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  The crumpled invitation had somehow survived thirty-five years and numerous house moves, its words still legible, though faded:

  Kate tucked it into the corner of the dressing table mirror as she leaned in, eyeing her reflection sideways, as if trying to take it unawares. Not bad. Not good. But not bad.
  Happy Birthday, me!

  The invitation slipped a little and caught her eye. Kate had shared her fifth birthday party with Princess Dianas wedding day. She was ambushed by peachy nostalgia: the whole nation had
  been so in love with Lady Di. She remembered the mums around the TV set, ooh-ing at the new princesss dress.

  And then Becca broke my new Action Man. Kate sighed. Typical. Her cousin had been unable to comprehend why a girl would want an Action Man, but their classmate Charlie had
  understood.

  Kate conjured him up. Slightly whiffy and very scruffy. The other kids gave Charlie Garland a wide berth because he was different. Kate had overlooked the nits because he was also
  good-different; quiet but not boring, Charlie didnt tease the girls just for being girls.

  A sudden noise jerked Kate back to the present. It sounded just like the idiosyncratic yawn of the front door scraping open. She listened hard, but heard only the silence of an empty house, a
  silence that is actually a gentle soundtrack of ticks and creaks.

  Turning back to the mirror, Kate regarded her tired but merry eyes. This is what forty looks like. Kate tapped the underside of her chin in case it harboured any ideas about drooping on
  the threshold of her  gulp  fifth decade. All in all, her reflection didnt look too bad if she left out her contact lenses.

  Standing up, Kate paused at a ghost of a noise, more a swish than an actual sound. She wondered at her jumpiness. God knows, Ive had enough practice at being alone. Today,
  as on every other day, her house curled around her, snug and calm.

  And empty. For many, forty was the perfect excuse for a party but Kate had opted out; a lifelong party goer/giver, shed let the usual suspects know that this milestone would pass with no
  birthday do.

  Reaching into the wardrobe, Kates hand found the dress immediately. She marvelled again at the weight of it. Pale satin, with the milky sheen of pearls, the dress was cut with a
  devastating simplicity that echoed more elegant times. Kate could testify to its waist-shrinking, arm-flattering superpowers.

  Heavy layers of satin and tulle swooned against Kate as she held the frock against her dressing gown, holding it like a lover. The dress made her feel like Audrey Hepburn. A lumpy Audrey,
  admittedly, with a few more miles on the clock, but a very happy Audrey all the same. Waltzing dreamily, Kate withstood the urge to reflect and ruminate on this landmark birthday. She
  wouldnt dwell on the missed chances, the fluffed catches, the absentees she missed so deeply . . .

  But sometimes the past pushes in without asking. Suddenly Kate was five again, blowing out the candles on her cake. Charlie had sidled up to her, to stand very close and say I like your
  dress, low and urgently, like a small spy passing on classified information. Kate remembered snapping What? Shed been suspicious of compliments, mistrusting them as much
  as Becca craved them.

  Charlies hands had gripped his paper plate so hard it trembled. I love you, hed whispered.

  Kate hadnt hesitated; shed pushed Charlies face into the iced sponge.

  Now, Kate replaced the dress in the wardrobe, where it effortlessly outranked its denim and cotton peers. She stroked it regretfully, as if it was an exotic pet that had to be put down. Pity
  Ill never get to wear you. Kate shut the door on the wonderful confection, its skirt puffing out and resisting. Even if she dyed it or took up the hem, a dress like that could never be
  anything but a wedding dress, which rendered it quite useless to Kate.

  She wheeled at the unmistakable sound of a foot on the stairs. Kate crossed to the door. Whos there? she called, certain now that she was not alone.
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  Beccas parties were legendary.

  This one was particularly well attended thanks to Beccas promise that her parents would be out for the whole evening. With a wink, shed guaranteed, Itll be the best
  party in the history of the known world.

  A couple of hours in, and on her second glass of suspiciously strong punch, Kate agreed. Not because of the Everest of cocktail sausages shed helped build, nor the plastic bin filled with
  ice and beer, nor the fairy lights that transformed the ground floor of Aunty Marjorie and Uncle Hughs over-tasteful sitting room into a magical grotto alive with possibility.

  Tonight would be memorable  downright historic  because, for Kate, tonight was the night.

  She would do it. She would shrug off her pesky virginity. She would have sex. That phrase made Kate wince so she amended it speedily to Make Love, awarding it capitals because, as all the
  magazines said, as her experienced friends declared, it was a giant step in a girls life.

  Or maybe that should be A Giant Step.

  Downstairs, Things Can Only Get Better, a constant on Kates pink Walkman, blared out. Her friends, head to toe in trendiest black, bellowed the anthemic chorus, leaping up and down
  on Aunty Marjories cherished Persian rugs. Everybody Kate knew dressed in black all the time. Polo necks. Tights. It was as if there was no other colour available in the shops; as if all
  teenagers were constantly en route to a funeral.

  Up in the spare bedroom, the music was muffled to a thumping pulse in the darkness. Kate sat on the pile of coats on the bed and regarded her boyfriend of six months, who was kissing distance
  away. Charlie was taller than her. She liked how she had to stand on tiptoes to kiss him, and she liked the concave spot just below his shoulder where her head fitted when they wound their arms
  about each other. There were things she didnt like about him  his tendency to get stuck into a tedious conversation with her dad when Kate was ready to leave the house, or his
  ambivalence towards Becca  but they didnt seem to matter.

  Why not? Kate was asking. Seriously, though, she said, seriously. Were mad about each other, arent we?

  Yes. Charlies dark eyebrows descended, as if he was in pain. Of course we are. Well, he added, those eyebrows on the up again. Im mad
  about you.

  Kate punched him. Rather hard. Sorry, she laughed when he flinched. So . . . were crazy about each other and we have a bedroom to ourselves with no parents popping in
  without knocking . . . so why dont we . . . Kate had been practising her sultry look but suspected it was more duck than siren.

  Its not very romantic, is it? Charlie looked around the sparsely furnished spare room with its magnolia woodchip walls and its fitted wardrobes. In a corner stood an
  exercise bike, with drying underwear  sturdy enough to suggest it was Aunty Marjories rather than Beccas  draped over its handlebars. A half-built model aeroplane sat
  marooned on the beige carpet. And I cant think of a single epic love poem about the coat pile. He squirmed on the shifting hillock of cardigans and jackets.

  Write one, then. Kate poked him. This time she didnt say sorry. Take some time off from writing the greatest novel the world has ever read.

  You call it that, said Charlie. Not me. Kate knew if she patted the back pocket of Charlies punky pinstripe trousers (that wasnt a bad idea; she was
  keen on Charlies bottom) shed encounter a tiny notepad and a stub of pencil. You say your novel is about love. Real love. Raw important love. Small, beautiful love. Kate
  ducked to maintain eye contact as he dipped his head, wincing as she quoted him back at himself. Think of it as research!

  Edging closer, trusting proximity and pheromones to be her most persuasive allies, Kate placed a hand on Charlies thigh. Come here, she said in a low voice. They kissed and
  she moved nearer still, so they were entwined, his strong arms like straitjacket sleeves around her.

  Kate, no, he murmured.

  But why? she murmured back. Kate knew of Charlies sexual adventures with his ex. Everybody knew. His ex was not a discreet girl. Kate froze, mid-kiss, as an unwelcome
  thought coughed and made itself known. Christ, Charlie! She pulled away, popping their bubble of intimacy. Did you fancy Natalie more than me? She jumped up as he
  laughed. Dont laugh at me! Answer the question.

  Spreading his hands in a gesture of surrender, Charlie said, I laughed because thats dumb, Kate. I fancy you more than Ive ever fancied anybody. I fancy you more than . .
  . He cast about desperately for some goddess that any sensible male of his age would lust after. More than Demi Moore! he shouted, triumphant.

  Yeah, right. Kate knew what she was and what she wasnt. She was five feet and a little bit, with legs that were more reliable than elegant, and a witty face peeping out from
  a fringe that was never quite straight. She prowled, arms folded, as the moody rumble of Oasis seeped up through the floorboards.

  Dont you get it? pleaded Charlie. I dont just fancy you, Kate. Thats only part of it. I love you.

  That wasnt the first time Charlie had said that since Kates fifth birthday party, but it was still in single digits. Kate stared at him, his straight nose and full lips outlined in
  the silver moonlight that struggled through Aunty Marjories neurotically ironed net curtains. His jumpers were no longer stained and he was now the parent to his feckless mother, but
  Charlies basic raw material was unchanged since 1981. Hed been certain then and he was certain now, but how could he be so sure this was love? Kates friends bandied the word,
  using it about one boy one week, and another lad the next. Kate was cautious about the four letters, wary of their power, sure of their magic.

  Charlie reached out from the bed and took each of her hands in his, unfolding her arms, unlocking her mood a little. You never seem to believe me when I say it, he whispered. In
  the dark his body was almost invisible in its de rigueur black, his disembodied face an anxious oval above his polo neck, his hair wilting a little, despite the gel he lavished on it.

  I do believe you. Kate looked down at him, benign again. How speedily her moods shifted around Charlie. I do, she repeated sadly. So why cant we . .
  .?

  Ive never done it before. Charlies lips clamped shut over his admission, as if daring her to comment.

  Yes you have! Kate realised how ridiculous it was to insist Charlie was wrong about his own virginity, or lack thereof. Havent you?

  Believe it or not, sometimes you girls get the facts wrong when you huddle in the loos and swap stories. Charlie dropped her hands and stood up. Over by the window his slender body
  took shape in the mercury light. I dont know why Natalie said we had sex. We just kissed, really, and fooled around a bit. He half smiled over his shoulder. Sorry. I
  know you dont like me talking about her.

  Now I know shes a lying nutcase I dont mind so much. Kate sat heavily on the end of the bed. I really thought . . .

  I wanted to tell you. But its embarrassing. His head sank. All the other guys have done it. Charlie cleared his throat, said casually, Guess this is
  when you chuck me, yeah?

  What if the other boys only say theyve done it? Kate stretched out one leg, inky as a spider in its opaque hosiery, ending in a clumpy black shoe. Youre
  right, Charlie. This isnt the right time or place for our first time. We can wait. Marvelling at his assumption shed dump him over something so trivial, Kate pretended not to
  notice how his whole body sighed with relief. Fancy a dance?

  No. Charlie closed the distance between them with one stride, laying Kate back among the coats and covering her body with his. I fancy you. He kissed her, his
  hair flopping into her eyes. They almost slid to the floor, but righted themselves, refusing to let their lips lose contact.

  Youve changed your mind, then? giggled Kate against his teeth as she tugged at his jumper and he fumbled, chimp-like, with the buttons of her shirt.

  We dont need romance, breathed Charlie, leaning away just long enough to tear his jumper over his head and toss it away. We are romance.

  Suddenly the music grew louder. A wedge of gold appeared on the floor. The door had opened, just a sliver.

  Kate dived under the coats.

  Shit! Charlie followed her, hurriedly pulling windcheaters and denim jackets and second-hand raincoats over them both. By the time the triangle of light grew large enough to
  illuminate the bed, theyd burrowed down deep and were invisible to the incomers.

  Nose to nose in their murky tent, Kate mouthed Becca! to Charlie as she heard her cousin say, Julian! Listen! This is important, in the special voice she used to house-train
  boyfriends, nine parts candy floss to one part napalm.

  And so is this.

  Kate and Charlie stifled their giggles, their faces beetroot, as smoochy noises travelled through the layers of coats. Urgh! mimed Kate, who had no wish to eavesdrop on Beccas
  romantic interlude.

  No! said Becca. If I dont get what I want, then neither do you.

  Oh come here. Six foot four of British upper class male entitlement, gift wrapped in corduroy and tweed, Julian was accustomed to getting his own way. He and Becca illustrated the
  well-known paradox irresistible force meets immovable object. The pair of them were both irresistible and immovable, but Kate knew who shed back in any battle of wills.

  The music from downstairs turned up a notch. Bon Jovi yodelled loud enough to rattle the shelving. There would be complaints from the neighbours but Becca, Kate knew, would visit with flowers
  and wine and girlish remorse, and all would be forgiven. Good at making a mess, Becca was even better at clearing it up. Countless times, Becca had got Kate out of trouble. Almost as many times as
  shed got her into trouble.

  God, youre gorgeous, breathed Julian, as Charlie pretended to vomit.

  Kate helped me choose this. Becca twirled for Julian in her burgundy micro mini. I borrowed her choker.

  It looks better on you.

  Kate pulled an outraged face in the dark, but had to agree with Julians ungentlemanly comment. Everything looked better on Becca. Anointed as the family Pretty One, she
  lived up to her title, with expensively tended blonde streaks and a diet-honed body.

  Strangers always sensed the girls were related, even though one cousin was leggy and va-va-voom, and the other was shorter, darker and generally huddled over a book (the Clever
  One). It was the eyes; both Kate and Becca saw the world through china blue peepers that hinted at their shared Irish heritage. Through the coats she heard her cousin defend her.

  Dont you say a bad word about my Kate. Shes the best friend I could ever have.

  I dont know why she puts up with you, said Julian.

  She loves me, said Becca, serene, certain. Like I love her. Id give her my last penny.

  But youd borrow it back. Julian risked moving closer. Never mind mousey little Kate . . .

  No you dont! Becca slapped away Julians hands. Kates no mouse. Leave her out of this. We need to talk.

  Julian exhaled loudly, his passion efficiently doused. I know what it means when girls say that. What have I done now? He hung his blond head and bit his lip.

  Its what you havent done.

  Oh Christ. Julian slapped his forehead. Thats a big subject. Well be here all night, woman. Cant we narrow it down?

  How long have we been going out?

  Six glorious months, beloved. Julian snaked his arms around her waist.

  Same as us, whispered Charlie.

  Ill never forget, said Julian, nuzzling Beccas ear, how astonished I was to discover that good Catholic girls do it on the first date.

  Kates eyes widened and she determined to take that up with Becca at another time; the sly little beast claimed shed made Julian wait for weeks. As if, she thought, sex is
  a treat to reward good behaviour, like throwing a chew toy to an obedient labrador.

  Get off. Becca shoved Julian. She was built along Valkyrie lines; he stumbled backwards on the model aeroplane and fell against the exercise bike.

  Steady on.

  Kate could tell from Julians patrician tone that Becca had gone slightly too far. Unlike Kates relationship with Charlie  which just pootled merrily along  her
  cousins love affair was a series of strategic skirmishes. Theyd met when Becca had applied to be a receptionist at Julians property firm. Hed declared her far too
  distracting to work with, and suggested dinner instead. Theyd tussled for the upper hand ever since; Kate suspected that Julian underestimated his opponent.

  A typical battle had been waged over Aunty Marjories Sunday lunch table just a few weeks ago, the balance of power passing from Becca to Julian and back again over the roast potatoes.

  Wed begun to wonder if we were ever going to meet Beccas chap, said Aunty Marjorie, passing Julian a plate loaded with enough food to feed a greedy family of
  four.

  Hmm, mused Becca archly. Its almost as if he didnt want to meet my family. Her look stapled Julian to his chair. Almost as if he didnt
  want me to think were getting serious.

  Julian laughed uncomfortably.

  So you are serious about Becca? Kates mum had asked, gravy on her chin.

  Of course hes serious about her, said Aunty Marjorie. Arent you, Julian? A well brought up chap like you would never lead my daughter up the garden
  path.

  Well? Becca had actually fluttered her eyelashes at Julian, who looked as if he wanted to throw down his cutlery and throttle her.

  I have very strong feelings for your daughter, said Julian finally.

  Aunty Marjorie nudged her husband and Uncle Hugh came to; he often drifted off into his secret dreamworld of golf and silent women.

  Go on, hissed his wife.

  Uncle Hugh looked at Julian with regret in his eyes, the way a vet might look at a gerbil he was about to euthanise. Are your intentions honourable, Julian?

  Do people really still ask that? Kate had been unable to keep quiet any longer.

  In this house they do. Becca kicked her under the table.

  Kate kicked her back and they both stifled a laugh, regressing yet again to their shared giggly childhood. This private universe, theirs to visit at will, was a place of joy and nonsense. When
  puzzled friends wondered at Kates fondness for her cousin, she found it hard to explain why she was so attached to troublesome, all-guns-blazing Becca but it was to do with the way Becca
  made her feel. Around Becca, Kate felt brave. And a little reckless. For one of lifes prefects, this was heady stuff.

  My intentions, said Julian, snatching back the power by being as straight faced and cool as a statesman, are entirely honourable. I love your daughter, Mr and Mrs Neely, and
  Id never hurt her.

  Call me Marjorie! quacked Beccas mother, HRT pulsing through her system like heroin.

  As Julian helped Becca stack the dishwasher, there was a murmured conversation at the table.

  Such lovely manners. Kates mum was won over by Julians breeding.

  And that voice . . . Aunty Marjorie shuddered with pleasure.

  A lovely decent chap, said Kates mum, unaware that the decent chap was decanting her niece from her knickers in the utility room as she spoke.

  Later, during the inevitable phone review of the day with Kate, Becca admitted, Julian was so mad at me. I thought for a minute Id gone too far.

  You always go too far. Too far is where you live. Being related to somebody who kicked down boundaries meant Kate could live vicariously through Beccas antics.

  My mums whistling the Bridal March. Becca snorted. She reckons its a done deal.

  And is it? Kate knew that Beccas ambition was of the berserk variety; she believed nothing was beyond her powers when it came to men.

  More or less.

  Dont force him into anything. Kate had a pang of sympathy for Julian, as if he were a wounded lion and Becca a big game hunter. She could almost hear the inward smile from
  the other end of the phone. The pincer movement had begun.

  Now, in the spare room, Kate was privy to its climax.

  You love me, dont you, honeybear? murmured Becca.

  You know I do, said Julian. Im nuts about you, sugarlips.

  Kate and Charlie darent look at each other in their tent of coats. Honeybear. Sugarlips. This was too much.

  Why not show me how much?

  Thats what Im trying to ow! Julian felt his cheek where it smarted from Beccas playful slap. Take it easy, babe.

  This tense interaction was familiar to Kate and Charlie from the two couples regular double dates. At some point in the evening, Becca and Julian would inflate a minor disagreement into
  an all-out row. Passionate, demonstrative, the couple unnerved Charlie, who begged to see less of them.

  But its Becca . . . Kate would say. As an only child, shed appreciated the proximity of a readymade friend. At times the girls referred to each other as
  almost-sisters. Shed stopped judging Becca years ago, but Charlie had no such history to call upon; from time to time he suggested that Kate should be less passive, that she should say no to
  Becca occasionally.

  In answer, Kate would ruffle his hair. Youre just annoyed because she bosses you around like a little brother.

  Then Charlie would shrug and they would kiss because hed always known that KatenBecca were a job lot; if he wanted one, he must put up with the other. The young
  womens childhood closeness had endured when they spread their wings because each of them felt understood when they were together. Becca knew all Kates dark corners and sharp angles
  yet was relentlessly partisan, always on her side, always shoulder to shoulder with her cuz.

  Thats just Becca being Becca, Kate would smile when Becca forced them all to go to the movie only she wanted to see. But she could tell when Becca went too far with Julian,
  when she tested his goodwill a smidgeon too much. Perhaps pushing him across the spare room when he tried to kiss her would turn out to be one of those times; the pincer movement might be in danger
  of collapse.

  This is important, Julian, and all you want to do is snog!

  You put it so poetically.

  In the dark, Kate wrinkled her nose. That edge to Julians voice only appeared after a drink or three, when he would criticise Becca for her lack of culture and suggest
  Cant you be more like Kate? She reads actual books instead of fashion mags. Kate was flattered that Julian took her seriously, singling her out for conversations while ignoring
  Kates (it had to be admitted) fluffy girl chums, but she loathed his relish at taking Becca down a peg or two. And she told him so. Which was one of the many reasons she suspected Julian
  didnt like her much.

  Becca either ignored or didnt catch the sneering tone and ploughed on. This ability to filter out what she didnt want to hear was one of the keys to her success with the opposite
  sex. Think, Julian. What would make my eighteenth birthday party totally utterly completely unforgettable?

  A murder? Julian laughed. He seemed oblivious to the gravity of his situation; Kate knew he was ambling into a mantrap. Stop asking me riddles, Becca. Im a bit drunk
  and Ive had too much of your mothers weird quiche, so tell me, gorgeous, what do you want? Because its yours. You know Id do anything for you.

  Anything? Becca almost purred.

  Kate couldnt quite pin down the reason, but she had never endorsed Julian and Beccas union.

  It wasnt because he found their crowd juvenile; it was natural that a bunch of teens must seem childish to a successful guy in his mid-twenties. Nor did she hold his haughty manner
  against him; unlike some of their friends, Kate was amused by Julians insistence on fine wines and his unshakeable belief that a man without a tie is only half a man. It was something else,
  something in his eyes when he looked at Becca. Something was missing and that something was love.

  Kate knew what a man in love looked like. Charlie had taught her that. With a sudden swelling of her heart for the strange, silly, gorgeous boy at her side, Kate kissed him hard on the lips and
  he jumped.

  Engrossed in their head-to-head, Becca and Julian didnt notice the coat pile move.

  Think. What does a man do when he falls in love with a woman? Beccas voice was sugary enough to cause dental cavities. Mmm?

  He buys her lots of nice things, said Julian, lifting her hand and kissing her wrist right by the gold charm bracelet shed unwrapped an hour earlier. And he puts up
  with her mother. And he gives her lifts here, there and everywhere, even when hes busy with work. And he tells her shes beautiful on the hour every hour. I already do all that,
  darling.

  No, I mean what does he ask her?

  Dunno. Julian pretended to think. How was it for you? He ducked her swipe and said, long suffering, Get to the point so we can have a shag, Becca,
  yeah?

  Charming. Kate knew what Becca was angling for.

  Some saw the disintegration of Princess Dianas story book marriage as a perfect illustration of why grown-ups no longer believe in fairy tales. Others  such as seventeen-year-old
  thoughtful Kate  saw it as a feminist fable about a virgin sacrifice to the patriarchy. Becca simply saw a vacancy for a princess. Shed been planning her wedding dress since she was
  old enough to hold a crayon and now the groom of her dreams was in her sights.

  He gets down on one knee, said Becca slowly, clearly, so there could be no doubt about what she was suggesting. And he asks her to be his

  Becca, darling, I love you to bits but Julians incontinent protest was stopped by Beccas finger on his lip.

  He asks her to be his wife, she whispered.

  The room was still. Beneath the coats, Kate and Charlie held their breath. The party seemed to have been muted. Beccas played this so wrong! Kate braced herself for the whirlwind
  of tears that would follow Julians refusal to co-operate. She cant hypnotise a man like him into marriage!

  You are the most insufferable, troublesome, spoilt little madam Ive ever come across, said Julian. Will you marry me?

  Yes! screamed Becca. She jumped into his embrace, almost knocking him over again. Yes yes yes! Oh God, wheres Kate! Shell die! She obliterated
  Julians face with kisses. I must ring my mum! She kissed Julian again, more slowly this time. Do you want beef or chicken at the reception? she said against his
  lips.

  You little monster, said Julian indulgently.

  Can we tell everybody? Right now?

  Hang on, hang on. Julian put his hands on her shoulders. We need to do things properly. I should call your dad to make sure he approves.

  He approves, he approves, gabbled Becca. Mum wont let him disapprove.

  Nobody, thought Kate, has mentioned love. She felt a sense of foreboding that didnt suit the occasion. She snuggled into Charlie, needing his warmth, his solidity. She
  feared for her cousin, so insanely joyous, so wrong-headed. This empathy, this desire to protect a woman who didnt seem to need protecting, was a vital strand in the ties that bound Kate to
  Becca.

  As Becca burbled, Julian shepherded her out of the room, trying and failing to dampen her stratospheric enthusiasm.

  The door closed behind the newly engaged couple. Kate and Charlie crawled tentatively out from their bolt hole like startled woodland creatures.

  Bloody hell, said Kate.

  That, said Charlie, was a terrible proposal.

  To be fair, all proposals are terrible to you. Charlie was infamously anti-marriage.

  Yeah, but, if I had to propose, said Charlie, his quiff in disarray, Id do better than that. It was so unromantic. It was like a joke.

  Julian wouldnt dare joke about weddings with Becca. Kate giggled, not with mirth but with a nameless anxiety. Theyve messed up, Charlie. Really badly. I
  dont think he loves her.

  I dont think she loves him, said Charlie.

  Oh shit! Kate put her hand to her mouth. Shell make me be bridesmaid!

  Ha! Charlie seemed delighted. Chiffon! Ballerina pumps! And a big flowery thing on your head!

  Should we, you know, go downstairs? Kate gestured half-heartedly towards the closed door, unsure if she could cope with the levels of excitement Becca would reach during her
  announcement. Sometimes, if she was honest, the strain of being a walk-on player in Beccas set pieces got to Kate.

  Suppose we should, really, said Charlie.

  They stood, irresolute, both reluctant but neither wanting to be the bad guy.

  Im so glad youre you, said Kate. And not Julian.

  Um, good, said Charlie uncertainly. Just for the record, Ive never been Julian.

  Youre so . . . said Kate, holding up one hand. And hes so . . . She held up the other.

  Thanks for explaining so fully.

  You know what I mean.

  The stupid thing is, said Charlie, I do know what you mean.

  On paper, Julian was the perfect catch. His looks and wealth and bearing ticked all the standard boxes.

  Shabby Charlie, always bent over a notepad, prone to giggling until tears came out of his creased eyes, doodler of doodles, writer of love limericks, partner in crime, ticked the boxes Kate had
  drawn for herself.

  Im glad I found you, Charlie.

  They took a long hard look at each other. And Im glad I found you, said Charlie.

  Propelled into each others arms, they dropped to the bed, pulling at buttons, grabbing at straps. Giggling, groaning, they flailed about, arms and legs thrashing, a growing excitement
  driving them forward.

  We need a . . . Kate sat up, her hair across her face, her bra absent.

  A . . . yeah, we do.

  Neither of them seemed able to say condom.

  I, um, I do have one, actually. Kate bit her lip.

  You wanton woman you, said Charlie.

  It was a slippery little so-and-so, that one precious condom Kate had acquired.

  Whoops! It flew across the room. Ow! It caught her in the eye. Finally, it collaborated and Kate lay back and Charlies face came so near it swam out of
  focus.

  I love you, he said.

  I love you, she said.

  Their mouths, their bodies and their eager hearts met. Kate had expected sharp pain but there was none, only a furious and compelling excitement surging up from the centre of her. When it seemed
  to peak she found there was still more, until finally she and Charlie were limp and clinging to each other.

  Did I make loads of noise? she whispered against his damp hair.

  Just a bit. He was breathless.

  A huge cheer erupted from downstairs and for a horrible moment they thought their amateurish lovemaking was being applauded.

  Kate realised. Beccas made the big announcement.

  They didnt move for some time. Kate gave up dissecting how she felt about what theyd done and just was. When they stood up, her legs seemed to be boneless. Im
  a bit wobbly, she said, bumping elbows and knees with Charlie as they pulled on their underwear amid the avalanche of coats that had slid to the floor. Despite the very adult nature of the
  last fifteen minutes, she felt juvenile and giddy. As Kate tackled the buttons on her shirt, Charlie said, If I believed in marriage, Id ask you to marry me.

  If I believed in marriage, said Kate, Id say yes. She pulled up the zip on his trousers. But we dont believe in marriage, so . . . She
  kissed him. It felt different to the before kisses. Something had changed. They were in deeper. She shivered, partly from the thrill of it but also from a fear of the vast adult
  universe she glimpsed from this new vantage point. Somethings bugging me, Charlie, she admitted.

  What? he asked, stricken.

  You thought Id chuck you.

  Oh, that. Charlie downsized her misgiving, taken aback by her frown. I panicked. I knew you wouldnt. I know were strong. We are, arent we?
  Were good.

  Look, we dont want ever to get married, but can we say well never chuck each other? How does that sound?

  Charlie put his hand on his heart and said, solemnly, I hereby swear never to chuck you.

  And I swear never to chuck you. Arms around each other, they mooched out, loved-up Siamese twins.

  

  [image: ]

  Kate leaned back against the Tampax machine and caught her breath. The powder rooms fussy blinds and gilt mirrors were a respite from the frenzy of the ballroom. The
  people whod warned that her wedding day would fly by were wrong; it seemed to have been going on for half a century.

  The service had been overwhelming, a tsunami of emotion. Repeating her vows in the festive shadows of stained glass felt significant in a way that very little else ever had.

  Since then shed shaken countless hands, eaten a vast meal without tasting a thing, smiled through speech after speech, taken the microphone to thank her parents, danced, drunk, eaten
  again, made nice with the youngest bridesmaids, and posed for snaps with relatives shed assumed long-dead. All while wearing a veil.

  Spotting herself in the mirror she wondered who was that drag queen in white. Her lips were blood red. Her eyelids were three different shades of bronze. The make-up artist had said airily
  Lots of my brides ask for natural but theyre glad I didnt listen when they see the photographs. Although her dress was simpler by far than Beccas corseted
  extravaganza, Kate felt as if the white satin was wearing her. The train stalked her, the headdress bit into her scalp, and the lacing crushed her ribs like a murderous lover. She wanted to
  tear everything off and flee through the cutesy latticed window in her undies.

  Jesus! Becca appeared and backed against the door as if a lynch mob was after her. Her streaked hair high and wide, she gleamed and glinted, every inch of her tanned or glossed or
  studded with diamante. I need a ciggie, Kate.

  She clambered via a sink on to the high window ledge. It was a curiously un-bride-like thing to do but Kate had discovered that almost anything, apart from standing still and beaming
  angelically, looked inappropriate in a wedding dress. It was the least practical item of clothing she could imagine and that, she supposed, was its point.

  Puffing smoke out of the window, Becca gasped, Granddads drunk. Hes doing the twist. At least I hope its the twist. Maybe hes having a series of strokes.
  Mums desperately engaging Father Gerry in conversation so he doesnt notice.

  Father Gerry, said Kate, is drunker than Granddad. And Charlies mum is drunker than both of them put together. Shed tried to steer the elder Mrs Garland
  away from the bar but it was beyond her; Kates new mother-in-law had last been seen propositioning one of the best men.

  Isnt it time you told your mother and your . . . husband that you smoke?

  They both pulled a face at husband, as if it was a forbidden phrase they suddenly had licence to use.

  I dont smoke. Not really. Becca blew a perfect O. Just the odd one now and then. She flung the cigarette out into the dark and slithered down,
  shedding sequins. God, you look stunning, cuz.

  Its just expensive fancy dress.

  I never want to take mine off. Becca pirouetted, almost toppling over in her platform heels. The brief shed given the designer had been precise: imagine Jennifer Aniston
  was a Spice Girl. Its past 1am. Its nearly over. Isnt it extra spesh, she said, taking Kates hands, that we did this together?

  That was lovely, what you said in your speech.

  About you? Becca pouted in the mirror and checked out her cleavage. I meant every word.

  I could tell. Kate knew it was heartfelt because Becca hadnt cried.

  And to think, said Becca, catching Kates eye in the glass, you and Charlie always said you didnt believe in marriage.

  A knock at the door, and Kates dad peered sheepishly in. Mums on her way, he said, unaware that his top hat had left a ridge in his greying curls. Shes
  a bit upset, so . . . He darted out of the way as the womenfolk bowled in past him, jabbering.

  She might be OK for all we know. Aunty Marjorie shredded a tissue between her fingers.

  They said hes dead. Mum wailed, Dead, Marjorie!, as if this was her sisters fault.

  Who? Kate and Becca straightened up, alert.

  Di. Mums voice shook.

  Di . . .? Kate couldnt recall even a third cousin called Di.

  Princess Di? Becca comprehended and her hands flew to her face.

  Theres been a car crash in Paris. Dad looked at his wife as if she was a suspicious package which might blow up at any moment. Princess Dianas in hospital and
  her young man was killed.

  Shes cursed, John! Like all Irish women of her vintage, Mum both loved and feared a curse. I was only thirty when she married that auld two-timer Charles, and you
  girls have grown up with her, and now . . .

  Theres hope, Mum, said Kate. It would be easy to mock the middle-aged suburban womans devotion to an aristocrat but Mum had aped every flicky hairstyle, every
  cumbersome hat, every patent court shoe her beloved princess wore.

  Who, keened Mum, will look after the Aids patients if my Di goes?

  Princess Di cant die. Becca was brisk, no-nonsense. She just cant.

  She can. Aunty Marjorie was fatalistic.

  Lets say a prayer and trust in Him upstairs. Kate knew her mums bunions were suffering in her new satin shoes and, judging by the older womans face, her
  control tights were misbehaving. Our Father, who art

  A loud banging on the door interrupted the pious scene. Open up! shouted a deep voice.

  No way! Becca ran to the door, surprisingly fleet for a woman whose dress weighed the same as a small car. Grooms arent allowed, Julian! Brides only!

  Too many bloody brides at this wedding, laughed Julian from the other side of the door. Charlie, mate, he shouted. Give me a hand here.

  Squealing, enjoying herself, Becca tried to hold the door against the intruders but she gave in and the grooms half fell into the powder room, both miraculously holding aloft an unspilled
  tumbler of whisky.

  So, wifey, said Julian, straightening up, his cheeks a little red, his blond hair a little tousled, how does it feel to be the new Mrs Ames?

  It feels great. Kate bent backwards as Julian threw an arm about her waist and pulled her to him, kissing her hard. Whisky breath. She crinkled her nose.

  You love it, he said.

  I do. Julian was manly in all the textbook ways and Kate was constantly surprised by how much it turned her on. Throughout her teens shed mooned over fey boys, boys who read
  poetry and looked into the middle distance thinking big thoughts. Boys like, well, Charlie, who was now submitting to having his cravat straightened by his new wife. Julians swagger, his
  hunger for life and his blithe expectation that things would go his way were an exotic cocktail after a lifetime of tea drinking.

  Ow. Even though, at times, he could go a little far. Youre squeezing my whalebones, complained Kate, feeling small against Julians expanse of
  waistcoated chest.

  Sorry. You smell bloody divine. Julian kissed her hair, her immovable hair which Kate couldnt wait to comb out.

  Standing back to survey her cravat handiwork, Becca seemed satisfied. God, Charlie, I fancy you in tails.

  I look like an idiot. Charlie had been anti-top hat, anti-cravat, anti-fuss throughout the wedding planning tornado.

  No, you look nice, said Kate shyly, as if theyd just been introduced. The road back to something akin to friendship was long and full of potholes; much of what they said to
  each other came out awkwardly.

  Its not a wedding without top hats, said Becca, a variation on a theme. Its not a wedding without a floral arch/a harpist/an eight tier cake. To avoid
  tantrums, the others had, separately and collectively, given in. Even so, the mistake on the invitations  only noticed after all one hundred and fifty had been mailed  sparked
  a fit. It looks as if Im marrying Julian and Kates marrying Charlie! Becca had raged. As if weve all gone back in time!

  As if theyd gone back two years, to be precise, to the fatal row that hindsight pinpointed as the moment when the music changed.

  The argument that ended the Kate and Charlie show had seemed trivial, little more than a tiff. During one of their long, meandering phone calls, Kate had prodded her boyfriend about his decision
  not to come home that weekend from Keele University.

  Like most arguments, that wasnt what they were really fighting about.

  I have to catch up. Im really behind.

  Kate pictured Charlies digs on campus, a rectangular box made cosy with Pulp posters and collages of photographs. She imagined him lying on his ethnic bedcover, surrounded by books and
  stained mugs and CDs as he said, with patience that was somehow patronising, Staffordshires a long way from London, darling. I come home a lot, you know. This weekend I have to buckle
  down.

  Usually, Kate was understanding. She knew Charlies shambolic home life had given him a thirst to make his own way. If he studied hard he could expect a First, the key to unlock his
  literary ambitions. That evening, however, Kate was less concerned with his literary ambitions than she was with the collage on the cork pinboard above his head.

  Each time she visited a few more photographs had been added. Snap after snap of mega nights out, of Charlie huddled over a bottle-strewn table with his new best friends all caught
  mid-guffaw by the cameras flash. Kate was glad  sincerely glad  that the decision to study so far from home had worked out, that her boyfriend was making friends and having
  fun.

  But.

  As Charlie would ruefully say, Theres always a but.

  But . . . did all these new friends have to be girls? Girls with shampoo-advert swingy hair, an endless wardrobe of strappy tops and a complete ignorance of bras?

  The pinboard had been on Kates mind as she went in and out to work. Her desire to leave sixth form and find a job had astonished Charlie. He saw higher education as an opportunity it was
  rude to refuse but Kate was impatient to launch herself on what she thought of as the real world.

  Working in retail (You mean youre a shop girl, pet, Mum would correct her) was frustrating and rewarding and hard graft. Kate, despite her familys misgivings about
  missing out on a degree, was playing a long game. She had a head for business: surely the best way to develop it was in a hands-on environment, learning something practical every
  day.

  The real world turned out to be banal. Early starts. Clocking on and clocking off. Naively, Kate had assumed that working in a party supplies shop would be fun but retail was
  retail: it certainly didnt merit a collage of party snaps, like Charlies work hard/play hard life on campus.

  Hows the book coming along? She changed the subject.

  Slowly.

  Maybe itd go faster and youd have time to come home if you didnt party so much.

  Charlies answering OK, Grandma! would usually make Kate laugh but that night her insecurity called the shots. The thought of his lissom new friends with their girly names
   each one an Emma or a Sophie  made her feel like a careworn character from a Victorian novel: Poor Kate, the Humble Shopgirl who dies of consumption in an attic.

  Instead of laughing, Kate banged down the phone.

  Dismayed at herself, and wishing she hadnt done something so, well, Becca, Kate stared hard at the phone, then jumped when it rang.

  Hi, she said, sweetly and full of trepidation, relieved that Charlie had diffused the situation.

  The relief vanished when her gentle, peaceable Charlie spat, So, let me get this right. I do what Im told, yeah?

  No, listen, began Kate. She closed her eyes as the curdled conversation slipped away from her. I just

  Im not a poodle, Kate. I dont come when you click your fingers.

  I know that! Kate took a deep breath. Slamming the phone down was what Charlies mother did when he called home to check she was all right. To check she was alive. She
  should have foreseen the traumatic connections it would spark. I didnt mean to She stopped. Hang on. Whos there with you? she asked, as a female
  voice murmured in the background.

  Nobody, said Charlie.

  Kate assumed shed heard a stray snatch of radio until Charlie amended his answer to, Well, just Ellie.

  Just Ellie. Just a glossy haired, big eyed model-in-training. And you think its OK to have a private conversation with just Ellie in the room? Im talking to
  you, Charlie, not some silly tart Ive never even met.

  The silence was thick, like soup. Actually, said Charlie, youre on speakerphone.

  It was the girlish giggle that did it. Down went Kates phone for the second and final time. He let me embarrass myself. He aired our dirty linen in front of a stranger. He
  doesnt care how I feel. A thought that had been gestating for a while rose up fully formed. Charlies changed since he went away.

  In the white heat of her annoyance, Kate felt like a glorious martyr, a latter day Joan of Arc. Ive been supportive. I helped him move in to his digs. I never moan about how
  much I miss him.

  When he rang back, shed let him have it right between the eyes. Or shed cry. Kate folded her arms and waited; her Charlie wouldnt hold out for long.

  Kate fell asleep with her bedroom door open so she could hear the phone in the hallway, and woke up to its sulky silence in the morning.

  Despite her confidence in him, a day passed.

  Then two.

  Foolishly, Kate allowed herself to believe that Charlie had a cheeky plan to show up at the weekend. For forty-eight hours she watched the front door like an abandoned dog. Becca, an expert in
  Kate behaviour, guessed something was up, but her all men are pigs rants made Kate feel worse.

  Not all men were pigs. Charlie in particular was lovely. After the first rush of fury, Kate beatified him: St Charlie, patron saint of Good Boyfriends. He was kind, he was thoughtful, he was
  easy-going. But was he still hers?

  The silence set, like concrete. Kate didnt call because Charlie didnt call. Possibly, up in Staffordshire, Charlie didnt call because Kate didnt call. Shock set in
  that Charlie could turn on her so thoroughly, over something so petty.

  Becca was airily certain it would all come good. You cant split up, she said. Youre KateandCharlie! All one word!

  I think were separate words now, said Kate, changing TV channels willy nilly, unable to settle.

  Fight for him, advised Becca. Before some Emmy or Lucy nabs him.

  Were not like that, said Kate, miserably aware that the we might be past its sell-by date. She needed
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