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      If Cleo Nightingale had to list her biggest irritants, her top three would be a slam dunk. In no particular order:

      1 - Weddings.

      2 - Her brother, Duncan.

      3 - Saturdays that involved number one and number two.

      Saturdays like today.

      She rapped her knuckle on the door of his bedroom three times and waited for a response. Strictly speaking, it was her spare room and not his bedroom. For the moment, though, it was Duncan’s — ever since Michelle had turfed him out.

      No answer.

      She knocked again. “Duncan.” Her tone was getting irritated.

      “Just go without me!” he shouted through the wood. “Why would I want to go to a fucking wedding when I know relationships don’t work, anyway?” The door opened and Duncan peered out, his eyes bloodshot, his face pale, his dark hair sticking up at all angles. He looked like someone who’d drunk two bottles of wine the previous night, and perhaps a bit of whisky on top.

      Mainly because he had.

      “You know what I should do?”

      She took a step back when she smelt his breath, a heady mix of spite and battery acid.

      “Do enlighten me,” Cleo said, waiting for her brother’s words of wisdom. This should be good; she could see his face souring as he composed the words in his head.

      “I should turn up at the door of the church with a banner saying ‘Don’t do it, it’s all a bloody con’. Bang on the glass like Dustin Hoffman in The Graduate.”

      “They’re getting married in a hotel.” She tried not to smile too wide. “Look. I get it — I really do. Having your wife leave you sucks. You’re preaching to the choir. However, we’ve told Fionn we’re going to this wedding, and seeing as she’s one of our oldest and dearest friends, don’t you think we should? Even if you don’t want to go, do it for me. You’re crashing in my spare room, eating my food and drinking my wine, so think of it as doing something in return. Plus, Mum and Dad are going, so they’re going to expect us to be there, too.”

      He winced. “Facing Mum and Dad is not top of my to-do list when my life is up shit creek.”

      She sucked on the inside of her cheek, leaning on the hallway wall. He was acting like the baby she so vividly remembered crashing into her life when she was five years old, and then weeing in her Polly Pocket when he was old enough to walk.

      “You know what I mean. I’m saying that I want to go today, and you’re my plus one. I’ve been to enough weddings solo, and I’d prefer to have you as my escort.” She raked a hand through her still-knotty hair. “So for me, please. Jump in the shower, iron your shirt and be my knight in shining armour.”

      “You’re not normally fond of knights in shining armour.”

      “I’m all for them, so long as I don’t have to sleep with them.”

      Duncan sighed, folding his arms across his chest and blowing a raspberry. “Okay, you win. I’ll get showered and polish my suit of armour. I’ll need it to ward off the evil spirits of marriage.”

      She leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Thanks.” She pulled back before he could breathe his angry dragon breath anywhere near her. “And while you’re in the shower, try to think happy thoughts. I want a smiling Duncan by my side, not a snarly one.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” he said, standing up straight and yawning as he spoke, arms stretched over his head. “But tell me, why are you so bloody keen to go to a wedding? Marriage has hardly been kind to you, either, Mrs Divorced Before You’re 40.”

      Cleo flinched; she knew she wasn’t special, just another statistic, but when he put it like that it sounded so much worse. For today, though, she was determined not to think about herself and just be happy for Fionn. Because who knew, maybe it would work out for her? Maybe she would be one of the lucky ones, the ones who beamed when they spoke about their partners.

      It wasn’t something that had happened to her, nor lately, to her brother.

      “Let’s just say it’s not so much the marriage, more seeing everyone again — all Fionn’s family and friends. Plus, it’s food I don’t have to cook and wine I don’t have to buy, so it gets a thumbs-up from me.”
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      Becca Cramer might be the youngest of five sisters, but often, she felt like she was the lone sensible voice in the family. So far today, her sister Siobhan had laddered her tights and acted as if this was the literal end of the world (it wasn’t). Her sister Ruth had drunk too much wine before dessert and nearly fallen off her chair.

      Finally, her sister Rachel — the closest in age and also a lesbian — had spent the entire day gazing at her girlfriend, Alice, even though they’d been going out for over six months and so really should be over that part of their relationship by now.

      Frankly, Becca had enough love vibes surrounding her today, seeing as she was at the wedding of her cousin Fionn, who was marrying Ryan, a Chelsea fan. Becca was trying not to hold that against him.

      The main source of amusement so far had come from Ryan’s joint best men, pleasingly called Dave, Gaz and Tim. Having three best men, you’d think things would run smoothly — but that would mean you hadn’t factored in alcohol and nerves.

      Having Irish heritage, Becca had been to many (boozy) weddings, and in that time, she could count on her hand the amount of decent speeches she’d heard. Normally because the speech-givers were either crippled with nerves or just plain pissed. This wedding had hit the jackpot of both. Bingo!

      Apparently, Ryan had given his best men gifts of hip flasks with their names engraved on them, and filled the flasks with a nice single malt. To calm their nerves, the best men had downed all the single malt. When the time came to deliver their speeches, they’d belly-flopped spectacularly, the splash as they hit the water sending ripples all around the room.

      On the upside, the speeches had been short and the drinks flowing — two ingredients that could save any occasion, in Becca’s humble opinion.

      They were now at that part of the day where they were waiting for desserts, and the tables were getting restless. Becca was keeping an eye on her watch, her stomach gurgling in preparation for her upcoming chocolate fondant.

      Could she make it to Soho for a final few drinks later? It depended if she could slip away without offending too many people — or worse, alerting Rachel and Alice, because then they might want to come, too. No offence to her sister and her girlfriend, both of whom she loved dearly, but they were a little full-on right now. All her friends thought it was way cool she had a lesbian sister. They didn’t know the reality.

      “Is this going to be you two, soon?” That was her cousin, April — her lips gleaming pink — leaning over and addressing Rachel and Alice.

      In response, the pair looked at each other with loved-up grins on their faces, shrugging their shoulders like they’d never given it a second thought.

      Becca knew the truth. If Rachel and Alice didn’t spend half their time in bed picking out names for their future children and/or pets, she’d be amazed.

      “Not quite yet,” Rachel replied. “But if we do, you’ll be the first to know.”

      “Make sure I am,” April said, her cheeks alive with Pinot Grigio splotch. “I haven’t been to a gay wedding yet, so no leaving me out.”

      “Gay wedding, straight wedding, they’re all the same. Doomed.”

      Becca’s ears pricked up. Now here was something she could work with.

      “They all end in tears, mark my words,” continued the man who’d been introduced to the table as Duncan, and ever since had been drinking more than his fair share of red wine. It was only 5pm, but Duncan already had red-wine lips, along with stained front teeth. He refilled his glass one more time, as the woman next to him put her mouth to his ear and a hand to his arm.

      Duncan waved her away. “I’m not speaking that loudly,” he said, at a volume that made a woman at the next table turn her head.

      “Duncan!”

      The woman berating Duncan was his sister, Cleo — someone who had caught Becca’s attention from the moment she’d introduced herself to the table and sat down next to Alice. She was, according to Rachel, an old neighbour of the bride. Cleo and Duncan had grown up living next door to Fionn, but Duncan was clearly not that pleased to be here.

      Becca was glad Cleo had made the effort, though, as it never hurt to have a little eye candy at your table, did it? Cleo was dressed in black trousers, black shirt and black brogues, and she presented as some sort of stealth character from a Marvel movie, a mass of cheekbones, burnt amber hair and deep brown eyes, splashed with the colour and shine of autumnal conkers.

      She was saying something else in Duncan’s ear now, and Duncan was rolling his eyes.

      Becca was intrigued by Cleo, and she liked Duncan very much. Duncan was already drunk, and so already entertaining. Other people’s family being drunk and dramatic was so much more fun than her own.

      “Every time someone mentions love in the next speech, we should drink.” Duncan held up his glass, trying to stand up but being held down by Cleo. “Who’s with me?”

      Becca grinned. “I am,” she said, refilling her glass.

      Rachel turned and rolled her eyes. “Play nicely.”

      Becca gave her a look. “Relax,” she told her sister, catching Duncan’s eye and giving him a grin. “It’s just a drinking game. You’ve never played one of those at a wedding before?”

      Becca knew the answer already as she turned away. Rachel was still clearly on best behaviour mode when it came to Alice.

      However, out of the corner of Becca’s eye, she spied Alice filling her wine glass and holding it up. “I’m in!”

      Rachel tilted her head back in defeat.

      “Are you down on love, too?” Duncan asked Becca, reaching over Cleo to claim her uneaten bread roll.

      Cleo was either not that hungry or else she was in the anti-carbs brigade. Becca would lay bets it was the latter.

      Cleo watched her brother with a trained eye, something Becca was sure she’d done many times before.

      Becca shrugged. “Not exactly, I’m just taking a year off, seeing life from a different perspective.” Seeing Rachel’s gaze return her way, Becca held up a hand. “That doesn’t mean to say I don’t think Fionn and Ryan aren’t perfect for each other — they could be the match of the century for all I know. I just think weddings are a little… over the top sometimes.”

      “Says the wedding planner,” Rachel said, one eyebrow raised.

      Becca gave her a look. “I never said I didn’t want to make money out of it, I just don’t want to get married right now. That’s not a crime.”

      Duncan leaned forward, his left elbow landing in a butter pat. He either didn’t notice or he was ignoring it.

      “It’s not a crime — it’s the sensible option. Take it from someone whose wife left him because he doesn’t have enough courage to try new things,” he told Becca. “And there was me thinking it was all about ‘in good times and in bad’.” He paused. “Actually, I applaud you not wanting to take part in the whole charade.” And he began to do just that, until Cleo clamped a hand over his.

      “No clapping.” Her tone was firm and sure, and Duncan obeyed.

      Becca imagined most people had the same reaction. Cleo’s voice was business casual with a hint of sweet, insistent and firm. If Cleo whispered something in her ear, Becca knew she’d obey.

      Duncan reacted by cupping his mouth. “I’m not allowed to applaud you, but I do. On the inside.” He banged his chest like a war cry.

      A laugh bubbled up in Becca’s throat, but she swallowed it down as their attention was drawn to her uncle John, Fionn’s dad, getting up to speak. She sat up straight, giving Duncan a sly grin, her eyes meeting Cleo’s as they pulled away, getting caught there momentarily.

      Becca let her gaze settle, as did Cleo, and for a moment, nobody breathed. She inclined her wine glass, eyebrow raised. Cleo did the same, their glasses like pistols, but nobody was going to shoot.

      Uncle John applying his fingertip to the mic broke the spell, a loud ‘tap, tap, tap’ reverberating around the room.

      Becca’s gaze slid to the table, then back up to Cleo. She was still looking, her stare inquisitive, her features soft.

      Cleo was making Becca a little fuzzy, and heat rose to her cheeks as she twisted to get a view of her uncle, glad to have a shift of focus for a few minutes. She grabbed a glass of water her cousin April had poured for her and glugged it down in one. She’d probably drunk too much red wine already and she shouldn’t be egged on by Duncan. Pacing was what was needed.

      “As most of you know, there’s one major ingredient that has brought us here to this moment with Fionn and Ryan — and that is, overwhelmingly, love,” Uncle John began.

      “Hey!”

      Becca turned, to see Duncan holding up his wine glass, along with Alice. “He said love, you have to drink!”

      Becca flicked her gaze to Alice, who was already drinking; to Duncan who had his glass raised and ready; and then to Cleo, who was watching the whole scenario play out with an air of mild amusement. Becca gave her one last glance, which Cleo returned, and then grabbed her glass and took a sip, as Duncan drained his. She could support Duncan and not get wasted, she was sure of that.

      So long as Uncle John didn’t say the word love too much.
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      “So how long had you been married?” Becca had swapped seats with Alice to get the skinny on Duncan, whose lips were that little bit darker still — but from what he was telling her, she didn’t blame him. Duncan had taken his navy-blue suit jacket off and rolled up his sleeves, revealing ultra-hairy forearms. The amount of hair men had on their bodies always shocked her whenever she saw it. You could stack pencils in Duncan’s arm hair.

      “Four years,” he replied, stroking his jaw. Now the speeches were over and the tables were beginning to disband, he seemed less wound up, more relaxed. Perhaps it really was all the talk of love that had driven him to drink. “And I thought we were doing just fine. Just goes to prove it’s right what they say — you’re always the last to know.”

      “Are you still living together?”

      Becca might not be keen to get married right now, but that didn’t mean she’d ruled it out completely. But when she did, she wanted to avoid a situation like Duncan’s occurring — or to end up like her sister Siobhan, who was bringing up two kids on her own after her husband left.

      It was one of the reasons Becca had decided to take a year off dating and concentrate on herself and her career. So far, it was working. When you stopped thinking about women and sex, it was amazing the brain space you freed up to do other things. It was paying off career-wise, as she was due to start her dream job on Monday — as well as starting her wedding-planning business on the side.

      Duncan shook his head. “Nope, I moved out, I couldn’t stand the tension.” He jerked his head towards Cleo, who was chatting with Becca’s sister, Rachel. “I’m crashing at my sister’s place till I get myself sorted. And I’m thinking of showing Michelle that I can be spontaneous and try new things.” He leaned back in his chair. “I might just surprise her with what I’m capable of and who I really am.”

      Becca furrowed her brow. “Sounds intriguing. Are you actually Superman and you’re keeping it a dark secret?”

      “It will definitely involve a cape,” Duncan told her, grinning.

      A woman appeared behind him, putting both hands on his shoulders and giving them a squeeze.

      Duncan turned and when he saw who it was, jumped to his feet and gave the woman a hug.

      “This is my mum,” he told Becca, holding out a hand towards her. “And this is Becca, Fionn’s cousin and fellow non-believer in love.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” Becca said.

      Duncan’s mum shook her head, giving him a light slap on the arm. “Don’t listen to whatever he’s telling you. He still believes in love, and believes in it with his wife, too. He just needs to stop being such a big baby and get some backbone.”

      Duncan sat down, pushing out a chair for his mum, who took it. Even though he was over 6ft, he’d shrunk in his mum’s presence, perhaps going back to the little boy he’d always been to her.

      Cleo gave her mum a kiss before sitting back down.

      “You’re not moving back home anytime soon then, I take it?” his mum said.

      Duncan pursed his lips. “Not until Michelle stops being so hostile, no.”

      His mum rolled her eyes.

      “Nice to see you’re taking my side. I’ve been hurt, and I think, after chatting with Becca, I’ve made a decision. I’m going to tell my side of the story, because it takes two to tango.”

      His mum just gave him a grin, getting up and cupping his face. “Your side of the story? I’ve heard it all now,” she said, laughing. “I spoke to Michelle, and she just needs some time to calm down, and you just need to think about how you might make it up to her. You need to keep the romance alive in your relationship, otherwise things like this happen.” She lowered her voice and glanced at Cleo. “Look what happened to your sister — let that be a lesson to you.”

      Now Becca was intrigued. What happened to Cleo?

      “Anyway, I need the loo. Nice to meet you, Becca. See if you can talk some sense into my son, will you?”

      Did all mums attend the same school of advice-giving? Lesson one: tell your offspring to suck it up and get on with it. Duncan’s mum and her own were clearly cut from the same cloth. Becca would lay bets she served Buck’s Fizz and Twiglets on special occasions, too.

      “She never takes me seriously,” Duncan said, turning back to Becca. “But I’ll show her and Michelle that I can stand up and be a man.” Then he pouted, folded his arms, and scanned the room. “Is the bar open yet? I’ve had enough wine, I’m going to see if they’ve got a lager.” He got up, leaving Cleo and Becca staring at each other.

      Cleo moved to Duncan’s seat, and up close, Becca found herself overcome with shyness, a tingle of nerves flaring within her. She gulped as Cleo gave her a sure smile.

      “We haven’t been formerly introduced yet,” she said, holding out her hand.

      Becca’s eyes lingered on her smooth fingers, her short, manicured nails.

      “I’m Cleo, and I apologise on behalf of my family.” She laughed at her own joke, and Becca followed suit.

      “My family are all here, so I apologise on their behalf, too.” Becca took Cleo’s hand in hers and gripped it softly, not wanting to let go until she absolutely had to. When she looked up, Cleo was giving her a half smile.

      “I’m Becca,” she added.

      “I know,” Cleo replied.
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      Cleo sat at the table with a gaggle of Fionn’s cousins, trying to take her mind off the fact she’d do anything for a cigarette. Well, not quite anything, but she’d certainly kill to find a smoker in the crowd.

      Back when she was growing up, they’d been far easier to locate. Hell, back then, smoking had even been allowed in pubs and restaurants. Cleo had given up a year ago, but at times like these, when she’d been drinking for a couple of hours and could do with a break, having a cigarette had been the easy option.

      Not that the day had been as bad as she’d imagined. Weddings always brought out the cynical side in her — how could they not? — but this one had been quite enjoyable. She’d been cast in the role of her brother’s carer for the day, but after a rocky start, he’d come round to being a passable human.

      He was currently engaged in conversation with Jude, an estate agent and the middle child of the Cramer family, and it’d reached the stage in the evening where the dance floor had a smattering of the eager and the drunk, the DJ fulfilling her duty of playing Journey’s Don’t Stop Believin’ at least once.

      Cleo’s whole body tensed moments later as the first dance was announced and the floor cleared. She’d been dreading this part.

      “Mind if I sit?”

      She looked up to see Becca, the youngest Cramer sister, standing over her, one hand in her side pocket, her stance confident. Their conversation earlier had been brief, one of Becca’s cousins dragging her away to meet her new boyfriend. Cleo couldn’t imagine being the youngest of five siblings. She and Duncan got along just fine, but she was pretty sure she didn’t want three more of him.

      “Be my guest,” Cleo said, pushing the chair out with her right foot.

      Did Becca smoke? Being the youngest, she very well might. Of her office team, it was only the youngest who did.

      Becca smoothed down her patterned pink trousers as she sat back in the padded ballroom chair, rolling her shoulders as she did so. Cleo swept her eyes over Becca’s slim body, and her short, styled dark hair. It was shaved up the back and sides, with a carefully styled quiff on top. Cleo could never manage that — she’d be constantly fretting about it dropping, but Becca’s hair was still standing tall.

      “Long day?” Cleo enquired.

      Becca smiled again. “It’s been lovely, really. And Fionn seems happy, which is the main thing, right?”

      “So they tell me.” Cleo remembered her own wedding day, and how happy she’d been, too. In her experience, it wasn’t a sure-fire barometer of how the marriage was going to pan out.

      “You don’t sound enthused.”

      Cleo shook her head. “On the contrary, I think weddings are fab — so much optimism for the future, and a big celebration. Life needs more celebrations.”

      “And parties with free bars.”

      Cleo returned her grin. “My point exactly,” she said. “Don’t mind me, I’m just a little cynical. Fionn and Ryan will make it just fine and have a gazillion happy babies I’m sure.”

      They were currently dancing cheek to cheek, swaying to an Ed Sheeran number, phones all around the room capturing their intimate public moment.

      “They might even make one tonight.”

      When Cleo looked up, Becca’s face was wrinkled in a frown.

      “Too much?”

      “Just the thought makes me a little queasy,” Becca replied, sitting forward, flashing Cleo a fully loaded smile that held her attention.

      Becca was striking, but also strikingly young. How old had her mum been when she’d given birth? The age span between the first and the last child had to be at least 15 years. Cleo had gone to school with a girl whose nephew had been older than her, and she’d always found it fascinating. What was the age gap between Becca and her eldest niece or nephew?

      “That’s straight sex for you,” Cleo said, then put her hand over her mouth. That had meant to be an internal thought, but lately, those internal thoughts kept tumbling out of her mouth.

      But Becca let out a belly laugh, cocking her head at Cleo. “So you bat for the opposing team, too?”

      Cleo could feel her cheeks warming, and was glad of the dimmed lighting in the reception hall. “Apparently, out of a table of ten, there were four of us on table three. Scandalous.”

      “It totally is,” Becca replied.

      The sound of chairs being scraped back indicated the bride and groom were inviting their guests to join them in the second half of their first dance. The click of heels on the wooden dance floor, light laughter and throat-clearing as arms entwined and bodies pressed together, twirling in circular motion to the music.

      Cleo’s mum threw her head back as her dad spun her around — they were both keen dancers who knew their way around a floor. Cleo spotted Becca’s parents in the mix, too — she’d met them earlier — along with a clutch of aunts, uncles, friends and cousins who’d watched Strictly Come Dancing and wanted a go themselves.

      “I’ve always kinda cringed at this bit, haven’t you?” Becca’s voice sliced through her thoughts.

      Cleo sat up, shaking her head. “Not really — I was just admiring my parents. They’ve always loved to dance, and I’ve always been envious. I can hold my own, but I’ve never had a partner who wanted to do it with me. They, on the other hand, have been dance partners for life.”

      Becca’s gaze appraised her. “Whereas I just think the whole thing is a bit embarrassing — having to dance while everyone watches you. If I ever do get married, there’s no way I’m having a first dance.”

      Every muscle in Cleo’s body tensed. She hadn’t had one at her own wedding, and it was one of the biggest regrets of her life. With hindsight, she knew that was a warning — that Sara wouldn’t bend to the one thing she’d so wanted on her big day.

      “You might change your mind,” Cleo replied, hoping the smile she was giving Becca wasn’t too sad. “I think dancing’s an underrated skill. Plus, you know what they say — slick on your feet, slick between the sheets.” She paused. “Which is a maxim I don’t like to think about too much when I apply it to my parents.”

      Another loud laugh from Becca. “And if that’s true, I think we can safely say Fionn and Ryan won’t be making any babies later — he keeps treading on her foot. But she’s still laughing, so that’s a good sign.”

      Before Cleo could respond, Becca’s parents were heading towards them, relief spelt out on her dad’s face at being let off his dancing duties so early. He asked if they wanted drinks, and then disappeared to the bar.

      Becca’s mum, Martha, pulled out a seat and plonked herself next to them. Her cheeks were flushed from exertion, but her dyed, set hair was still perfect, her fascinator still angled just right. Plus, her cornflower-blue dress was one Cleo’s mum would salivate over.

      The last time Cleo had worn a dress was on her wedding day. She’d made so many mistakes on that day.

      “How you doing?” Martha gave her daughter a kiss on the cheek after she spoke.

      “We’re good — just marvelling at all the dodgy dancing going on,” Becca replied.

      “All part of a good wedding, and this one is great, isn’t it?” Martha didn’t wait for an answer. “Are you getting up to dance?”

      “With who?” Becca rolled her eyes at Cleo, then turned back to her mum. “I told you, I’m having a year off dating and that includes dancing. Well, slow dancing at least.”

      Cleo spotted pink creeping onto Becca’s cheeks.

      Martha smiled. “I know, you’ve told me enough times. Although why you’d cut off that part of your life baffles me. But then, I’m just a lowly mother, what do I know?” She gave her daughter an exaggerated shrug.

      “The dating game’s not the same as when you were young, it’s a different world.” Becca’s voice was tighter than it had been, her words not having quite the same bounce.

      “And what about you, Cleo? Do you feel the same?”

      Now that was a loaded question if ever Cleo heard one. “If a gorgeous woman wanted to come and sweep me off my feet, I’d be game.”

      Martha’s eyes widened at Cleo’s words, before she looked from Becca, to Cleo, and then back.

      “I didn’t realise you were a lesbian, too,” she said, failing to keep the shock out of her voice.

      Cleo felt the urge to laugh, but managed to keep a straight face. Becca’s family were just as entertaining as hers.

      “Why don’t you dance together?” Martha continued, oblivious. “You’d make a fabulous couple.”

      Becca shook her head, giving her mum a murderous look. “Just because Cleo is gay and so am I, doesn’t mean we’re going to get together or dance together — it doesn’t work like that.” Becca sighed. “So please stop embarrassing me. I thought we were past this stage.”

      Her mum let out a cackle of laughter. “You’re never too old to be embarrassed by your mum, surely?” She turned to Cleo. “We were on the same table as your parents at dinner, and I’ve invited them to our curry night in a few weeks’ time — you should come, too. You and your brother. You’re practically family for Fionn, after all.”

      Cleo kept her face neutral, nodding as she did. She already knew what Duncan would say to a happy family meal out, but she didn’t want to burst Martha’s bubble right away. “That sounds lovely,” she replied, as Martha got up.

      “I better go and find your dad, you know what he’s like. A free bar, he might be doing shots by now!”

      Cleo watched her go before turning back to Becca, who was shaking her head.

      “I was planning on making an escape to a bar in Soho later — around 11.” She looked Cleo straight in the eye. “Any interest in joining me? My mother thinks we should get married already as we’re both lesbians, so we may as well fuel her fire.”

      Cleo ground her teeth together as she sat back in her chair. Soho? That was like a planet from the dim, distant past. Yes, she might be turning 40 next year, but that didn’t count her out of the lesbian scene, did it? Plus, going out with someone much younger might give her a fresh perspective on life. And it surely had to be better than dancing to Abba one more time?

      A slow smile spread across her face as she nodded. “I can’t remember the last time I went out in Soho on a weekend, so you’re on.”
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      They arrived at Friends, Becca’s Soho bar of choice, just after 11.30pm. Situated underground, it was accessed through a slender doorway on a murky alleyway whose only other businesses were sex shops or pubs. If you didn’t know where you were going, you’d never find it.

      Tonight, as most Saturday nights, the bar was heaving. Even though it was a gay bar, at the weekend Friends turned into an everyone bar, with all ages and orientations squeezed into its four fluorescent walls.

      Cleo insisted on buying their first drinks, and Becca led the way through to the back bar. They added their thick winter coats to an overloaded rack, then found a sliver of wall to lean against and take a breath.  Next to them, two women were going for gold in a kissing contest — they hadn’t come up for air in the ten minutes they’d been standing there.

      Becca leaned over until her lips were hovering beside Cleo’s ear. The music in Friends was ramped up to the max. “You think she missed dinner?” She glanced towards the kissing couple.

      “I think she might have.” Cleo paused. “I remember doing that with my ex. Not in here, but in another gay bar, the rest of the world shut out. It’s just you and her, and that’s all that counts.” A sad smile flitted across her face. “I miss those days, even though it ended badly. The start of a relationship is always the best, so much to look forward to, so much of the unknown ahead.” She winced, shaking her head. “Sorry, over-sharing — blame the wedding and Duncan’s influence. And possibly the red wine.”

      Someone had clearly stamped on Cleo’s heart, leaving it bruised and misshapen. A wave of sympathy washed through Becca; she’d known heartbreak, too. She hadn’t meant to upset Cleo, and she hoped she could pull her up as quick as she’d fallen down.

      “The start of a relationship is exciting, but so far, mine haven’t ended well — which is why I’m taking a break.” Becca paused, glancing down at the floor before looking back up at Cleo. “And after that little speech, I take it you’re not seeing anyone at the moment?”

      Cleo shook her head, taking a sip of her vodka and Coke. “The clues are all there when I turn up to a wedding with my brother as my plus one. I heard some older aunty comment on what a lovely young couple we made, and I almost barfed. Still, at least I scored a younger man, I suppose.”

      “Even if it was your brother.”

      Another shake of the head, but this time, a little lighter. “What about you? Are you really taking a year off? It seems a bit extreme. I wasn’t sure if you were just saying that to wind your mum up.”

      Becca grinned. “No, I really am. Decided to do it after my flatmate and I calculated I hadn’t been single for longer than three months since I was 16. I was planning on playing the field when I broke up from my ex, but then I decided to do the opposite.”

      Cleo’s eyes widened. “Wow. And how old are you now?”

      “I’m 23,” Becca replied. “Seven years.”

      Cleo took a long slurp of her drink before replying. “Twenty-three — shit me. You’re a baby.”

      “Now you’re sounding like one of my sisters. Remember, I’m the youngest of five, so I have an old head on my shoulders.”

      Cleo held up her left palm. “I’ll take your word for it. Taking a year off is very disciplined — especially for a 23-year-old. Isn’t that the time you should be sowing your wild oats?”

      “Millennials aren’t the feckless youth the media portray us as,” Becca replied. “I don’t like smashed avocado, either.”

      Cleo’s face showed mock shock. “Can’t you be thrown out of millennial college for that?”

      Becca laughed, pleased to be steering the conversation to lighter topics.

      “But it’s been a good experience. No drama. No dating, which makes things cheaper. Nobody to impress, nobody else to consider. I’d tell anyone to try it. It’s a breath of fresh air.”

      The first few weeks had been strange, but by month three, she was into it. “I’m actually thinking I might stretch it to longer than a year, especially because I’m starting a new job on Monday and I need to focus all my energy on that so I can impress my new bosses. I want a clear head for my first day at school.”

      “Impressive. Have you got a new pencil case, too?”

      Becca smiled. “Metaphorically speaking, yes.”

      Cleo took a sip of her drink before replying, glancing at the kissing couple who had come up for air, now stroking each other’s faces. “I like your thinking, though.” She paused, hesitating before continuing. “When I started the job I have now, I’d just split up from my wife and I was a total mess.”

      Cleo looked her in the eye, clearly gauging her reaction to that statement.

      Becca kept her face straight. She hadn’t figured Cleo for being divorced, but then, she’d known her for less than a day, so what did she know? She bit down her inclination to ask more questions — she didn’t want to scare Cleo away. Perhaps if she just listened, she’d tell her. It was a trick she used with her sisters often.

      “I kept it together and got stuff done, but it was hard,” Cleo continued. “I was constantly dealing with stuff from my ex, and then having to take a deep breath and compose myself for a meeting — so there’s a lot to be said for having a clean slate and nothing else to worry about. Plus, I’m sure your bosses will appreciate having your undivided attention, too. I know I do when I have new staff.”

      “Exactly,” Becca replied, holding Cleo’s gaze. She really did have the most exquisite rich brown eyes.

      “My mum thinks I’m ridiculous, telling me I just have to get on with life and deal with things as they come. That I can’t plan for life or love, that I just need to roll with the punches. But why give yourself added complications? I’m enjoying the simplicity of my life right now.”

      “You sound like someone from one of those True Love Waits campaigns.”

      “That’s what Rachel said.”

      Cleo grinned. “But I get it. I had a year off after Sara and now I’ve had another year off unintentionally.” She snorted. “But next time, I’m going to get it right. For a start, it’s going to be somebody nearer my own age — she was ten years younger than me.” Cleo winced, sucking in one of her cheeks. “Not that all young people are feckless, present company being the perfect example. There were other issues, too. As time went on, I realised we didn’t click. Clicking is pretty important.”

      “In my world, too.” Becca inclined her head to the couple next to them, who were back to kissing. “You think they click?”

      “They do right now, but let’s see what happens when they have to start talking.”

      Becca laughed. “They’re talking — it’s called the language of love. Or lust.” She paused, breathing in Cleo’s perfume. She smelled delicious. “So we’re agreed not all younger lesbians are stupid?”

      “We’re agreed,” Cleo said, with a small sigh.

      “You make it sound like you’re ancient — you don’t look ancient.”

      Cleo raised a single eyebrow. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were flirting with me. But that would be in direct violation of your True Love Waits vows, wouldn’t it?”

      Okay, Becca deserved that. “I promise on my mother’s life,” Becca said, licking her index finger and crossing it over her chest, from left to right, then right to left, “that I am not flirting with you.”

      She was almost telling the truth, too.

      “I’ll believe you, thousands wouldn’t,” Cleo replied, glancing briefly at Becca’s lips, before allowing her gaze to slip back up Becca’s face and land on her eyes.

      A tiny shudder skipped down Becca’s spine as she did, but she ignored it.

      “I’m 39, so nearly as old as your eldest sister. How old is she? Fortyish?”

      Becca nodded. “She’s 41, so there’s 18 years between us. I was the surprise baby of the bunch.”

      “And the cutest, too.” And then it was Cleo’s turn to bite her lip and look abashed.

      Becca leaned forward as the music turned itself up a notch, The Weather Girls singing about the upcoming forecast and how it was predicted to be raining men.

      “I was definitely a cute baby, I’ve seen the photographic evidence,” she said, placing her lips beside Cleo’s ear again.

      Only this time, it felt different than a few minutes ago. Like they’d chiselled under the surface of their lives and got to know each other a fraction. That’s what being in a gay bar surrounded by women kissing did for you. It unlocked the door to certain, often buried emotions. That and the wine had made Becca brave, almost invincible.

      She was out on a Saturday in Soho with an attractive woman, and that hadn’t happened for a good few months.

      Emboldened, she added: “And if I wasn’t on a love hiatus, I’d totally flirt with you.”

      She stepped back and looked Cleo in the eye, licking her lips. She’d love nothing more than to lean forward and kiss her lips, but she knew she couldn’t. Because that would break the contract she had with herself.

      Plus, it would probably surprise the heck out of Cleo. Maybe it was the ambience, maybe she wanted to firm up Cleo’s faith in romance again, but for the first time since she’d broken up with her ex, Gwen, her libido was smiling again.

      Their gazes locked, held in a trance, and a rush of physical desire, worse than hunger, overtook Becca. She wrapped her hand around Cleo’s drink, and when their fingers brushed against each other, the shock of their connection made
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