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1

Emma had never been happier. It wasn’t just ordinary happiness. It was breathless delight; a feeling that life was taking on a new dimension, all gold and radiant with joy.

She looked across the crowded room eagerly and saw Andrew talking to her father. She wondered what they were saying to one another; hoped Father wouldn’t keep Andrew too long. He’d promised to have another dance with her.

Her heart melted. Being in love was wonderful, beautiful, exciting. Impossible to say when she had fallen in love with Andrew but she knew the exact moment she’d realised it was true — half an hour ago when Andrew had kissed her softly and told her she looked fabulous and this was the best evening of his life.

Now it seemed as if she must always have loved him. There was never a time she had not known him for their houses adjoined and the two families were close friends as well as neighbours, the children constantly in and out of both gardens as if they were just one big one.

Andrew was the only boy in his household although he had two sisters. Marie was married now and Andrew came next — twenty-two, with Lindy, his younger sister, the same age as Emma — sixteen.

Emma had no older brothers. Julie was the eldest in her family and she was twenty-one tonight. This was her party. Emma adored Julia who was gay, extroverted, fun to be with and very attractive, too. She tried to model herself on her sister, but somehow it never really worked out. She remained Julie’s opposite — small, dark, shy and rather plain. At least, she had always thought she was plain until tonight. But if Andrew thought she looked fab, then she could think so, too.

Emma felt she must get away from the crowd of guests — be alone for a little while to savour this new strange feeling of being in love.

She slipped out of the room and went to sit on the stairs where it was cooler and the light only dim. Her cheeks were burning as if she’d caught the sun.

‘Pst! Emma!’

It was Paul, her ten-year-old brother with Penny, aged eight. Too young to be allowed to stay up for Julie’s party, they’d nevertheless been secretly enjoying it from the top landing. Paul, in red and blue striped pyjamas and Penny in her blue nylon nightie, looked very young and Emma wanted to hug them both. She wanted them to be as happy as she was. She said:

‘Shall I sneak you up something to eat?’

‘Golly! Thanks!’

Emma slipped downstairs to the dining room where the remains of the buffet supper lay on the table. She found cold chicken and cheese straws, trifle and potato salad. Giggling, she took two heaped plates upstairs to the waiting children, hoping it wouldn’t make them sick.

‘What’s everyone doing?’ Penny asked between mouthfuls. ‘What presents did Julie get?’

Emma answered all their questions. Only as she listed Julie’s birthday gifts did she realise that Andrew had come empty-handed. But she forgot a moment later as she heard her father’s voice, making some kind of announcement.

‘What’s happening?’ Penny asked impatiently. Penny was really a smaller edition of Julie — bright, intelligent, alert and always eager to be in on everything. She had the same fair hair and startlingly blue eyes. Paul was more like her, Emma, small for his age, dark haired and with shy, dark eyes.

‘If you shut up, Penny, I might be able to hear,’ she said. But the voice was muffled and Emma couldn’t make out the words.

‘Probably Daddy’s proposing a toast to Julie,’ she said. As if to endorse her guess, everyone began clapping. Voices were raised in a cheer and there was a lot of laughter — glasses clinking.

‘I’d better go back!’ Emma said. ‘And you two had better go to bed; it must be midnight. I’ll come and tell you what it’s all about in a minute or two.’

She waited a moment longer while the children wandered along the passage towards their bedroom. Downstairs someone had put on a record.

‘I’ll miss my dance with Andrew!’ she thought, suddenly wanting to be back with everyone, part of the fun and excitement. Above all she wanted to be near Andrew.

‘Andrew’s a lucky chap …’

‘They’ll make a fine couple …’

Two of the guests had come out of the drawing room into the hall. Emma stood looking down at them, her forehead creased in thought. What did they mean? Why was Andrew lucky?

‘Oh, Emma — you didn’t miss the announcement, did you?’

‘I was having a chat with Paul and Penny.’

‘My dear child — what a moment to choose. But perhaps you knew already?’

‘Knew? Knew what?’ The words came out with difficulty, choking in her throat as she steadied herself with a hand on the banisters.

‘About Andrew and Julie getting engaged. Isn’t it marvellous! Of course, it’s just what your parents hoped for and Andrew’s parents, too. So romantic, I always think, when childhood sweethearts decide to get married.’

Somehow Emma managed to excuse herself with a smile, to get away from them. Never, never again, she thought passionately, would she like Mr. and Mrs. Albright. For the rest of her life she would remember them as the couple who broke her heart.

Julie nearly collided with her in the drawing room doorway. She was wearing a turquoise-blue shift dress which accentuated the blue eyes, outlined a sooty black — the colour of the lashes. Her eyes looked enormous and sparkled with excitement.

‘So there you are, Emma. Aren’t you going to congratulate me, darling! Look — look, Emma, at my ring!’

She held out her hand. On the third finger shone a blue sapphire engagement ring.

‘Andrew’s present to me!’ she laughed and impulsively hugged Emma to her.

‘I — I didn’t know — I never realised …’ Emma broke off, unable to trust her voice.

Julie laughed again.

‘Of course you didn’t. I didn’t know, either — not until tonight. Isn’t it strange, Emma, everyone always expected Andrew and me to fall in love and we never did. Then when the families had just about given up hoping, suddenly it happened — just like that! Andrew says he’s always been in love with me but he kept it a deep dark secret because he knew I didn’t feel the same way.’

‘But now you do?’

‘Of course I do, Emma. I suppose it is all a bit mad — the way it happened — just suddenly in the middle of a dance. Andrew said: ‘I’m in love with you, Julie. Will you marry me?’ Well, I thought he was joking until I looked at him and then suddenly something went ping inside me and my heart sort of stopped beating and I knew I was in love … with him. Isn’t it marvellous?’

‘Fab!’ Emma said. ‘I — I think your ring is lovely.’

Julie seemed not to notice the strained words. She looked at the ring and sighed:

‘Just think, Emma, I’m really and truly engaged. Oh, it’s so exciting. I’m going up to tell the children — I’m sure they’re awake. See you later, Emma.’

Emma felt the floor swaying — made a supreme effort and let go of the banisters. She wanted to run away, to lock herself in her bedroom and cry and cry — cry all the pain out of her broken heart. But she couldn’t — not now or later. No one must ever guess that she’d been silly enough, juvenile enough, to believe Andrew loved her just because he’d kissed her on the cheek and told her she looked pretty.

‘I can’t bear it!’ she thought, but she knew she must; knew she had to go and find Andrew, smile at him, congratulate him.

‘Emma!’ He swept her up into his arms and hugged her. ‘Are you pleased? I do hope so. You’ll be my sister-in-law soon. Isn’t it wonderful? You and Lindy always said you wished you were sisters and now you will be. Oh, I’m so happy, Emma. I never believed Julie would say yes.’

‘But you bought the ring …’

Andrew laughed, his brown eyes crinkling in a way which had always attracted her.

‘Oh, a kind of desperate belief that if I had the ring Julie would know I was serious and take me seriously. She never has done that before — as you well know, Emma.’

He tucked her arm in his and led her into the dining room where absent-mindedly, he began to eat. Watching him, Emma wondered how it was possible for a human heart to break and yet not show.

‘Aren’t you hungry, Emma? I’m ravenous. Just think, Emma, Julie loves me. I still can’t quite believe it, can you? I’m really such a dull ordinary chap and she — she’s so pretty, so attractive. Yet she loves me — she said so. I can’t believe my good luck.’

Suddenly Emma felt his doubt communicate itself to her. Did Julie love Andrew? Really love him? Snatches of conversation flooded her mind now — sisterly discussions they’d had in the privacy of their bedroom.

‘Andrew kissed me this afternoon behind the beech tree …’ Julie’s infectious laugh. ‘I quite liked it but somehow it wasn’t in the least romantic. Trouble is, I know Andrew too well — far too well. He’ll always seem like a brother to me, Emma. He was awfully cross with me because I laughed. I suppose I was awful. Boys hate it if you don’t take them seriously.’

How long ago had Julie said those words — a week — a month at most. What had changed her suddenly — or changed her attitude to Andrew? If Julie had been falling in love with him, she’d have told Emma. Julie was immensely extroverted and she discussed all her boy friends with Emma in the greatest detail. Julie had a sharp critical mind and Emma had sometimes wondered if her sister would ever find a boy without something about him she had to criticise. Now, it seemed, she had suddenly decided Andrew was everything she wanted. It didn’t make sense — didn’t ring true.

A crowd of guests including Andrew’s parents came into the dining room looking for him. They gathered round expressing renewed delight at his engagement, turning to Emma to include her in their pleasure so that she was forced to smile; to say how wonderful it was. It was a full five minutes before she could escape. She ran upstairs to the large sunny bedroom she shared with Julie and only then did she give way to tears.

But she could not give herself up to the luxury of a good cry. Mother was far too observant and would want to know the cause of swollen red-rimmed eyes. So, too, would Julie. Anxiously, Emma sprang off the bed and dashed ice-cold water from the basin over her flushed face and pricking eyes.

‘I look a sight!’ she thought. The shelf above the basin was littered with Julie’s make-up. Julie was frantically untidy and couldn’t get ready for a party without leaving the room looking as if a hurricane had been through it. Carefully and methodically, Emma began to put things away. Once she stopped to put on a light dusting of powder over her shining nose and an even lighter touch of lipstick. Mother wasn’t keen on her wearing a lot of makeup — not until she was seventeen which would be in a few months time.

‘Oh,’ thought Emma tremulously. ‘Sixteen is an awful age to be — neither young nor grown up!’ Surely, she told herself, one’s life couldn’t really be over at sixteen. Yet what hope was there for her now? She’d lost the only boy she could ever love — and lost him to her adored sister so that she could not even have the luxury of hoping something would go wrong with the engagement so that Andrew turned to her in the end.

Julie could be as exasperating as any older sister but she was far more lovable than hateable! She lent Emma her nylons, let her practise with her make-up; spent hours washing and setting Emma’s dark hair, trying to find a becoming style for it that was also fashionable and acceptable to Mother. Many was the time Julie had taken the blame for something because she knew Emma dreaded Mother’s serious disapproving moods whereas Julie took little notice of them, saying Mother would soon get over it. Julie had helped enormously with O levels last year and now while she, Emma, was studying for her A’s, Julie was just as helpful. Emma wouldn’t have blamed her if having swotted through her own exams and finished for ever with school, she had refused to think in terms of logarithms and Latin translations again.

No, Emma told herself as she folded Julie’s blue jeans over a hanger and put them in the wardrobe, she would never do anything to make Julie unhappy. If only she could believe that she really did love Andrew. Andrew was like a brother to them all. He was just part of the family.

Emma sighed. It wasn’t, of course, true. If she herself had had secret dreams, written in her locked five-year diary, about her adoration for him, so might Julie have done the same. Maybe Julie had been in love with him for ages and just hadn’t told Emma about it for fear of family teasing.

She went to the white painted desk in the corner of the room and took out her diary, unlocking it with the tiny key she wore on a silver chain round her neck. Leafing back a few pages she read:

The day after tomorrow is Julie’s party. Can’t wait. Have a new red dress — fab. Hope Andrew likes it. It makes me look at least eighteen. Hope Andrew dances with me. Saw him yesterday and he’s coming to tennis this afternoon. …

Of course, she thought as she put the diary away, unable to bear the sight of those lost hopes, she hadn’t known until tonight that she was actually in love with Andrew. That knowledge had come as a certainty when he kissed her. What a little fool she had been imagining it was a real kiss. Not that she’d anything to compare it with but she’d read in books what real kissing was and Andrew’s peck on the cheek couldn’t possibly have been mistaken for a lover’s kiss. All the same, her heart had turned over and at that moment, she had known she loved him. Was this what had happened to Julie, too? Had Andrew suddenly kissed her and Julie realised that she’d really loved him all along?

Emma went across to the window and drew back the curtains. The garden was flooded with moonlight — a night for lovers, for romance, for dreams. Perhaps somewhere in the garden, Julie and Andrew were walking hand in hand, standing with their arms around one another …

She felt sick with jealousy and with hatred at her own thoughts. Somehow she must try to start thinking of Andrew as a brother-in-law, as Julie’s future husband. But at present, it just did not seem possible. Maybe if he’d been a stranger it would be easier. But the years of growing-up had happened so gradually, she’d never thought of Andrew as old enough to get married — or Julie. She’d never thought of Julie getting engaged, married. Julie was so unpredictable and especially about her boy friends. She had dozens and it was never the same boy two weeks’ running. No one in the family took her affairs in the least seriously. Father would come down to breakfast in the mornings and invariably he’d ask Julie who was today’s lover-boy. Julie was in and out of love as often as a honey bee was in and out of different flowers. Now, suddenly, she was engaged.

‘Emma! Darling, what on earth are you doing, tidying up at this hour. Everyone’s going. Crazy girl. Come down at once and say goodbye!’

Julie caught her young sister round the waist and twirled her around excitedly. Her face was flushed and her eyes brilliant. Emma had never seen her more beautiful.

‘Oh, I’m so happy!’ Julie said. ‘Isn’t life wonderful, Emma? Isn’t my ring just gorgeous? Isn’t Andrew a dream?’ She dragged Emma out of the room and downstairs where people where already putting on coats and preparing to go. Andrew was the last to leave.

‘Come and see me off, darling!’ he said to Julie, but of course, as he was only going into the next-door garden, Emma and her mother and father knew that he just wanted a moment alone with her to kiss her goodnight.

Emma followed her mother into the kitchen.

Mrs. Prescott looked flushed and happy.

‘Isn’t it wonderful, Emma?’ she beamed. ‘All these years your father and I have been hoping one day Julie and Andrew would fall in love and now it’s happened. Andrew’s parents are as thrilled as we are. They really are a perfect match. Julie’s so harum-scarum and Andrew’s a sensible, thoughtful boy — he’ll be able to put a brake on her, keep her in order.’

Father chuckled.

‘He’ll have a job on his hands and no mistake.’ He put an arm round Emma’s shoulders and hugged her. ‘Now, my Emma would make a far better wife than Julie ever will. Reckon Andrew should have waited a year or two and chosen you, eh, Poppet?’

Emma gulped. Father was trying to be nice to her, afraid she might be feeling out of things; wanting to let her know Julie wasn’t going to have all the compliments, but he couldn’t have chosen a worse way to show his love. If Andrew had waited …

‘Up to bed, Emma!’ Mother said with a sudden sharp look at the dark circles under Emma’s eyes. ‘You look exhausted. And there’s to be no gossiping all night with Julie.’ Her voice softened as she bent her cheek to receive Emma’s kiss. ‘It seems only yesterday Julie was wearing a gym tunic and school blazer and studying for her exams.’ She sighed: ‘Next thing it’ll be you, Emma — though not for a year or two yet, thank goodness. At least I’ve still one schoolgirl to fuss over.’

‘Schoolgirl!’ Emma thought bitterly as she went slowly upstairs to bed. ‘If that’s how Mother thinks of me, probably Andrew does, too. They don’t know that inside me I am grown-up — old enough to know what it’s like being in love; how much it hurts!’

She undressed and washed, brushed her hair and climbed into bed. With the light off, the moonlight came flooding back into the room, cold, mysterious, unfriendly. And somewhere out in the night, Andrew was kissing Julie goodnight.

‘I won’t think about it, I won’t!’ she cried, burying her face in her pillow.

When Julie came up to bed a quarter of an hour later, Emma pretended to be asleep, for she knew that if Julie so much as mentioned Andrew’s name, she would no longer be able to control the rush of tears.
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