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Originally it was just Natasha and Sophie. They met at Betterton Ladies’ College senior division when they were eleven and from the first day they were best friends. Both of them stood out in the class, Natasha because she was tall for her age and Sophie because she was from Newcastle and spoke with a weird sing-song accent that was quickly bullied out of her. By the time the bullies realized Sophie’s stepdad was rich and she lived in a house with a swimming pool and tennis courts, it was too late. Only Natasha was invited to enjoy them.


Sophie’s stepdad John had a son Sophie’s age called Marcus. Initially, Sophie had little to do with him. Why would she want to associate with a boy who yelled things like ‘he who smelt it, dealt it’ and left muddy trails all around the house? Luckily, most of the time he was at his mum Nora’s house, or away at prep school and then at Eton.

But then, Sophie and Natasha entered the world of puberty. They pored over the instructions on the Tampax pack. They studied the Just 17 diagrams on how to apply eyeshadow. They giggled about lush George Michael and gorgeous Rupert Everett, oblivious to their idols’ sexuality. (Natasha was even a little bit shaken when at the end of the decade she found out Freddie Mercury was not the marrying kind.)

Now when Marcus came back for the holidays, he was no longer an irritating irrelevance, but a boy from a major public school who knew other boys from major public schools and therefore had the ability to get them invited to parties attended by major public schoolboys, who – unlike Betterton boys with their bumfluff and acne – would look just like Rupert Everett or Nigel Havers in Chariots of Fire, wiping the salt spray off his lips as he ran along the beach, or Anthony Andrews in the TV adaptation of Brideshead Revisited (of course his character was gay too, but that bit somehow escaped them at the time).

Marcus, in turn, was thrilled to know two girls who knew other girls, whatever their background. Gradually, the three of them became friends: mixing advocaat and lemonade in his bedroom for sickly Snowballs to get them in the party mood, rolling spliffs, which they smoked under the apple tree at the back of the garden (Sophie and Marcus smoked a lot of cigarettes too, but Natasha had always refused – hadn’t they taken in those pictures of diseased lungs on the walls of the biology labs?) and staying up all night watching videos of Birdie and Midnight Express and Betty Blue.

For a while, they became addicted to a game called If I Were You. Each of them would write their name and put it in a hat. Each then picked a name out. Someone thought of a question – something like ‘If I were a colour, what colour would I be?’ – and you had to answer it as you thought that other person would. Then the others guessed whom you’d been impersonating. For self-obsessed teenagers it was the perfect pastime – a brief insight into how other people saw you, which you could obsess about for hours as you lay on your bed picking at your spots.

‘What kind of wedding would I have?’ was one question Sophie came up with, as they sat in Marcus’s room late one night, listening to the Cure and inhaling joss sticks.

Natasha had picked her own name. ‘I wouldn’t have a wedding,’ she said firmly. ‘I think marriage is an outdated institution. I’m going to live with a soulmate.’

Everyone giggled. Natasha was so obviously herself.

Marcus cleared his throat. ‘I’m going to have a small wedding, just me and my bride – er, I mean my spouse – perhaps in Tuscany. Very private, very romantic, just the two of us and maybe the old lady who runs the trattoria in the square as witness.’

‘Aaah,’ the girls breathed. Marcus was obviously himself too – he loved Tuscany, where his dad owned a villa, tucked on a hillside near Pisa looking out over acres of undulating countryside. He was such a romantic, it was touching. Both were sure they’d meet a man of their own like that one day.

‘Well, since it’s completely obvious that Tash was Tash and Markie was Markie, then you might as well all know that I plan a huge wedding on midsummer’s eve in Betterton church followed by a massive reception in the Betterton arboretum,’ Sophie said. ‘As many people as possible. A band. Loads of food. Everyone legless. And a photographer from Tatler.’ And they all laughed at Sophie’s irrepressibility.

Not that anyone was even remotely thinking about marriage yet. Sophie went out with a few of Marcus’s friends, Marcus went out with a few of theirs and Natasha – well, Natasha wasn’t really to public schoolboys’ taste, what with her thick glasses and slightly intense air, but she eventually had her own romance with Steven, from next door, who went to the technical college in Guildford, so she wasn’t a complete loser.

They were very happy times, until they were seventeen when Steven broke Natasha’s heart and almost the same day Sophie’s mum Rita announced that she and John were having a few problems and that she was going to go to her mother’s in Exeter for Christmas – ‘or however long it takes me to get my head together’ – and Sophie was coming too.

Sophie couldn’t believe it. Her mum had uprooted her from Newcastle and more or less insisted she embrace her new family. And she had done just that only to be instructed, at her mother’s next whim, to forget all about them. She pleaded to stay at John’s and at Betterton College, but Rita said she was her daughter and they had to be together. And very soon it had become clear Rita would never get back with John, after Jimmy, the barman at the Betterton pub who always refused to serve Sophie’s gang, started visiting, every weekend and some week-nights as well.

Still, she’d kept in touch with long letters and phone calls (no email or texts then, impossible as it was to believe) and visits. When they all ended up in London after uni – or secretarial college in Sophie’s case – they’d shared the house in Shepherd’s Bush that John bought Marcus as a graduation present for several happy years.

Sophie was the first to break the trio, moving to her boyfriend Charlie’s place in Clapham. Then Natasha bought her own place, with the help of a lump sum from her parents. Then Sophie dumped Charlie for Andy and immediately moved in with him. For a couple of months she went completely off radar, preoccupied with her new romance. But more and more Andy started going abroad for work, and Sophie was back in their lives again.

And then a year ago, Marcus had met Lainey and fallen violently in love, and suddenly he was never around because he was always whisking her off on mini-breaks and staying in bed for whole weekends and doing the wedding list at the Conran Shop and so it was just Sophie and Natasha again.
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Natasha Green looked at her Georg Jensen watch and felt a stab of anxiety. It was 3.53 p.m. on a Saturday in April and her minicab was crawling down Park Lane. A cold wind was blowing in through the driver’s open window, but still she felt hot with panic. Marcus and Lainey’s wedding started in seven minutes. Natasha was never late for anything. But she was going to miss this.


Her phone rang. Fumbling in her bag, she pulled it out. As she expected. Sophie.

‘Soph, I’m on my way.’

‘Where are you?’ Sophie bellowed over jangling church bells.

‘I’m coming,’ Natasha promised. ‘My flight got in late. I’m coming straight from the airport but the traffic’s barely moving.’

‘Oh, Tash.’ Sophie sighed. ‘I don’t know what to do. You’re not here. Nor’s bloody Andy. Nor Mum. I’m trying to reserve a whole pew and Marcus’s rellies are getting stroppy.’

‘Well, there’s nothing I can do.’

‘Can’t you get the tube or something?’

‘Not really. I’m travelling with a huge great suitcase and a laptop.’

‘Hang on a sec,’ Sophie hissed. Her voice faded out slightly. ‘Lavinia! How are you? Great, thanks! No, he’s not here yet. He’s working.’ She came back in loud and clear. ‘Tashie, sorry. I’ve got to go. I’ll see you in a second.’

‘I’m on my way. How’s Marcus?’

But the line went dead.

Natasha sighed, looking down at her shoes. Black Bally pumps. Hardly wedding footwear, but what could she do? Her plane from Munich had been supposed to get in at 9 a.m., which would have given her hours to get home, have a long, hot bath, tart herself up and still have plenty of time to get to the church. But there had been ‘technical problems’ with the flight, which meant it had been delayed and delayed and then rerouted via Paris.

In the end she’d landed at Heathrow at 2.15 p.m. and by the time Natasha had left the airport it was nearly 3 p.m. and she had no time even to dash to the airport shops and buy herself something to replace her navy Jil Sander power suit that was ideal for a meeting with German TV executives, but not for a London wedding. Her wedding outfit, selected so carefully by Maeve, her personal shopper at Brown’s, was hanging in the wardrobe back home. Why hadn’t she taken it to Germany? She could go home and change, but then she would miss the ceremony and that was not an option. Natasha was furious with herself. She liked to control every aspect of her life. How could she have cocked up today so badly?

She pulled out her compact to check her face. Short, dyed blonde hair in a fluffy cut, a slightly hooked nose and pale skin. She blotted the oily shine with some powder, then filled in her full lips with her reddest Dior lipstick. She frowned at the result. Handsome was the best anyone could ever say about it; or striking, perhaps. She stopped herself firmly. No one would be looking at her anyway. This was Marcus and Lainey’s day.

Her phone rang again. Annoyed this time, she grabbed it. ‘Sophie, I’m coming!’

‘Who’s Sophie?’ said an amused voice. It was Dom, her deputy at Rollercoaster TV. Dom was her mate, of course, but there was an unwritten rule: they didn’t call each other at weekends.

‘What do you want?’

‘Charming,’ he laughed. ‘I’m in the office and I need to get the file for the meeting with the Americans on Monday and I can’t remember the password.’

‘In the office on a Saturday? You sad, sad little man.’

‘I know, but I have to go over it one more time. I’ve got a big night tonight so I want to reserve all tomorrow for my hangover.’

‘Hang on a sec, I’ll have to look it up.’ Natasha jabbed at her Psion.

‘So who’s Sophie?’ Dom asked idly.

‘You know. My friend. The one you met in Jamie’s that time.’

‘Oh, her! The one who looks like Catherine Zeta-Jones.’

‘That’s the one,’ Natasha said wearily. The car suddenly started moving forward at Zimmer-frame pace as opposed to tortoise. ‘Dom, I have to go. The password’s “superstar”. See you Monday.’

‘See you.’ And he was gone.

As the car passed the Lanesborough and began driving down Knightsbridge, Natasha thought of what Dom had just said. Catherine Zeta-Jones. People often said that about Sophie. Before that, when CZJ was still a B-list television star, they had said Elizabeth Taylor – the younger version, obviously, with the violet eyes and raven-wing hair, rather than the bloated Betty-Ford version who wore kaftans and hung out with Michael Jackson.

‘Who do I look like?’ Natasha had made the mistake of asking once, over dinner, when she was about thirteen. Present were her, Mum, Dad, her sister Lesley, who was sixteen with a big bust, a perm and a boyfriend who’d left school already, and Sophie, who’d come round ‘to do homework’.

‘You’re a jolie laide,’ Lesley had said. ‘Can I have some more, Mum?’

‘What does jolie laide mean?’ Sophie asked.

‘It means pretty-ugly,’ Lesley said smugly. ‘Which you’d know if you were any good at French.’

‘Don’t be snide, Lesley,’ Dad barked. And that was the end of that subject.

‘What does jolie laide mean?’ she had later asked Sophie’s mum, Rita, who always had an answer for everything.

Rita had looked at her curiously. ‘It means very attractive. Like, say …’ Natasha could see her frowning as she searched for inspiration. ‘Like Anjelica Houston. Gorgeous.’

‘OK,’ said Natasha. She spent a long time poring over pictures of Anjelica Houston after that. Gorgeous was not the word she’d use for someone with such a huge nose and ashen skin, even if she had been Jack Nicholson’s lover for years. Anyway, in the end he left her for someone younger. And prettier, with a snub nose and tanned skin.

Of course, by now Natasha was used to living in Sophie’s shadow. She had come to terms with the fact that, no matter how many facials she had or designer clothes she bought, her friend would always be prettier than her, always have an adoring boyfriend on her arm. Natasha had to keep reminding herself that she wasn’t exactly hard done by herself: she had a job as head of drama for the most successful independent TV company in Britain, which meant enough money to buy pretty much anything she wanted, an amazing flat in the centre of London and a hotline to the maître d’ of each of the capital’s best restaurants. With all that, who needed a man, who – unless you were as lovely as Sophie – would only sooner or later break your heart?

The car pulled up beside the church. Oh, thank God, there was Lainey, perfect in her long column of a wedding dress, keeping Marcus waiting as usual. Her father, who was surprisingly small, was holding an umbrella over her and looking flustered, while the three tiny bridesmaids giggled around her feet.

‘Twenty quid exactly, darling.’

Natasha pulled a note and a couple of coins from her purse. ‘Can I have a receipt?’

‘No problem.’ Slowly, the driver started writing on a little card. Come on. The group was turning in the direction of the church now. Take your time, Lainey. Dawdle.

There was a tap on the window. Natasha looked round. Waving through the glass was Sophie’s mum.

‘Rita!’ she cried, taking the receipt and jumping out of the car. She hugged her tight, inhaling the familiar smell of Yves Saint-Laurent’s Opium and Gauloises Blondes. ‘You look glorious.’

She did. Rita’s role model was Joan Collins and she religiously studied all her beauty books, imbibing huge quantities of avocado (fattening but so good for the skin), avoiding white pepper (‘It’s evil! Evil!’), smoking like a banshee (well, Joan looked great on it) and even obtaining a much younger husband. She drove Sophie up the wall but Natasha adored her, because, despite – or more likely because of – having had three husbands and a scandalous past, she always looked great and seemed to be having so much fun. Something, Natasha had written in her little black Smythson notebook, she really ought to have more of.

‘Are you going to take your bags?’ asked the cab driver.

‘Oh, yes – sorry!’ Natasha opened the boot and pulled out her grey Samsonite and matching laptop case.

‘Darling,’ said Rita, looking her up and down. ‘This is a wedding, you know, not a conference.’

‘I know. I’ve just got back from a meeting in Munich. Didn’t have time to change.’

Rita laughed. ‘Oh well. At least you’ll stand out in the crowd.’

Natasha’s mobile started to ring again. She glanced at it, then switched it off. ‘Rita, that’s your daughter. We’d better go in. She’s saving us a seat.’

‘I know. She’s called me about eighteen times, the silly.’

Natasha suddenly got that wooden feeling on her neck that happens when someone is looking at you. She turned round. A stocky man about her age in a morning suit with a white streak in his black hair, like a badger, was watching them and smiling. Natasha recognized him instantly. Alastair Costello. Author of The Silent D., one of the hottest novels of the past few years. Rising literary superstar. She’d always fancied him in photos, and in the flesh he didn’t disappoint.

Flushing, she looked away.

‘Come on,’ she said to Rita.

‘Coming, darling.’ Rita blew a theatrical kiss at Lainey. ‘Good luck, gorgeous. Break a leg.’

Rita had never actually been an actress; she’d gone to drama school but abandoned the stage to marry Sophie’s father. Still, she’d never lost her taste for terms of endearment and odd superstitions.

‘Heavens, I have cut it a bit fine,’ she whispered as they entered the church. ‘I just nipped into the hotel on the corner to buy some fags and there was old Milo Henderson. I hadn’t seen him in years, so we just had a quick glass of champagne and I didn’t realize where the time went. I do love coming up to London.’

‘How’s Jimmy?’ Jimmy the former barman and Rita lived in a draughty cottage in Devon, where he restored pictures and she spent a lot of time watching daytime TV and driving into Totnes for coffee with her girlfriends. For obvious reasons, he hadn’t been invited today.

‘He’s very well, thank you. Though I must say it’s quite nice to have a day off from him. You can get cabin fever, stuck out together in the wilds.’

Natasha looked around and saw Sophie in the second row on the right, gesturing at them furiously. As usual, she looked devastating: in a blue silk dress, slit right up the side. Natasha glanced down at her suit, mortified.

‘Come on,’ Sophie hissed. ‘Hurry up.’

‘Hello, darling,’ Rita said, kissing her. ‘Don’t you look nice? You’ve always been so good at that English eccentric look.’

‘Yeah, well, whatever. Mum, where have you been?’ She turned to Natasha. ‘Um, you look very smart.’

‘Where’s gorgeous Andy?’ Rita asked, before Natasha could explain herself.

‘Working.’ Sophie scowled. ‘As usual. I don’t know who’s worse – him or Tasha.’

‘Is he? How boring. And on a Saturday. Does he never get time off?’

‘He’s doing something for the Sunday Standard.’

But Rita was on to her next object of enquiry, bending forward to scrutinize her former stepson, who was standing petrified at the front of the church. ‘Oh, doesn’t Marcus look handsome? Gosh, it must be… how long since I last saw him? Five years?’

‘About that,’ Natasha said.

‘And is he still a banker?’

‘Yup. Just like his dad. Dresden, Meissen, Scheldon. He’s loaded.’

‘Oh. How nice for Lainey. How was it they met, again?’

Rita asked.

‘In a club or something, I think. I’m not a hundred per cent sure. It’s all been such a whirlwind.’

‘Less than a year, isn’t it?’

‘That’s right.’ One day Marcus had been single, having been dumped by his last girlfriend for spending more time at his desk than with her, the next he had sent Natasha and Sophie an email saying: I think I’ve met Miss Right. Three months later he and Lainey were engaged and just nine months on here they were.

Still, Lainey was great: really, she was, quite unlike the identikit Sloanes Marcus usually went for. She was tall and skinny, blonde admittedly but with a short choppy style and a beaky nose actually not that unlike Natasha’s. But while Natasha wondered every day if she was brave enough for plastic surgery, in Lainey’s case, it just added to her already considerable character. She wore floppy ethnic trousers, vest tops, flip-flops and dowry-loads of silver jewellery from obscure boutiques, and before she met Marcus she’d been a dedicated clubber, spending every weekend away from the government offices where she somehow held down a job (although she never talked about it) dancing on podiums and swallowing vast quantities of chemicals.

At first sight, deep-voiced, dependable Marcus had seemed far too straight for her, but they had fallen so instantly and passionately in love that little lifestyle differences seemed irrelevant. Anyway, when you scratched Lainey’s boho surface, she and Marcus weren’t really so far apart: he was Eton, she was Cheltenham Ladies’; he was a banker, she was a civil servant; and no amount of pills and nicotine could dull her pink and white upper-middle-class complexion. And since the engagement, Lainey had made a big effort to tone things down, jacking in the class As, getting into t’ai chi, going mainly vegetarian and concentrating all her efforts into producing the wedding of the century. Initially unsure, Natasha was gradually warming to her, although they’d only met a handful of times, one of which was at Lainey’s hen night in a club in King’s Cross, which had to rank as Natasha’s most hellish experience since her first month working for Barney when he made her dress up as a chicken and hand out leaflets promoting the company’s new quiz show.

Her thoughts were stopped short as her neck turned to wood again. She glanced over her shoulder. There was Alastair Costello – how come Lainey knew him? – staring at her intensely. Colour flooded her face as the organ struck up the Wedding March. Everyone stood up and looked around expectantly at Lainey, coming up the aisle on her father’s arm. Marcus glanced over his shoulder and his frozen face melted away into a banana grin.

‘Aaaah,’ Rita sighed.

Quite unexpectedly, Natasha felt her eyes fill with tears. She glanced at Sophie who seemed similarly moved. They smiled at each other. Marcus, of course, was a grown man with a fabulous job and life, but to them he would always be their slightly bumbling surrogate brother.

‘Doesn’t he look cute?’ Sophie whispered.

He did and the ceremony, even the potentially cringy Native American love incantation read by Lainey’s dancer mate Taz, was very moving, although not so much so that Rita needed to sob theatrically throughout.
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The reception was just five minutes’ walk down the road, in a big Georgian townhouse behind Harrods made up of a maze of interconnecting rooms. As Natasha and Sophie walked through the door, a jazz band was playing and waitresses hovered with trays of champagne and cocktails. Lainey and Marcus stood on the landing halfway up the sweeping staircase, surrounded by effusive guests. Marcus’s long-estranged parents John and Nora stood side by side, staring into space like strangers in a crowded lift; while Lainey’s surprisingly Home Counties parents shook hands and made small talk.


‘Wow,’ said Sophie, looking around like a child in Harrods’ Christmas grotto. ‘How incredible is this?’

Natasha frowned. ‘It’s weird, isn’t it? I mean it’s not really very Marcus. Do you remember how he always said he wanted a tiny wedding in Tuscany, just him and his bride in the village square?’

‘Lainey’s way too much of the party girl to have ever gone for that,’ Sophie said approvingly. Sophie had a bit of a crush on Lainey, second only to her passion for Nigella Lawson and Jools ‘Mrs Jamie’ Oliver: women who pottered round picturesque kitchens surrounded by equally photogenic children and were paid for it, even though their rich husbands made it unnecessary for them ever to earn a penny.

She tapped Rita, who was laughing uproariously with some elderly-looking guy, on the shoulder. ‘Mum, got any fags?’ She turned back to Natasha. ‘I’m just going to have a quick smoke before Andy gets here and then we’ll go and pay our respects.’

Rita handed her a cigarette without missing a flirting beat.

‘Do you have a light, Mum?’ Sophie said. ‘Mum?’ She turned to Natasha again. ‘God, what is she like?’

But suddenly Alastair Costello was in front of them, flourishing a gold Zippo. Natasha’s stomach lurched again. Not that he’d be interested in her: look at him, zoning straight in on Sophie.

‘Thank you,’ Sophie said, smiling sweetly. ‘So rare to find another smoker these days.’

‘Oh, I don’t actually smoke,’ the man said. He had a lovely Scottish accent, that spoke of glens and lochs and fine malts. ‘I just like to be of assistance.’ He held out his hand. ‘Alastair Costello.’

‘Hi,’ she smiled, clearly not recognizing the name at all, just as a voice behind them said: ‘S-Sophie.’

‘Damn,’ said Sophie, trying to hide the cigarette behind her back. A tall man was standing there. He had battered features, sallow skin and heavy-lidded eyes, all of which made up an oddly sexy whole. Andy. Sophie’s boyfriend of nearly four years.

‘So you made it,’ she said coldly.

‘S-Soph, I’m really sorry, it was a cock-up. I just couldn’t leave this job.’ He leaned forward to kiss her, but she ducked her head away, like Princess Diana when she presented Charles with the polo trophy.

‘You bloody embarrassed me in the church.’

Alastair gave them an amused look, then turned to Natasha. ‘Alastair Costello.’

‘Natasha Green,’ said Natasha, liking the feel of his smooth, warm hand.

‘And what is your role here, Natasha Green?’

‘I’m one of Marcus’s oldest friends. And Sophie used to be his stepsister,’ she added, gesticulating towards Sophie and Andy who were now arguing in low voices. She didn’t know why she had to bring in Sophie, but men always wanted to know about her. ‘And how about you?’

‘Oh, I’m an old mate of Lainey’s brother Geraint,’ he said, nodding at a man with a pre-Raphaelite head of curls on the other side of the room. ‘He lives in the States now, so I haven’t seen him for years. Not really sure why I’m here. To make up the numbers, I guess.’

Normally when Natasha met someone she’d fancied from afar, she’d rather have pulled up her skirt and flashed her knickers than admit she knew their name. But Natasha knew a bit about writers, and she knew how to win their hearts.

‘The Silent D. is my favourite book in years and years. I’ve given copies to all my friends.’ Actually, that wasn’t quite true: she’d found the book’s tone a bit too flippant and heartless. It was very funny though. And anyway, who cared about a little white lie when it made Alastair grin so widely?

‘You know I wrote The Silent D.? Wow. Makes it all worthwhile when you hear something like that.’ He looked her up and down again. ‘I like your outfit. It’s – uh – very unusual.’ He didn’t sound bitchy, just gently teasing, as if she were an old friend.

Natasha flushed and then laughed too brightly. ‘Oh God, I know I look a mess. I had to come straight from the airport. My plane was delayed. I was at a meeting in Munich yesterday.’

‘In Munich? How glamorous.’

‘It wasn’t at all,’ Natasha shook her head. ‘Unless you think sitting in a boardroom from nine a.m. to ten p.m. with two twenty-minute meal breaks is glamorous.’

‘What is it you do?’ He sounded genuinely interested.

She waved a dismissive hand in the air. ‘I work in TV.’

‘Really? Doing what?’

‘I’m head of drama for Rollercoaster,’ she said. It was hard to keep the bubble of pride out of her voice. Everyone knew Rollercoaster was the best.

‘Really?’ he said again, but just then Rita, who was still gabbling with the old boy, grabbed her.

‘Darling, you’ll know. Is it true Lainey is giving up her job?’ she asked.

‘Yes, she is.’ Lainey had decided that the life of a servant of the realm was no longer for her.

‘Excuse me,’ mouthed Alastair Costello and disappeared into the crowd. Bollocks, bugger and damnation.

‘And what’s she going to be doing? Painting?’ Rita persisted.

‘Uh, yes,’ Natasha said, her eyes still on Alastair’s broad back.

‘What are her paintings like?’

‘I don’t know. I’ve never actually seen any. But she’s got to be pretty good to be doing it full time. She’s going to have a studio in the new house.’

‘I think it’s marvellous.’ Rita turned back to the buffer. ‘Lainey and Marcus have bought a fabulous house in Notting Hill, apparently. Have you seen it yet, Natasha?’

‘No, they only moved in last week,’ she replied as a dinner-gong banged.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ bellowed Archie, Marcus’s red-faced best man, ‘please take your seats for dinner.’

‘Dinner?’ Rita said, glancing at her watch. ‘But it’s only half past five.’

‘We’re in wedding time,’ Natasha said. ‘You eat all your meals at weird hours and when you think it must be midnight you find out it’s just gone eight.’ That was her experience, in any case. Events like this could drag a bit when you were on your own.

They made their way up the stairs to the dining room, packed with tables with starched cloths and elaborate flower displays. Natasha was on the ‘Ledbury Road’ table. She checked the place cards: someone called Franklin Rivers was on her right side. No doubt Lainey’s kind attempt at a fix-up. Why couldn’t she have given her Alastair Costello? She glanced around the room for him, but he was nowhere to be seen. Instead her eye was caught by Sophie, two tables away, laughing with some curly-haired guy.

‘H-hi.’

‘Hi, Andy.’ He was on her left side. Sophie had begged Lainey to put him next to ‘someone he’d be comfortable with’, since he was undeniably rubbish at small talk. ‘How are you?’

‘F-fine. How are you?’ he said as the ‘ironic’ prawn cocktail starter was placed in front of him.

‘Oh, you know.’ She shrugged. ‘Busy.’ Natasha had a degree from Oxford, but in Andy’s presence her conversational levels were reduced to those of a five-year-old. ‘What’s up with you?’

‘N-not much.’ He glanced furtively at Sophie, but she was gazing raptly at the curly-haired man. He looked back at Natasha and lowered his voice. ‘I’m off to Iraq next week, b-but Soph doesn’t know that yet. She’s going to kill me when I tell her.’

‘Oh, right.’ Natasha too glanced at Sophie. ‘It’ll be OK, Andy. It’s your job. Sophie understands that.’

‘Mmm.’ When he frowned, he was more beautiful than ever. ‘I don’t know, Natasha. She keeps asking why I can’t get a London-based job, like all her friends’ boyfriends. But obviously I can’t. Flying round the world is what I do. Still, it is difficult. I had to miss Clare’s baby’s christening last weekend and she was furious. Says she’s sick of turning up everywhere on her own.’

I know the feeling, Natasha thought. But no one ever would know that about her. Natasha had gradually stopped ever discussing her private life, so much did she hate the pity in people’s eyes at her perpetually single status.

‘Andy,’ Rita cried from her side of the table. ‘Tell me what you’re up to. When are you and Sophie going to come and see us in Devon?’

‘Soon,’ said Andy looking a little pained. Rita loved alternately to flirt with Andy or nag him about spending more time with Sophie. He never knew how to take it.

‘Remember it’s my daughter’s birthday on Monday. I hope you’ve bought her something lovely. A girl needs cheering when she gets to thirty-two.’

Natasha was longing to hear his answer, but at that moment Franklin Rivers, who had slipped into his seat beside her, decided to start a conversation.

‘So, uh, Natasha. How’s it going? Franklin, by the way.’ He was about half her height, with bulging insect eyes and an American accent. How flattering he should have been deemed a potential boyfriend. Still, she had to be polite.

‘Nice to meet you, Franklin. Do excuse the outfit. I had to come straight from the airport in my business clothes. Must be early Alzheimer’s.’ She laughed brightly.

Franklin looked pained. ‘My father died of Alzheimer’s. It’s a tragic disease.’

‘Oh. Sorry.’ Before Natasha could brain herself with the glass thing holding flowers in the middle of the table, she felt a hand on her shoulder. Lainey and Marcus, doing the rounds.

‘Lainey! You look beautiful … ‘You could never say it too many times to a bride.

‘Are you having a lovely time?’ Lainey breathed in her husky sarf-London tones that belied years of expensive schooling.

Now was not the time for truth-telling. ‘Amazing. And you’re so gorgeous.’ Natasha turned to Marcus, who was standing behind his new wife, his forehead shiny with sweat. ‘Congratulations. How are you feeling about the speech?’

‘Nervous as hell,’ he said. His phone beeped inside his jacket pocket. He pulled it out and, frowning, read the message. ‘Bugger,’ he muttered. ‘Sorry, Tash. Just a couple of problems with the office. Can you believe it? They never leave me alone, not even on my wedding day.’

‘Come on,’ Lainey said, tugging at his sleeve. ‘We’ve nine tables to get through.’ They moved on.

‘Who do you normally fly with?’ Franklin asked as the main course of salmon in miso sauce was placed in front of him. ‘I find British Airways excellent, although it irritates me the way they serve the canapés after take-off. United on the other hand…’

Natasha could take no more. ‘Excuse me,’ she said, getting up and wiggling through the tables. The ladies’ was downstairs. She spent as long in her cubicle as she could without people suspecting her of being bulimic, then brushed her hair out and reapplied lipstick. With any luck, by now Franklin would be boring Lainey’s cousin on his other side.

She was coming up the stairs when she saw Alastair standing at the top. ‘Having fun?’ she said brightly, hoping he couldn’t hear her heart banging.

‘Yeah, it’s great,’ he said, unenthusiastically. ‘Weddings always make me feel a bit sad, though.’

‘Oh. Why?’

He shrugged. ‘They just do. Anyway, Natasha Green, I was hoping I’d get a chance to see you again, because I’m going to have to rush away after the dinner. Friend’s birthday bash. Shame because I’d love to have a good gossip with you about Rollercoaster. I’ve been a fan of the stuff you guys produce for ages.’ Just then a tall woman in a long red dress snaked up to him and wrapped her arm around his waist.

‘Ally, sweetie, I’ve been trying to grab you all day! How’s Aurelia? Is she here?’

‘Er, no, she’s in LA this week.’

‘Shame. Well, send her my love. I guess it’ll be you two next. How long has it been? Six years?’

‘Excuse me,’ said Natasha hastily. She turned to Alastair. ‘Listen, I’d love to have you writing for us. Do you have a card or something? We’ll have lunch.’

‘Er …’ He fumbled in his pocket. ‘No card. But here, this is my number.’ He pulled the order of service out of his pocket and scribbled on it.

‘Good,’ she said briskly. ‘I’ll be in touch.’

She made her way back to the table where Franklin was sitting crumbling a bread roll, while Lainey’s cousin ignored him. Alastair Costello had a girlfriend. Typical. But then a man like that would obviously be attached. That didn’t mean she couldn’t forge a valuable work link. Natasha was a pro.

As she sat down, a gong banged.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ shouted the by-now-pissed Archie. ‘Prepare yourselves for the father of the bride.’
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Sophie was furious with Andy for letting her down again, but she was also secretly relieved he’d missed the ceremony. Sophie had spent too many Saturdays standing next to him in churches, or register offices, or on lawns of country house hotels, hearing couples who’d known each other for half the time they had pledging their undying love.


The first wedding they’d attended together, she’d squeezed his hand during the soppy bits, but he’d simply yawned and stared into space, not embarrassed by her hints, just oblivious, apparently making no connection between the event taking place in front of them and their own situation. It was as if he was watching elephants rolling in hay at the zoo, rather than some ritual which surely any couple who had been together as long as they had ought to want to go through.

She was thinking this as she approached her table where a tall, curly-haired man with good teeth in a Paisley shirt and red velvet smoking jacket was sitting next to what she was pretty sure was her place. Suddenly the day brightened.

‘Hi,’ said Paisley, jumping to his feet and shaking her hand. ‘I’m Elliot. And my luck’s obviously in tonight.’

Sophie’s eyes lit up. A harmless flirtation always gave her such a boost.

‘Sophie.’ She could just see Andy out of the corner of her eye at the table behind her talking earnestly to Tasha. She twisted in her chair, so his face disappeared from her line of sight. ‘I’m Marcus’s former stepsister. And since I’ve never seen you before, you must be a friend of Lainey’s.’

He was, from Bristol Uni, and he started telling her about his job as the head of a small record label that had been bought five years ago by a multinational. Sophie was enthralled. All right, Elliot almost never finished work until midnight – since he was usually at a gig or schmoozing artists at the Oxo Tower – but hey, his bonus was double what she and Andy earned in a year and at least when he was away on business he was staying at the Four Seasons, Miami, unlike Andy who was usually dossing down on an army barracks floor in some war zone.

She laughed at Elliot’s jokes, let him light her cigarette between courses, leaned forward and back when he did and totally ignored the old uncle to her right, but that was OK because he was laughing with some old aunt. As for the girl on Elliot’s other side, well, she should have just made more of an effort.

Somehow, Sophie neglected to tell Elliot about Andy. But then he didn’t ask. Anyway, Sophie always hated telling attractive men she had a boyfriend. What harm in keeping one’s options a little open?

After the speeches, which consisted of all the old stories about the time Marcus had chundered into his grandmother’s handbag and his slightly too intense passion for Lara Croft, Sophie sat back and lit another cigarette. ‘Bit of a surprise, Lainey having such a traditional wedding, wasn’t it?’ she said, fluttering her eyelashes.

‘It’s typical Lainey,’ Elliot said. ‘She makes out she’s so alternative but at heart she’s as old-fashioned as they come. She hates work and now she’s found her get-out-of-jail card in the form of a rich man to pay for her to mooch around Notting Hill all day.’

Taken aback by his bitchy tone, Sophie was rescued from a response by a bony hand resting on her shoulder. ‘Sophieee! How’s it going?’ It was Maura, Archie’s annoying wife whom he’d married when they were both about twelve.

‘Good, thanks.’ Sophie smiled without using her eyes. ‘And you?’

‘Oh, mad. You know, three kids. It isn’t easy. They’re with the nanny today, thank God. I had to bribe her with some Space NK bath oil to work on a Saturday.’

God, how Sophie wanted Maura’s life, minus her huge arse. ‘How’s Andy?’ she was saying. ‘I saw him here somewhere.’

‘He’s fine.’

‘Gosh, so you two must be married by now. It’s been years, hasn’t it?’

‘Mmm.’ Sophie tried to sound as bored as possible. ‘We’re not really into marriage.’

‘Oh, I do understand. I mean, these days anything goes.’ She patted Sophie gently on the shoulder, as if to say ‘I see right through you.’ ‘But I can recommend marriage very highly, Sophie.’

‘I’ll bear that in mind.’ Now piss off, Maura, before I smash your face in.

Maura smiled. ‘I’m sure you’ll be next. Keep me posted.’

Elliot watched the whole exchange, amused. ‘So you’re another marriage resister?’ he asked.

If only you knew. I’ve been bloody desperate to get married for the past two years, but Andy’s not having any of it. ‘Yes,’ she nodded. ‘The whole idea makes me squirm. I hate the idea of losing my freedom. Being tied down.’

He grinned. ‘I know exactly what you mean.’

Sophie was dying to get out of this minefield, but before she could get back to the far more enjoyable subject of Lainey, the lights dimmed.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ intoned Archie over a squealing microphone. ‘Please gather round the dance floor for… the bride and groom.’

‘Ooh.’ Sophie jumped to her feet and darted across the room to the dance floor. The DJ had started playing ‘The Way You Look Tonight’ and Lainey was dragging Marcus awkwardly around the floor.

‘Aaah,’ Sophie sighed, then glanced at Elliot still sitting at the table. The girl from his other side had seized the moment and was flicking her hair madly at him. He was leaning forward and whispering in her ear. Suddenly Sophie hated herself for having flirted with him. He had probably found her pathetic.

The music changed to Little Eva’s ‘Locomotion’. With a whoop, some of the oldies shuffled on to the dance floor and started whirling around. Some younger couples followed. Sophie looked around the room for Andy, but she knew it was useless. He was far too shy to step out on the dance floor, let alone relax and be carried away by the rhythm. Sophie would just have to go for it herself. As usual.

So she danced and danced: to Deee-Lite, to Grand Master Flash and the Furious Five, to the Human League, the Jackson Five, Blondie and her personal favourite, Beyoncé. Sometimes she danced with whoever randomly crossed her path, but most of the time she was on her own. Occasionally, she ventured into the rave room, but the beat was too fast for her and Sophie hated dancing to songs without words. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Andy still sitting at his table talking to a dull-looking guy with a side-parting. Natasha meanwhile was on a sofa pretending to be interested in Maura. It infuriated Sophie the way Tash never danced; she was far too frightened of losing face.

‘What time is it?’ Sophie yelled, collapsing beside her.

‘Just after eleven.’

‘God, is that all? I thought it must be about one.’

Minutes later Archie reclaimed the microphone. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, prepare for the departure of the bride and groom.’

Everyone gathered at the bottom of the staircase. Sophie found herself standing next to her mother. Her mascara had run slightly but her hair was still immaculate. Joan would have been proud.

‘Hasn’t it been a gorgeous day, darling?’ She was slurring, but only a bit. ‘Where are they going on their honeymoon?’

‘Tuscany.’ Sophie glanced at her curiously to see how she reacted to this information. When Mum had been married to John, they’d had several fantastic holidays there. But not even a shred of regret passed over her face.

‘How lovely for them.’ She squeezed her arm conspiratorially. ‘Perhaps you should move back a bit, darling. Lainey’s going to throw the bouquet.’

‘Mum!’ Sophie glanced around furiously, checking no one had heard. She would love to catch the bouquet. Apart from anything else it would look gorgeous in the flat. But she couldn’t face the nudgings and ‘It’ll be you next’s that would inevitably follow.

‘Here they come!’ And suddenly, Lainey and Marcus were descending the staircase, hand in hand and incandescent with love. Would Andy and I look so happy? Sophie wondered. But then we have been together nearly four years. Marcus and Lainey have only had a quarter of that. That glow always wears off.

Now they were at the foot of the stairs. Lainey turned round to chuck her bouquet backwards over her head. ‘One! Two! Three!’ yelled the crowd. Sophie looked down as the roses and lilies flew through the air and landed squarely at the feet of Natasha.

‘Tashie got them!’ Rita exclaimed. ‘How exciting. Is there a man in her life, darling?’

‘Nope,’ Sophie said shortly. ‘Hasn’t been for ages.’ It annoyed her that Natasha was so clammed up about her single status; it was as if she no longer considered Sophie high-powered enough to confide in.

‘Well, she’s so busy with her career,’ Rita clucked. ‘She was telling me all about her new place earlier. Sounds divine.’

‘It is,’ Sophie agreed. Sophie had long been used to feeling inferior to Natasha, with her brains and glamorous life, and the flat had been the last straw. She couldn’t help comparing her and Andy’s hovel in Harlesden and feeling hard done by. And if that didn’t make her feel bad enough, she could dwell on Tash’s job jetting round the world and meeting the stars, unlike Sophie whose day consisted of Harlesden, tube, office, tube, Harlesden.

‘She’s doing so well,’ Rita continued. ‘Just been in Munich apparently, and she’s off to New York soon for a big meeting.’

‘Is she?’ Sophie said a little wearily.

‘And she’s looking so pretty, even if that suit is a bit of a cock-up. Poor Tashie. She has so little confidence in her appearance.’

‘Do you think so?’ Sophie was surprised. ‘But Tash always looks amazing.’ Before she could launch into how envious she was of her friend’s army of beauticians and personal shoppers, an arm slipped round her waist.

‘How are you doing?’

The warmth of Andy’s body brought on a rare rush of affection. She kissed him on the cheek. ‘Hi, sweetie. Have you had a nice time?’

‘Great. Although I was thinking we should maybe make a move soon. It’s still early enough for the tube.’

‘Andy!’ Sophie couldn’t believe it. What was wrong with this man? It wasn’t even midnight. The party could go on for hours. Though, when she looked around, she realized the DJ had stopped playing, people were collecting their coats (it was April and you still bloody needed them) from the cloakroom and the tablecloths, which had been so pristine and starched at the beginning of the night, were now grubby and greying. Still, she could see all Lainey’s friends gearing up to move on. ‘Tash,’ she yelled as Natasha walked past them. ‘How about a club?’

‘Ah, no thanks, Soph. I’ve got a ton of work to do tomorrow. Got to prepare for New York.’

What was it with all these people and their work? Everyone took life so seriously. Mind you, Natasha had always been a bit of a goody-two-shoes. But this was Marcus’s wedding, surely she could make an exception just this once?

‘Come on,’ Andy said, pulling at her arm. Sophie knew exactly what was coming next.

‘Let’s go out on a high,’ she intoned as he opened his mouth.

Andy looked hurt. ‘How did you know I was going to say that?’

‘Because you always do.’
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And so, ten minutes later, Sophie and Andy were sitting in a minicab on the way back to their flat in Harlesden. At least she had managed to avoid the tube, by stamping her foot and threatening to make a scene.


‘D-d-did you have a good time?’ Andy asked, reaching out and touching her knee.

‘Great,’ Sophie snapped, refusing to make eye contact.

‘I did. A-and it’s your birthday on Monday.’

‘And why exactly is that a cause to celebrate?’ Folding her arms, she turned away and stared out of the window. Bloody Andy. He just didn’t get it at all.

She thought back to the first time she’d seen him, standing in the kitchen of Natasha’s old flat in Finsbury Park, struggling to open a bottle of Dom Pérignon. As Sophie had walked into the room, he’d looked up and smiled, and she’d actually felt her groin twang. She’d never seen such an attractive man in all her life.

‘Sophie,’ Natasha said, ‘this is Andy, the photographer I told you about.’

Had she? Probably. Natasha banged on so much about work, Sophie didn’t really take it all in. ‘Oh yes, I remember,’ she smiled, graciously holding out her hand. ‘How do you do?’

His hand touched hers. ‘H-hi,’ he said. ‘Natasha hasn’t told me a thing about you.’ I can’t think why, he seemed to imply.

At dinner, she made sure she sat next to him, rudely ignored all Natasha’s other friends and plied him with questions about his job. ‘I-I don’t really like photographing famous people,’ he said. ‘I like ordinary people who have experienced extraordinary things. They’re my favourites. Recently, I did some pictures of a five-year-old girl who’d lost both her legs to meningitis. She was so funny and brave. I think she was my favourite ever. That’s why I like war zones so much. The dignity of people who have nothing. It’s so moving.’ His stammer completely disappeared as he got into his subject.

‘That’s amazing,’ Sophie muttered, gazing at him in the candlelight. She was sure he had loads of gossip about the supermodels and Kylie, but she’d get those off him later.

‘It was lovely t-to meet you,’ he said at the end of the evening. She knew he was going to ask for her number, but instead he just held out his hand and shook hers. Then he kissed Natasha. ‘Th-thanks.’

‘Who is he?’ Sophie exclaimed when all the other guests had left. She had stayed on saying she’d help wonderful Natasha with the washing up. ‘Does he have a girlfriend?’

‘No,’ Natasha said, bending over to put something in a cupboard. ‘He says he doesn’t have time for one. Always travelling.’

‘Do you have his number?’

‘Sophie! You have a boyfriend.’

‘I know! I’m just asking.’ Sophie had been going out with Charlie, a management consultant, for three years. Once she had been in love with him but the flush had long disappeared and he was showing no sign of proposing. Secretly, Sophie had been scouting around for a replacement for several months. She grinned naughtily. ‘I thought I might find him some work for the paper.’

‘Bollocks, you might. You don’t work on the picture desk.’

‘Oh, give me his number. Please!’

With a show of exasperation, Natasha did.

She had never pursued in her life before, but with Andy she could tell she had no choice. It was hard work: he was always away on assignment, he was shy and – she now knew – his stammer meant he disliked picking up the phone. But she persisted and gradually his resistance was worn away. Four months after meeting him, she’d dumped Charlie and moved out of his pretty flat in Clapham into Andy’s draughty conversion in Harlesden. She hated it there: there were no decent bars or restaurants within walking distance and the roof leaked and the walls were covered with Andy’s dreary photos of refugees, but it didn’t really matter because she knew that within a year they’d be married and have found a nice house in somewhere like Chiswick.

Or so she’d hoped, she thought bitterly as they pulled up now outside the old Victorian house, where they lived on the top floor. Nearly four years had passed and they were still living in this dump, and she was alone most of the time since Andy was always off taking pictures of war and disasters, with as much sign of a wedding as of Elvis’s second coming. And now, if truth be told, Sophie wasn’t even sure she wanted to marry Andy after all. His seriousness, his single-mindedness, his courage, the apparent glamour of his work, all of which had attracted her in those early days, were not necessarily qualities she wanted in a husband. Andy loved Sophie, but he was too far locked in his career (as well as being too broke) to provide her with the approval, attention and material possessions she craved.

Looking back, she acknowledged that a combination of fancying him rotten plus wanting to find a Charlie substitute had pushed her into a relationship which had never quite worked, but into which she had invested so much she couldn’t just leave. Just like her Hobbs boots, which were a size too small but which she forced herself to wear, despite the agony, because they had been so bloody expensive.

‘Christ, the gas and the phone bill,’ Andy was sighing as he picked their post off the hall table, ignoring the mountains of leaflets for minicabs and delivery pizzas. ‘Oh, but a few cards for you, Soph.’

‘Oh goodie,’ she exclaimed, examining the envelopes as she followed him up the stairs that reeked of cat pee.

‘You can’t open them until Monday,’ Andy said, unlocking their front door. She followed him into the living room, with its little kitchenette in the corner.

‘Why not? It’ll cheer me up.’ She ripped open the first. ‘This one’s from Mum.’ A card of Marilyn Monroe blowing a kiss, which was how Rita imagined herself. ‘To my darling Sophie, I can’t believe I’m old enough to have a daughter of 32! Lots of love, Mummy and Jimmy. PS: Present’s coming’.

‘Yeah right,’ Sophie sighed. As usual, the message was all about Mum and said little about her daughter.

She picked up a stiff white envelope. Inside was a card of a horse grazing in front of a country mansion. A cheque floated out. Sophie picked it up and studied it.

‘“Pay Sophie Matthewson. One hundred pounds”,’ she read. It was from John, Marcus’s dad. Oh no, she should have spoken more to him tonight, but he’d been surrounded by crowds of people congratulating him on his fine son. Being around John always made Sophie feel funny. After all, for five years of her life she’d been his daughter, or as good as. He’d picked her up from school discos when she was drunk on snakebites and told her off for getting her ears pierced without permission and now he was essentially a stranger again.

She showed the cheque to Andy. ‘At least that should cover my mobile bill.’

‘For the next couple of days anyway,’ Andy said. She stuck her tongue out at him. Andy was always moaning about Sophie’s extravagant use of the phone and had been appalled when he discovered how much she’d spent on votes during the last Simon Cowell talent contest. Once, she might have been secretly pleased to learn he’d been scanning her mobile bills but now she knew jealousy had nothing to do with it, he was just worried about money.

She opened the next envelope. A pink cat on a blue cushion. Sophie knew who it was from, but read it anyway. ‘Dear Sophy, Happy Birthday, Love from Belinda and Daddy’.

‘For fuck’s sake,’ she yelled. ‘After all these years, the bitch is still pretending she doesn’t know how to spell my name.’ She ripped the card up and flung it on the floor. ‘And why does Dad always get her to write it? Can’t he send his own daughter a bloody card?’

Andy looked pained. ‘Hey, hey, baby. It’s OK. I’m sure your dad is thinking of you. And it’s not Belinda’s fault she can’t spell.’

‘If Dad’s thinking of me, why doesn’t he ever fucking ring me?’

Suddenly he turned on her, his sad dark eyes flashing with annoyance. ‘Don’t be such a spoilt madam. There are so many people in this world so much worse off than you. Why all the fuss over a birthday card?’

Sophie started to cry. She hated it when Andy got all self-righteous and angry with her. And she hated the fact he didn’t grasp that tonight’s fury was actually directed at him, that she had given up on Dad years ago when he’d married that poisonous witch.

‘I’m sorry,’ she sobbed. ‘I’m just a bit over-tired.’

But he was kneeling before her, contrite. ‘Oh, baby, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have yelled at you. Hey, hey. I’m tired too. Of course you’re upset. Your dad’s useless. But it’s OK.’

It had been ages since they’d done it; nearly always one or the other of them was too tired, that was if Andy was there at all. But now they found themselves fiddling with zips, tugging at bits of underwear and ending up in a tangled heap on the sofa. Just like the good old days, Sophie thought as they lay there afterwards, both breathing heavily.

‘That was nice,’ he said in faint amazement.

‘It was,’ she smiled, much happier now.

‘Still one more card to open,’ he said.

‘Oh, yes.’ She reached out for the envelope lying on the coffee table.

‘Oh. It’s not a card. It’s an invitation. To Josh and Lisa’s engagement party.’ Josh and Lisa, who have been going out six months fewer than us. Still, she kept her voice bright. ‘It’s a week on Thursday upstairs at the William the Fourth. Should be a laugh.’

‘Oh. Right,’ said Andy.

She knew that tone of voice. Twisting her head, she looked up at his face. ‘Andy?

‘I w-was going to tell you,’ he mumbled.

‘When are you going?’

‘Tuesday morning,’ he said sorrowfully. ‘We’ll do something nice for your birthday, I promise.’

‘Andy, you only got back on Wednesday. For fuck’s sake. Who are you going for?’

‘News Magazine.’

‘And why did you say yes? You promised, Andy. You promised no more trips until the autumn.’

‘I know, but the money’s fantastic, Soph. We really need it, if… if…’

‘If what?’ Despite her irritation, Sophie suddenly felt a little flicker of excitement. Maybe the proposal was coming now?

‘If we’re going to buy somewhere.’

Oh. Still, talking about buying a place was better than nothing. He is going to propose, Sophie decided. He just wants a little bit more money in the bank.

‘We’re so broke, Soph,’ he was saying. ‘And we need somewhere bigger if I’m going to have my own dark-room.’

Your own darkroom! How about the nursery and my walk-in wardrobe? ‘How can we be broke when you’re working all the time?’

‘Soph, you know the money’s crap. And y-you don’t bring in very much.’

It was like dropping a firework in a furnace. Sophie jumped to her feet. ‘What the fuck do you mean by that?’

Again, Andy looked contrite. Sophie was very touchy about her pathetic salary. She’d never taken work very seriously, because she’d always expected someone else to pick up the tab. He reached out for her, but she turned away.

‘Baby, I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I know it’s not your fault your job’s badly paid. But it’s just a fact. We don’t have much money and I need to take every job that’s offered me. Besides, going to scary places for months is what I do. It’s me. You knew that when we got together.’

‘Yes,’ Sophie said bitterly. ‘I did.’ She turned away. ‘I’m going to get ready for bed.’

As she brushed her teeth, she brooded on her situation. Almost thirty-two, unmarried, poor. How could this have happened to someone so golden, who had been promised so much? All through her childhood and early teens, people had exclaimed at Sophie’s looks, saying she ought to be a model; the knowledge that such a glamorous and lucrative career lay ahead of her had prevented her from really trying at school. But when she was fifteen, she went to an agency, who told her that lovely as she was, at five foot six she simply wasn’t tall enough. That dream shattered, she vaguely dabbled in the idea of acting, but when she auditioned for drama school they told her she had no talent at all.

She failed all her A levels – although Sophie blamed that less on herself than on Rita leaving John right in the middle of them – and ended up at secretarial school. There she’d fallen in love with Joel, who had his own car business, and spent four years with him, until it had fizzled out and she’d moved on to Carl, who was a teacher, and then Charlie. With each one, she’d fallen suddenly and violently in love, decided this would be it and devoted all her attention to being the best girlfriend possible, taking on menial jobs which left her energies fully intact for her home life.

People who had watched her flirting might find it hard to believe but Sophie had always been a monogamist, without even a one-night stand to her name. Nor had there really been any adventures: no backpacking round the world, no wild stories, no intrigue. When she’d heard some of Lainey’s tales of hitching alone round Cuba or setting up a hair-beading business on an Australian beach, she felt half shocked, half jealous. But there was no time for any such escapades now, because they would delay her goal of marriage and babies, a goal which had already seen the thirty deadline come and go, and was now refixed on thirty-two.

She spat into the basin, then looking up smiled suddenly at her reflection in the mirror. Not too bad, she thought, casting a critical eye over the vibrant, dark woman in front of her. Recently – she didn’t know why, probably because commuting took so much out of her and a posh gym was too expensive – she had started to get a bit heavy on the bust and hips and odd laughter lines (as they were so euphemistically called) were beginning to appear around her mouth. Sophie had always been used to being the prettiest girl in the gang, but lately – with Lainey on the scene and Natasha the recipient of the most expensive treatments money could buy – that position was in definite jeopardy. But tonight’s sex had done more for her than any treatment. Her skin, which had seemed a bit grey recently, now bloomed; her lips were swollen to fullness; the lashes over her blue eyes were as thick and dark as tarantulas.

Happier, her mind moved on to Andy. He was a complicated, moody bugger but she did love him. She had to.

Lainey’s advice had been to play the long game. ‘Make no fuss; act like a perfect wife. In the end, he’ll recognize what you have together.’ Not that she could talk: Marcus had proposed to her in a fit of jealous passion after she’d gone on a forty-eight-hour bender with her friend Lisa. But Sophie had tried for years to prick Andy’s jealousy, with about the same results you might get prodding a brontosaurus with a fork. Other friends said she should just issue him with an ultimatum, but the fear haunted her that if she did that he might simply agree that yes, he had wasted a lot of her time and perhaps they should both move on. And that prospect
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