had to deal with the sort of office politics I have to. If I could be at home with the kids, while he went out and put the bread on the table, I would. In a flash. But I can’t.’

 ‘Yes, let’s get back to you,’ muttered Ross.

 ‘But you’ve just told me that his creative job was one of the things you found most attractive about Ross when you met.’ Peter smiled, not unkindly. ‘And you liked it so much that you split up with a man who had the same kind of job as yours. Isn’t that right?’

 ‘Yes,’ she admitted. ‘But he was working then, and being creative. I do love his creativity. But now—’

 Ross cut her off with a bitter look. ‘Well, I’m sorry I’m so busy with childcare that I don’t have time to open up Photoshop. Selfish me.’

 ‘Ross  . . .’ Katie protested.

 Peter stepped in before the row could escalate. ‘Katie, Ross – I honestly feel there are a lot of positive things we can draw from where you are here,’ he said. ‘You might not be seeing them right now, but I want you to think about what we’ve discussed, mull it over, maybe try to have an honest conversation about some of the things we’ve touched on. It’s good that you’re airing some of these feelings.’ He peered at them over his glasses. ‘I get the impression some of this is coming out for the first time?’

 Katie nodded.

 ‘It’s not about what people think,’ he added. ‘No one has to be in your marriage apart from you. Oh, I meant to ask!’ Peter clapped his hand to his forehead. ‘How’s the hobby going? What is it you’re doing together?’

 ‘Ballroom dancing,’ said Ross.

 ‘And?’ He looked hopefully between them.

 ‘It’s going pretty well,’ said Ross. ‘So far.’

 Katie glared at him, but couldn’t bring herself to contradict him in front of Peter.

 Peter took off his glasses and cleaned them carefully. ‘Good,’ he said, and Katie thought he seemed to be choosing his words. ‘Good.’
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On the other side of the river, in Chestnut Grove, Lauren’s plan to cook a lovely supper, over which discussion of her new ideas for a Cinderella-themed reception might go more smoothly, was vanishing faster than the packet of chocolate digestives sitting between her parents on the coffee table. Her dad was pretending not to eat them, about as convincingly as he was pretending to be looking forward to her shepherd’s pie. Lauren wasn’t a great one for cooking, but this was an attempt to make up for letting her mum slave over every meal since she’d moved in.

 Plus, it was Chris’s favourite, and she couldn’t wait to see him, and tell him about the ‘guests’ video memory book’ Irene had told her about. Or, rather, she had been looking forward to seeing him, at six. It was nearly ten past seven now. Lauren checked her watch. Quarter past seven.

 He should have phoned if he was going to be late. She frowned. Chris always let her know if he was going to be late when they were living together. It wasn’t like she minded being at home with her mum and dad, but it was beginning to feel like she’d gone back to being sixteen – phoning home if she was going to miss supper, tidying her room – while Chris had rediscovered his single bloke social life, without her. It didn’t seem totally fair.

 ‘What time did Chris say he’d call?’ Bridget asked, as delicately as she could. ‘I’m not sure the shepherd’s pie can wait much longer for him in the oven. It’s already looking a bit  . . . parched.’

 ‘Like me,’ said Frank, holding out his mug towards Lauren for a tea refill. ‘Top me up and save these creaking hips, eh, love?’

 ‘They’re not creaking,’ said Lauren. ‘They were looking pretty swivelly when you were doing the foxtrot with Angelica the other night.’

 ‘That woman could make a rocking horse swivel,’ sighed Frank, stretching out his long legs and turning his attention back to the new camcorder on his knee. ‘Good partners do that, they make you dance better than you knew you could. Although she’s not a patch on your mother,’ he added with a side look at Bridget.

 Bridget pretended not to be flattered. ‘That won’t get you extra pie,’ she said.

 ‘But I know something that might,’ replied Frank, making a sort of shuffle with his feet that obviously meant something to Bridget, who dissolved into giggles.

 ‘God! Stop! I don’t want to know!’ Lauren put her hands over her ears.

 She didn’t remember her parents being this lovey-dovey before she moved out. Had they reined it in while she was living at home? Or was it Dad’s retirement and the dancing sending them into some kind of second honeymoon nostalgia phase? Or was it just the fact that she and Chris now had to compress their entire sex-life into about half an hour twice a week that made her hyper-sensitive to it in other people?

 Whichever, it was great that they still got it on after, like, a million years together, but your own parents  . . .

 ‘I don’t know where he’s got to,’ she said, pushing the idea out of her mind. ‘I know he’s not having dinner with his mum because today’s her Italian class, and he’s not answering his phone.’

 ‘Well, I’m getting peckish, Laurie  . . .’

 ‘Oh, let’s eat.’ She got up, unwittingly dislodging Mittens the cat from the back of the chair, where he had been sleeping peacefully for ten minutes. Bridget watched as he slunk off towards the radiator, and sat licking his paws disconsolately.

 Lauren paused at the door, like the teenager she’d only just stopped being, and added melodramatically, ‘It’s not like Chris ever bothers to have an opinion about anything to do with this wedding. But he’d better turn up to dancing this week or else he’s totally dead.’ Then she stomped off towards the kitchen.

 Bridget exchanged a quick glance with Frank, who shrugged in a ‘don’t ask me’ way and pointed the camcorder at Mittens, zooming in on his ominously wagging tail.

 ‘Woah!’ he exclaimed, reeling back. ‘This gadget’s amazing, love. You can see dirt invisible to the naked eye.’

 ‘It should be for what it cost,’ said Bridget. She’d come back to find Frank had bought it on impulse for the wedding; it had been on special offer, he explained, and if he practised with it ‘in good time’, it would save money on hiring a professional videographer, which Irene was insisting they looked into, at huge expense. Plus, he’d gone on, obviously repeating verbatim whatever line they’d spun him in the shop, they’d have it to take on holiday. So it had been a bargain, spending money to save money. It would be a hobby too, he said, now he had more time on his hands.

 Bridget suppressed a little flutter of nerves, as the cash register in her head rang up another thousand pounds. She wasn’t used to spending money like this, and even less used to it being on credit cards.

 Calm down, she reassured herself. It’s not mounting up. It’s all going to be paid off when the 0%-interest period finishes – and that’s when you can cash in the secret savings account. It fits together perfectly. It’s going to be fine.

 If Bridget’s mother had given her one useful piece of advice, it was that husbands never missed twenty quid here and there. And that there’d come a day when you’d be glad of those twenty quids. Over the years, Bridget had been tucking them away like a squirrel in a secret emergency-only account – and thanks to Lauren’s fancy ideas, that emergency had now arrived.

 Not, Bridget reminded herself, that she minded splashing out on Lauren’s wedding. It was what she really, really wanted, and when you thought about what some people’s children put them through, with drying-out clinics, and unexpected babies, and university fees  . . .

 Frank pointed the camera at her. ‘Do you want to go and see what’s up with Lauren, then?’ he said. ‘And do you know you’ve got hairs growing out of your—’

 ‘Much more of that, and you’ll have to watch out for your own hair,’ said Bridget, and left before he could work out how to turn it off.

 In the kitchen, Lauren was looking daggers at her mobile phone, but as soon as Bridget walked in, she tried to put on her usual smile. It didn’t work on Bridget, who’d seen it before. She was touched, though, that Lauren bothered to pretend she wasn’t furious in front of her.

 ‘What’s up, love?’ she asked, as Lauren got a can of Diet Coke out of the fridge. ‘Has something happened at the surgery? Have you had words with Kathleen again?’

 ‘No.’

 ‘Well, what? You’re not yourself.’ Bridget rubbed Lauren’s arm affectionately. ‘Tell your mum.’

 Lauren bit her lip, and Bridget’s heart bumped as she saw the frustrated little girl in her face. ‘It’s just this dancing. Irene called me today – she wants to talk about music for our first waltz, and whether we’ll need a spotlight, and I just think  . . . we’re never going to be good enough!’

 Oh well, if that’s all it is, thought Bridget and smiled.

 ‘You will,’ she soothed. ‘It just takes a bit of getting used to, dancing with someone else. Chris’ll look wonderful once he’s got the hang of it. Those lovely broad shoulders!’

 Lauren looked unconvinced. He hadn’t even really got the hang of it by the end of the class, when everyone else was well away. It was deeply unsexy, him being such a malco. ‘Yeah, well, I don’t even know if he’s going to turn up to the class tomorrow. Kian wants him to join some five-a-side league.’ She fiddled with the can. ‘I bet that’s where he is now, down the pub with Kian. He never used to be like this, it’s just since he moved back in with him.’ She looked up. ‘Am I being a nag, Mum? I don’t want him to think I’m a nag, but it’s really annoying. Did you have to put your foot down with Dad?’

 ‘No,’ said Bridget. ‘Well, yes. Sort of. The trick is to do it so they don’t realise.’

 Lauren opened her Diet Coke fiercely, as if she was snapping something off Chris.

 That leech Kian, maybe.

 ‘Now, come on,’ said Bridget. ‘You know he sometimes has after-work customers at the garage. Of course Chris cares about the wedding – men just don’t get as into it as we do. Why don’t you give him one more ring, while I put some peas on?’

 Lauren looked at her watch and tutted. ‘Mum, hang on with the peas a minute,’ she said. ‘I’ve got to check my auction.’

 ‘Auction?’

 ‘For my Snow White cake topper,’ Lauren called over her shoulder, as she barged her way out of the kitchen. ‘In Wyoming  . . .’ Her voice trailed away, drowned out by the sound of her feet clumping up the stairs.

 Mittens slid into the kitchen, flicking his black tail crossly, then winding himself around Bridget’s legs, begging for attention and some supper. Lauren’s noisy return had thoroughly disrupted his semi-retired-cat life, and Bridget felt more than a little guilty for the loss of his peace and quiet.

 ‘Sorry,’ she said, chucking him on the white patch under his chin, and feeling the throaty purr start up at once. ‘It’s not for ever. She’ll be married soon enough.’

 Bridget made herself a cup of coffee, and took one upstairs for Lauren, in her favourite mug. She found her hunched at her computer, making nervous clicking noises as she refreshed the page over and over again. Because of all the stuff crammed into her room, Lauren had had to set up her computer on her old desk, so her knees were practically round her ankles, but her eyes were gleaming with an excitement that suggested that she wasn’t really noticing any incipient cramp.

 ‘What’s this, then?’ asked Bridget, peering at the screen.

 ‘eBay,’ said Lauren. ‘Come on, come on  . . . Yes! Yes!’ She clapped her hands together then punched the air. ‘Look! Mum! I’ve won!’

 ‘Well done!’ said Bridget, automatically. ‘What have you won?’

 ‘These cake decorations.’ Lauren scrolled down to the photographs of Snow White being gripped by a handsome sugarcraft prince. ‘You can’t get them in England. Aren’t they gorgeous?’

 ‘Mmm. Very  . . . unusual. I thought you hadn’t decided about your theme yet?’

 ‘Oh, they’re so cheap, it doesn’t matter if I get Snow White and Lady and the Tramp,’ Lauren replied, cheerfully. ‘And Sleeping Beauty.’

 ‘Lady and the Tramp  . . . ?’

 ‘I mean, I can always sell them on again, for at least what I paid for them.’ Lauren turned round awkwardly, knocking her notebook off the desk and on to her bed as she went. ‘That’s the thing, Mum. It’s so easy! What isn’t right, you can just put back on again and someone else will have it off you. I’ve got rid of a whole load of stuff we didn’t need from the flat  . . . Look.’

 With a series of clicks that Bridget didn’t entirely follow, Lauren brought up a busy page of transactions.

 ‘See? I bought the hand-dried rose petals  . . .’

 From New Jersey, in nine different colours, noted Bridget.

 ‘. . .  and the glass candle holders in the shape of swans for the table centres, and blue garters for the bridesmaids, and the banners  . . .’

 ‘It all looks very complicated,’ said Bridget, uncertainly.

 ‘Not really. Just takes a moment to work it out and you’re away. People are making fortunes selling tat, you know. All you need’s a digital camera and some fancy descriptions.’

 An idea began to uncurl in Bridget’s mind. A way of offsetting some of the outgoings that seemed to be mounting up with every passing week.

 ‘Could you  . . . could you show me how you’d go about buying something, then? Or selling something?’

 Lauren looked up at her with an indulgent smile. ‘Ah ha! It’s those Scottish genes coming out! Are you bargain hunting, Mum?’

 ‘Oh, you know  . . .’ Bridget tried not to look too interested. She didn’t want Lauren thinking they couldn’t afford her big day. Lauren worried about things like that; it would spoil it for her. Besides, the house was stuffed with tat, just taking up space. It would be good to declutter.

 ‘You’ve got to be careful – people can get addicted to this, you know. You read about them in magazines  . . .’ As Lauren spoke, she was already searching for ‘wedding favours Disney’. ‘Still, I reckon you’re pretty safe, aren’t you? The world’s most sensible budgeteer. The woman with just the one credit card, always paid off in time.’

 ‘Yes, well, clever clogs, you’d be surprised how much we primary-school teachers need to know about computers these days. It’s good for my morale to be one step ahead of the children,’ said Bridget. ‘Shift up, and let me look.’ She squeezed onto the edge of the bed, so she could see the screen.

 Lauren hesitated for a moment, surprised that her mum was so interested in a shopping experience that involved the scary world of the internet too, then decided she was probably doing it to make ‘mother–daughter time’ – without the danger of Irene dropping in.

 The wedding magazines were very big on mother–daughter time. Bridget was very big on non-Irene time.

 Plus, it didn’t look like Chris was going to call, not now. She’d texted him four times, and that was enough.

 He knew where he was meant to be. She wasn’t going to go chasing after him. She suspected Kian was already brainwashing him about the evils of being under the thumb, and that, thought Lauren, wasn’t something she was going to give ammunition to with shrieky phone calls. It could wait.

 ‘OK, then,’ she said, flexing her fingers. ‘How about we sell  . . .’ She cast her eyes around the jumbled boxes of stuff piled up against the walls. ‘Those satin court shoes I bought last week that don’t quite fit properly.’

 Before long, Lauren and Bridget had listed the shoes, along with a ‘spare’ veil and – just to prove you could sell absolutely anything – a knitted bride loo-roll cover Lauren’s Auntie Carol had sent her. It was so much easier than Bridget had realised. And the amazing variety of wedding-related things you could buy! They had just slapped each other’s hands to celebrate the successful purchase of ‘One Hundred Glass Cinderella Slipper Wedding Favors’ from a private seller in Toronto when a plaintive voice came wailing up the stairs, along with an acrid smell of burned pan.

 ‘Bridget! Bridget!’ yelled Frank, sounding panicked. ‘What’s going on with this pie? Something’s burning!’

 ‘And that,’ sighed Bridget, ‘is the wow factor of married life they don’t tell you about in the dress shops.’

 ‘No problem, Mum,’ said Lauren, already typing. ‘Non  . . . stick  . . . pans  . . . New in box.’ And she hit return.

 Not such an unproductive evening after all, she thought.
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Angelica sat surrounded by papers in her parents’ front room, on the same scratchy brown sofa that had been re-upholstered every five years, but never replaced, and slowly turned the pages of a family photograph album. It had been at the bottom of a box marked ‘Angela’, right at the back of the attic under a box of Cyril’s crystal radios, which, she supposed, said it all.

 The album had no photos of Pauline and Cyril’s life before she arrived. Angelica found it difficult to imagine what they’d been like as a young couple – she had no mental prompts to picture them picnicking in the Lakes, or laughing uproariously at a party. There were several awkward photographs of them in their ballroom-dancing finery, but only the pencilled dates on the back told her whether Cyril was 20 or 40 at the time. Pauline’s comfy bosom had been there from the start, and only the size of her hair and eyeliner hinted at the fashions changing outside Longhampton.

 The album began when she was a few months old, lying crossly in a Moses basket: Angela Marie, 4 months at home, Pauline had written carefully in chinagraph pencil. It was the first of many very similar photographs.

 Is that really me, thought Angelica, who hadn’t seen the photographs for years. She was a sallow little scrap of baby in a crocheted bonnet, never quite as sweet-looking as the lovingly hand-made clothes she was swaddled in. Pauline had knitted everything except the actual baby it seemed: matinee jackets, hats, all-in-ones, bootees, fancy frilled dresses.

 She turned over to scenes of Pauline, already middle-aged in her twinsets, holding baby Angela at her christening, on the garden wall, playing with a bucket in the garden. Usually on her own, and well away from thorns or puddles, scowling from under a mop of dark hair, until suddenly, at a year old, Pauline had recorded, ‘Her first smile for the camera!’ and from then on, little Angela’s eyes searched for the camera like a flower reaching up towards the sun. Pauline didn’t really smile much, possibly because Cyril was usually behind the camera in shots of the two of them, barking instructions.

 The album stopped when she was about five, when her mother started sending her to Miss Trellys’s, and the dancing albums started instead. That was the end of Angela the daughter, and the beginning of Angela the fulfiller of Pauline’s ballroom dreams.

 She turned the pages, hoping irrationally that she’d find some unseen candid shots of Cyril toasting Pauline on their anniversary, or the two of them enjoying a sweet sherry at a Friday night social. There was nothing more, apart from one or two loose pictures slipped in under the tracing-paper pages: Angela in her school uniform, toes turned out neatly in ballet position, with long black plaits; Pauline and Angela on a rare day out in Birmingham.

 Then, strangely, Angelica’s wedding photograph: she and Jerry holding hands, wreathed in smiles underneath a frothing American bower of flowers. The bright colours and Florida sunshine zinged out of the picture after the monochrome flatness of her black and white childhood.

 It gave Angelica a start to see herself suddenly grown up, the dancing years skipped over and her life fast-forwarded to the semi-retired nearly-forty-something she’d been when she met Jerry on the cruise. He was a widower looking for shipboard romance; she was filling in some time as half of the professional couple, with that bitchy old queen, Nigel Taylor, a friend from way back. Easy money, she’d thought, and easy dancing, to heal her battle-scars after the wearing competition years with Tony. She hadn’t been expecting to meet an old-fashioned gentleman like Jerry, and while the roses that turned up nightly at her cabin were charming, his relaxed, generous lead on the floor was what won her heart. He didn’t want to show off; he just wanted to enjoy her company. When he proposed as they docked in New York, she said yes.

 The wedding had taken place in the garden of his enormous Florida home, six months later, and they’d gone on an anniversary cruise for the next seven Julys. Each time, they stopped the dancefloor when they started to quickstep, and he always smiled into her eyes as they spun, and in its own way, that meant more to Angelica than the nerve-racking tension of competing with Tony. Or at least, she told herself it did.

 Angelica felt a sharp sting of hurt that Pauline had just stuffed her wedding photo into this album. She’d sent it in a special box, along with a slice of cake, and some of the lovely silk flowers that had decorated the tables. All right, so she hadn’t been living in the UK at the time, and there was no chance of her popping round to Sydney Street and not seeing it on the mantelpiece, but surely the wedding of their only child warranted a photograph frame at least?

 Pauline and Cyril were invited to the wedding of course, with first-class tickets, but they hadn’t come, and Angelica hadn’t really expected them to. She had to pretend to be disappointed, because Jerry and his family were so sad for her, but she knew Cyril wouldn’t fly all the way over to Florida, and had to invent a heart murmur for him, to explain.

 Angelica touched the photograph, remembering the feel of the suit against her skin. It was a real Joan Collins number: white crepe with padded shoulders and a peplum that showed off her still small waist. She’d wanted red, what with it being an outdoors blessing rather than a church ceremony, and both she and Jerry being well past that virgin bride moment, but he’d insisted on white, old romantic that he was. Men who could dance as well as he did tended to
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