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  About the Author




  Jessica Fox was born in London back in 1972 but a chance meeting with a stranger while holidaying in Cornwall resulted in her marrying a fisherman called Rob and moving to beautiful Cornwall to teach media studies. When Jessica isn’t marking books, dicing with death on her horse or indulging her glossy magazine habit she takes pot luck at the cash point, pretends to do fitness videos and writes! Anyway and anywhere that she can. Laptops, kids’ exercise books and even on the back of cereal packets.




  By Jessica Fox and available from Headline




  The Hen Night Prophecies: The One That Got Away




  The Hen Night Prophecies: Eastern Promise




  The Hen Night Prophecies: Hard to Get




  The Hen Night Prophecies: Unlucky In Love




  The Hen Night Prophecies: Always the Bride




  About the Book




  The second sparkling novel in the fabulous series THE HEN NIGHT PROPHECIES, following five girls and their search for love.




  ‘In love mother knows best.’




  When Priya is told this by a fortune-teller at her close friend Zoe’s hen night, she’s sceptical. Since when has she listened to her mother?




  But then Priya’s TV assignment investigating miraculous events at an ashram coincides with her sister’s wedding in India, and she can’t escape her interfering family. Priya won’t get any peace until she bags herself an eligible bachelor. Shame there aren’t any likely candidates. The handsome Kettan isn’t an option, her ex – Vikram – doesn’t deserve a second chance, and Ray is just a friend, whatever her mother suspects. It looks like Priya’s going to need a miracle . . .
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  Priya Gupta didn’t believe in Fate or destiny or soulmates.




  Definitely not!




  At school, while the other girls sobbed their way through the final scenes of Romeo and Juliet, Priya had simply made neat notes in the margin of her set text and wrinkled her nose with scorn. Star-crossed lovers? Fortune written in the heavens? What a load of old nonsense! Everyone knew that the only luck was the luck you made yourself and the only way to shape your future was to go out and grab it with both hands. Sitting and waiting for things to happen to you was just ridiculous! If Priya’s grandfather had thought that way the Guptas would still be living in the Punjab eking a living from the land and her father would never have become a respected academic. So when her classmates had crowded round the latest copy of Just 17 clamouring to hear their stars Priya had simply ignored them and buried her nose in her text books. She didn’t need Mystic Meg to tell her that if she studied hard she’d pass her exams with flying colours and win her longed-for place at Oxford.




  No, as far as Priya was concerned the only future was the future you made yourself. Anything else was just nonsense, a way of getting the gullible to part with their cash, which was why she couldn’t understand why the other girls at her friend Zoe’s hen night were all so excited at the idea of having their fortunes told. Personally Priya hated the idea of Fate; she much preferred surprises and choices. She also hated superstition and spooky stuff, preferring to anchor herself with facts and figures. Some people might have described Priya as a control freak but that, as far as she was concerned, was their problem. She preferred the description well organised.




  Priya hadn’t needed psychic skills to know she’d graduate from Magdalen with a first class degree. Just like she knew getting her job at the BBC was the result of her hard work and planning rather than some vague celestial design. She’d ignored all the voices saying it was impossible for a woman, especially a young British Asian woman, to succeed as a journalist and documentary maker, knowing hard work and a good dollop of talent were all it took and that she had plenty to offer of both. If she’d believed for a second that Fate existed and her path was already mapped out she’d have given in, concentrated instead on the law degree that her parents had set their hearts on, and not have had a shelf crammed with awards for her documentaries.




  No, Priya Gupta was living proof that people made their own futures. Fate, fortune and psychics with crystal balls were only there to hoodwink the credulous and make money. There was no such thing as Fate. She’d proved that already.




  ‘It’s all a con anyway,’ she said firmly as Zoe’s sister, Libby, sloshed more Chardonnay into her glass. ‘Honestly, girls, I bet I’m as psychic as she is.’




  ‘She’s supposed to be really good,’ said Libby, busily topping up more glasses. ‘That’s why I booked her. My friend, Rachel, had a reading last week and apparently this woman knew everything about her. Rachel said it was incredible.’




  ‘It’s called cold reading,’ said Priya, tossing her razor-sharp bob and raising her neat eyebrows. ‘One of my colleagues did a documentary about psychics and apparently they all do it. They analyse body language and clothing and then make really vague comments which could apply to anyone. It’s all total hokum but it really convinces a lot of people.’




  ‘God, it must be hard work being so cynical,’ sighed Libby.




  Priya wasn’t cynical, she just liked to get to the bottom of things and ensure that the truth was told – qualities that made her remarkably successful as a documentary maker – but she understood that, to Libby, she must seem like a real killjoy.




  ‘I’m realistic, that’s all,’ she shrugged. ‘Maybe it’s the journalist in me.’




  ‘Well, put your journalistic instincts into gear now,’ said Fern, a small slim college friend of Zoe’s, whose merry, freckled face and tumbling golden curls made her look like a blonde imp. ‘It’s your turn.’




  Sure enough Zoe was stumbling into the room, looking rather perturbed.




  ‘Oh no, did she get it all wrong?’ wailed Libby.




  Zoe sank into a chair and curled her slender hands around her wine glass. ‘Actually she was spookily accurate about most things. I’ve never known anything like it.’




  ‘See!’ Libby cried, turning triumphantly to Priya. ‘I told you she was good. Now it’s your turn. Try to have an open mind.’




  ‘I do have an open mind!’ Priya protested, setting down her glass and tucking her dark hair behind her ears. ‘I’m just a bit sceptical about psychic stuff, that’s all.’




  But, as she left the cosy sitting room, where the other hens were settling back down to the serious business of emptying wine bottles as fast as possible, Priya felt a little tingle of anticipation run down her spine. Was it her or did Zoe’s kitchen suddenly feel cooler than usual? And was the atmosphere really super-still, as though unseen ears were straining to hear what might be said?




  ‘For God’s sake!’ she said sternly to herself. ‘You’re being ridiculous! You don’t even believe in this stuff, remember?’




  So why did it feel as though a school of piranha fish were chomping away in her stomach? She couldn’t be nervous at the idea of seeing some phoney psychic? It was only a bit of a giggle for the hen night. With the exception of Zoe’s gloomy future sister-in-law, all the other girls were up for it.




  Maybe working so hard lately has robbed me of what remained of my sense of humour, thought Priya. Not that she’d felt like laughing much lately, not since Vikram had—




  Stop right there!




  She shook her head as though shaking away all thoughts of Vik. She wasn’t going to think about him right now or at all if she could help it. He was best left in the past, or as much in the past as he could be seeing as he was still her boss. Priya didn’t need this psychic to foresee that having to take orders from her ex wouldn’t make for happy working relations. To say that things were strained between them was putting it mildly.




  Priya paused at the heavy curtains that divided Zoe’s restored Victorian conservatory from the kitchen. Her mouth was dry. This was ridiculous! She never got nervous of the dark. As a kid she used to lie in bed with the curtains open and fix her eyes on the blackness of the world outside. The dark didn’t frighten her the way it did her sister Neeshali. Instead Priya had longed to leap into it and find out what lay beyond. She wasn’t any different now. Her documentary on immigration had won three awards and the one about people trafficking had earned a BAFTA nomination; gruelling topics that had kept her awake at night long after the film was in the can, so why was she feeling so on edge about seeing this so-called psychic?




  It wasn’t as if any of it was true.




  So, not wanting to be a party pooper, Priya took a deep breath and stepped forward through the curtains. She just wanted this ordeal to be over as quickly as possible.




  ‘Hello, love. I’m Angela.’ A woman seated at the table beamed up at her. With her greying curls, sweater and slacks she would have looked like an ordinary mum if it hadn’t been for the crystal ball and tarot deck laid out before her. ‘You must be Priya? Come and sit down and we’ll begin.’




  Priya took the Lloyd Loom chair set opposite Angela and folded her hands into her lap. There was no way she was going to give anything away, like a lack of engagement ring for example.




  ‘My, you’re a beautiful girl,’ said Angela, with a gentle smile.




  Priya mentally rolled her eyes. So Angela was going to go down the flattery route, was she? ‘Thanks, but I think you’ll find the dim light helps.’




  The fact was that Priya was exceptionally pretty, with perfect café au lait skin, shoulder-length glossy black hair, high cheekbones and, most unusually for an Asian girl, eyes of hazel flecked with green. But Priya came from a background where family honour was prized far more highly than looks and worked in a male-dominated world where appearing feminine set her at a distinct disadvantage. So most of the time she just pinned her hair up, disguised her curves with well-cut suits and hid her eyes behind brainy-looking plain-glass specs. Beauty wasn’t an attribute she’d ever associated with herself.




  Angela shook her head. ‘There’s nothing wrong with being beautiful, Priya. Now, my love, you often distrust people because you feel they keep secrets, don’t you?’




  Here we go, thought Priya. She’ll wait to see if I agree and then she’ll pick up on it.




  ‘But never mind that now,’ continued Angela. ‘Taking things at face value and trusting people is not a lesson that I can teach you.’ She looked at Priya through thoughtful eyes. ‘In fact, lovey, I don’t think there’s a lot anyone can teach you. You’re a young woman who likes to find things out for herself, aren’t you?’




  ‘Mmm,’ said Priya.




  Angela sighed. ‘Sweetheart, I can sense you’ve closed your mind to anything I might say tonight. But would you do me a favour? Just listen to what I tell you and think about it. Sometimes what Spirit tells me makes more sense later on.’




  ‘Okay,’ Priya agreed. Whatever. The sooner this was over the sooner she could get another drink.




  Angela pushed her tarot cards aside and peered deeply into the crystal ball. It was opaque and milky, the glass appearing to glow in the reflected lamplight. In spite of herself Priya felt a prickle of unease.




  ‘You work too hard,’ Angela said, her eyes not leaving the crystal ball, ‘but I can see that’s the way you like it. It’s how you define yourself. And you’re successful, too.’ Then she frowned. ‘There’s someone at work who’s upset you, isn’t there?’




  That’s a lucky guess, thought Priya. There was no way that Angela could possibly know about Vik and what he’d done. Only one person knew, her friend and colleague Ray, and she’d sworn him to secrecy.




  ‘Your love life is a bit quiet, isn’t it, my love, after a bit of a roller coaster? He really let you down, didn’t he? And now, well, now you think there’s no time for love.’




  ‘I’m busy,’ said Priya quickly. And I’ve also got my mum and three aunties on my back about finding a good Hindu boy, she added silently. Thank God that Neesh had recently got engaged and taken the heat off her for a bit. If Priya had discovered any more eligible young Indian guys ‘accidentally’ turning up at the Gupta family home she thought she’d scream. Her mother couldn’t have been any more obvious if she’d walked round Kingston-on-Thames wearing a sandwich board declaring I have a single daughter in her late twenties (the shame!). Please marry her!




  Angela smiled. ‘I’m sure you are, love, but some things are more important than work and sometimes work is a way of hiding from what’s really important.’




  Priya snorted. Angela sounded just like her mum. Chi, chi, Priya! This work is all very well but will it find you a husband, hmm?




  But Angela was serious. ‘Please take notice of what I’m saying, sweetheart. My guides have a message for you and they’re insisting that I pass it on.’




  Suddenly the atmosphere seemed to grow heavy and Priya found she was holding her breath. It was easy to scoff at psychic stuff in broad daylight, but now that the shadows seemed to be closing in and the darkness pressing against the glass roof Priya wasn’t so certain.




  ‘What is it?’ she whispered. ‘What do you see?’




  The psychic ripped her gaze from the crystal ball. Was it Priya’s imagination or were her pupils suddenly darker than the night sky? ‘My guides want you to know this, and they’re telling you to heed it well: in matters of love, mother knows best.’




  ‘What?’ Priya stared at her in disbelief. ‘That’s it? That’s my important message?’




  ‘So it would seem, love.’ Abruptly, Angela appeared to sag and her face looked haggard. ‘That’s it. There’s nothing more, I’m afraid. I can’t see anything else.’




  ‘In matters of love, mother knows best?’ Priya echoed. ‘You've clearly never met my mother.’ She shook her head, furious with herself for being suckered in even for a minute. How easy had she been for Angela to cold read? Take one young unmarried Asian girl, add a few cultural stereotypes and bingo! The pushy Asian mother desperate to marry off her daughter scenario. The fact that in her case this just happened to be true was totally irrelevant. Angela had just made a lucky guess.




  Mother knows best, thought Priya as she headed back through the kitchen, pausing at the fridge to collect a well-deserved bottle of wine, I don’t think so! As far as she was concerned that reading just confirmed all her worst suspicions about the unscrupulous ways of so-called psychics.




  Besides, her mother had adored Vik, which just showed how much she really knew about matters of love!




  No, Priya decided firmly as she rejoined the hens, Angela’s spirit guides could take a hike. In matters of love she knew best, which was just the way she liked it.




  And that was the way it was going to stay.
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  One month later July 2009




  ‘No! No! No!’




  Priya shot across the sitting room in a blur of crimson silk and glittery slippers and just managed to bar the way in the nick of time. One second later and Steve would have trampled his size tens right across her brand-new cream rug. Unthinkable!




  ‘Sorry, Steve,’ she said breathlessly, ‘but would you mind leaving your shoes at the front door? It’s just that the carpets are really delicate and—’




  ‘And she doesn’t want your dirty great clodhoppers wrecking them,’ finished Zoe as she dropped a kiss on Priya’s cheek and shooed her new husband back towards the front door. ‘Honestly, Priya, and there was I thinking he was nearly house trained. Will I do, though?’ She held up one elegant stockinged foot and rotated it slowly. ‘Or should I wrap my feet in giant fluffy slippers as well?’




  Priya laughed. ‘Am I really that much of a nightmare neat freak?’




  ‘The worst,’ said Steve, rejoining them, minus Timberlands and sporting a fetching pair of Bart Simpson socks. ‘But we love you anyway,’ he added, pressing a bottle of Chardonnay into her hands. ‘Thanks for inviting us to the housewarming. We’ll try hard not to wreck the joint, won’t we, Zo?’




  Zoe punched him playfully on the arm before turning back to Priya. ‘This place looks absolutely amazing. I can’t believe it’s the same flat. You’ve worked wonders.’




  Priya followed Zoe’s gaze around the flat and felt a warm glow of pride. Finally, after weeks of living and breathing DIY and decorating, the apartment in Spitalfields looked exactly as she’d dreamed it would. Talk about a labour of love, though. When the estate agent had first shown her round Priya had almost turned tail and run away as fast as her boots could carry her. The estate agent’s details had brimmed with breathless prose about how quirky, trendsetting and smart Spitalfields was and how this conversion was a prime investment opportunity. What they had failed to mention was that the converted warehouse had walls running with damp, plaster more pitted than teenaged skin, windows boarded up and floors strewn with chunks of masonry and rubbish. It had looked like a squat.




  ‘Actually, I think it was,’ the estate agent had said apologetically. ‘But imagine the potential!’




  ‘For what?’ Priya had wondered, pulling her pashmina around her shoulders and shivering. ‘Consumption? A head injury from falling plaster? Asbestosis?’




  ‘But it’s such a wonderful investment opportunity.’




  So, five months later, as she looked around at her guests chatting in the minimalistic open plan space, all wood floors, glass walls and shiny chrome fittings, Priya felt very proud. She loved the funky fire bowl, the vast white leather sofas and the thick rugs that swallowed her feet right up to the ankles; relished coming home, flicking on the lamps and kicking back with a cold glass of wine. Her flat was uncluttered, ordered and pristine, which was just the way that she liked things to be.




  But best of all, the flat was hers: bought and paid for by countless hours cloistered in dark rooms and edit suites or out filming with only Ray and his camera for company. It was Priya’s space, with no squabbling siblings or bossy female family members to hassle her, and she loved every clean and tidy inch of it.




  And if that made her a sad neat freak then she was guilty as charged.




  ‘Thanks for your wedding present, by the way,’ Steve was saying, his gentle tones plucking Priya away from thoughts of renovations and back to her party. ‘I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do with a year’s pass to The Sanctuary Ladies’ Day Spa, though.’




  Zoe laughed. ‘That’s Priya’s clever way of buying you some time on the golf course without me moaning.’




  ‘Then I’m very grateful,’ Steve said, grinning at Priya. ‘I can improve my handicap while my wife improves her body. Genius!’




  ‘Hey, what do you mean improves her body?’ Zoe echoed, pulling a face at Priya. ‘This is what happens once you marry them, babes! They reveal their true colours. Remember that when it’s your turn.’




  ‘I think I’ll leave the getting married stuff to my sister,’ said Priya, who felt that she was more likely to visit Mars than to get married any time soon. As far as her aunts were concerned Priya was well and truly stuffed when it came to husband hunting. She was destined to sit on her shelf and gather dust – or as much dust as a girl who owned the latest turbo-charged Dyson could gather – and, after Vikram, it actually didn’t feel like too bad an option to her. There was a lot to be said for the single life, like being able to eat garlicky food whenever you wanted and getting reacquainted with the remote control.




  ‘Ignore my wife,’ Steve said, winding his arms around Zoe and dropping his chin on to her blond head. ‘She loves every minute of married life really.’




  As Zoe and Steve shared a tender kiss Priya sighed wistfully. Perhaps her mother was right and she was being too picky? But surely a girl was entitled to be picky when it came to choosing the man she was going to spend the rest of her life with? It wasn’t like going to DFS and choosing a sofa.




  Although, thinking about it, most of the guys that her mother kept ‘accidentally’ inviting over for dinner certainly had the desperate whiff of the bargain bucket about them . . .




  In matters of love, mother knows best. Yeah, right! If that phoney psychic had known that Priya’s mum thought that moustached men who could double as draught excluders were suitable husband material she might have changed her tune. Besides, Priya thought, her mother hadn’t a clue about relationships. ‘Love comes with time’ was her mother’s motto, and it had been true in her experience. She and Priya’s father had had an arranged marriage which had worked out beautifully, luckily for them, but privately Priya thought this was down to the fact that her father was probably the easiest going man on the planet. As long as Ashwani Gupta was left in peace to his studies he was happy for Divya to make all the decisions, an arrangement which suited them both perfectly but was down more to luck than to design.




  Priya thanked God every day that there was no chance of her parents ever arranging a marriage for her. The thought of the bridegroom her mother would produce was too awful to contemplate. After all, she’d thought Vikram was perfect.




  Saved by the bell from maudlin thoughts, Priya excused herself, and wove her way through her guests to answer the door. She immediately wished she hadn’t because five feet six of trouble was standing on the doorstep.




  Her sister Neesh had decided to join the party.




  ‘About time!’ shrilled Neesh, barging past her sister and dragging an apologetic Sanjeev in her wake. ‘I thought you’d never answer! I’m bloody frozen out here.’




  Even though it was midsummer Priya wasn’t surprised to hear this. Her younger sister was poured into a tiny skirt and tight red corset above which her goose-pimpled breasts were making a valiant break for freedom. With her naked shoulders rising up like two scoops of coffee ice cream, smoky eye makeup and mane of tumbling ebony hair extensions she looked more like an Asian exile from the Playboy Mansion than a respectable lawyer’s fiancée.




  ‘Maybe you should put some more clothes on next time?’ Priya suggested, resisting the impulse to chuck one of the sofa throws over her sister. The jaws of some of the male guests were on the reclaimed floorboards and drooling surely wouldn’t do the wood any favours. ‘And take those bloody stilettos off. You’re wrecking my floor.’




  Neesh rolled her false-lashed eyes. ‘Chillax, sis! You sound like Mum.’ Her gaze swept Priya up and down, taking in the floaty sari, strappy sandals and distinct lack of cleavage. ‘Come to think of it you dress like her too. You need to come out shopping with me, I’ll sort you out.’




  Since Neesh favoured the kind of outfit that even Jordan would baulk at, Priya felt she could be forgiven for not jumping with joy at the suggestion. Not that Neesh was bothered. She was far too busy adjusting her corset and tugging her tiny skirt over her perfect peach of a backside.




  ‘How did you get past Mum anyway, dressed like that?’ Priya wondered, half horrified and half in awe. Neesh might be twenty-four but she still lived at home where her mother’s word was law. ‘Don’t tell me you’re still sneaking your clubbing gear out under your jeans?’




  ‘Like duh!’ Neesh checked her scarlet lipstick in the mirror and pouted. ‘I got dressed at Sanjeev’s. Not that Mum would notice if I went out stark naked these days. She’s far too busy trying to keep the aunties under control.’




  The aunties were bad enough separately but together they were a force of nature. Last month her father had suffered a nasty bout of pneumonia and his three sisters had moved in uninvited to help care for their brother, the precious only son of the Gupta family. Four weeks on they showed no inclination to move out, content to bicker, watch endless repeats of their favourite Indian soaps, eat lorryloads of Bombay Mix and generally send her mother crazy but, because family honour and hospitality was so important to the Guptas, Divya had no choice but to grit her teeth and put up with them.




  Which was easier said than done.




  ‘They must be driving her mad,’ Priya said. She needed a big swig of her wine just at the thought of life with the terrible trio.




  ‘God, yeah, and not just her either!’ Neesh pulled a face. ‘I can’t wait to get married and move in with Sanj, if not for the red-hot sex, then for the peace. If it isn’t Mum nagging me about the wedding, it’s bloody Auntie Bhavani moaning to Mum about how she spoils us.’ She put on a nasal voice, puffed out her cheeks and wagged a finger at her sister. ‘It is not right to squander your husband’s money for which he works so hard, Divya!’




  ‘Bhavani’s a menace,’ Priya agreed.




  Neesh beamed at her reflection in the hall mirror and scraped a smear of scarlet lipstick from her front teeth before turning her attention back to Priya, regarding her sister critically through narrowed eyes. ‘Since you don’t live at home and have to do daily battle with the auntie fashion police you’ve no excuse for dressing like that, sis. You’ve got a gorgeous figure under all that flipping cloth. God, if I had boobs like yours I’d wear a bikini all year round.’




  Priya flushed. Although a slender size ten she was blessed – or cursed depending upon which way you chose to look at it – with full C-cup breasts which she hid under baggy tops and shapeless shirts. Unlike Neesh, Priya didn’t like to flaunt her body, preferring to look like one of the boys when filming and editing. Life was simpler that way.




  ‘You look great in a bikini, babe,’ Sanjeev chipped in, dropping an adoring kiss on Neesh’s naked shoulder. ‘But you’d look great in anything.’




  ‘Don’t encourage her,’ Priya warned him. ‘She’s practically naked as it is.’




  ‘Priya, you know as well as I do there’s no point trying to tell Neesh what to do,’ said Sanjeev.




  ‘Glad you realise it already. Now be a sweetie and get me a drink, Sanj,’ Neesh ordered. ‘And get one for Kettan, yeah? But you’d better make his a juice or something. Kettan’s driven us over,’ she explained, turning back to Priya but in actuality checking her reflection again in the glass of the door behind her. ‘He’s parking. Did I tell you he’s just got a brand-new Mercedes?’




  ‘You brought Kettan?’ Priya exclaimed.




  What was it with couples that they suddenly had to try pairing everyone else off? From the second Sanj placed the enormous square-cut diamond on his fiancée’s finger, Neesh had taken on the zeal of a religious fanatic in the cause of finding Priya a man. She meant well, but Neesh was to subtlety what John Sergeant was to ballroom dancing: more than a little embarrassing. God only knew what poor Kettan thought if he’d been on the receiving end of similar treatment.




  Apart from being the latest hapless object of Neesh’s matchmaking plans Kettan Adani was also Sanjeev’s elder brother. Priya had met him on several family occasions and he seemed pleasant enough, but she didn’t know him and she certainly hadn’t invited him to her housewarming. Actually she hadn’t invited Neesh and Sanjeev either. She’d specifically arranged a separate gathering the following day for her family, all part of Project Keep the Boundaries Clear. But of course Neesh had ignored this, just as she’d ignored everything else Priya had said to her over the past twenty-four years, from not stealing her makeup to not borrowing her newest clothes.




  While Sanjeev trotted off to fetch the drinks, his trendy Mohawk bobbing above the partygoers, Priya gave her sister a steely look. ‘Anyone else coming I should know about? Mum? Dad? The aunties?’




  ‘No, just a handsome, single bachelor armed with a bottle of champagne,’ grinned Neesh. ‘Oh, don’t be such a miserable old cow, Pri! Let him in and give him a chance. You might even find you like him! I’m off to dance. Laters!’




  And off she sashayed, slim arms held high and snaky hips swivelling in time with Beyoncé, leaving Priya fuming. Gritting her teeth so hard that she thought they’d shatter, Priya opened the door and pasted a smile to her face.




  Actually, it wasn’t that much of an effort to smile at Kettan. With his high cheekbones, Malteser-brown eyes and mole’s pelt short hair hugging his well-shaped head, he was certainly a good-looking guy. Maybe if Neesh wasn’t so pushy she might be more inclined to spend some time with him. He certainly had great taste in champagne, she decided, as he pressed a chilled bottle of vintage Krug into her hands.




  ‘Kettan! This is far too much. You shouldn’t have.’




  Kettan smiled shyly. ‘Of course I should. It’s the least I can do after gatecrashing your party.’




  ‘You’re not gatecrashing,’ Priya said quickly, crossing her fingers behind her back. After all, it wasn’t Kettan’s fault her sister knocked Machiavelli into cotton socks when it came to being manipulative. ‘You’re very welcome. Besides, we’re practically family now.’




  ‘I guess you’re right,’ Kettan agreed, following her into the kitchen area and accepting a drink. ‘I can’t believe there are only a few weeks to go before the big day. We seem to have been planning it for ever.’




  ‘Tell me about it!’ Priya sighed. ‘Neesh has been wedding obsessed for months and Mum isn’t much better. And don’t even get me started on the aunties. I don’t know what they’ll do with themselves when it’s all over.’




  ‘Plan one for the next victim, I expect.’ He laughed ruefully and she found herself thinking she liked how his eyes crinkled at the corners and the way the strong muscles in his throat contracted as he sipped his champagne. Sensing her gaze, Kettan met Priya’s eyes questioningly and she looked away, heat flooding her cheeks. Thank goodness Neesh hadn’t said mind reading was on his list of talents!




  ‘So, are you all set for the big day?’ he was asking, breaking the awkward moment. ‘Bags all packed and passport at the ready?’




  Priya gulped. The honest answer was a resounding no. She’d not even bought her ticket yet. Renovating the flat had cleared out her savings and since she was almost up to the limit on her plastic she was waiting until pay day to book. The same went for buying her wedding outfit and the Dualit toaster Neesh was convinced she couldn’t live without. Things would have been a lot simpler, not to mention cheaper, if the happy couple had decided to get married in London. But Neesh had her heart set on getting married in India, and what Neesh wanted she generally got. Priya sighed. She adored her little sister and was the first to admit that she was equally responsible for spoiling her rotten, but she really could have done without the extra expense of an enforced holiday. The thought of being squeezed into Economy with her squabbling aunts brought her out in a cold sweat, as did the knowledge that for a fortnight everyone would be speculating about her own marital status.




  It must be so much easier to be a man.




  But there was no point in dumping all these woes on Kettan, especially since it was his family who had suggested having the wedding in India and kindly offered to play host to the Guptas. He probably couldn’t wait to jump on board the Air India jumbo and zoom back to see the folks. Maybe he even had a potential fiancée tucked away in the wings.




  ‘I’m as ready as I’ll ever be,’ she said diplomatically. ‘Now, can we forget weddings for a while? I have a feeling there’ll be plenty of time to think about those in the next few weeks.’ She set her glass down as an idea occurred that would change the subject nicely. ‘Since this is a housewarming, would you like a quick tour?’




  For the next hour or so Priya mingled happily with her guests. Aware that Kettan only knew Neesh and Sanj, who, oblivious of anyone else, were grinding away to R&B in a manner that would have outraged the aunties, Priya did her best to make sure that he didn’t feel left out. Not that Kettan seemed concerned; he had a warm and easy manner that enabled him to chat happily to everyone he met, and as the evening wore on Priya found him more and more appealing. Could there be something there or was the champagne blurring the edges of her judgement? A little knot of delicious tension tightened in her stomach and the air suddenly seemed rich with possibilities.




  Maybe it was just as well that the doorbell shrilled at this point, pulling her out of these rather dangerous thoughts, Priya decided.




  Murmuring her excuses and leaving Kettan deep in discussion with Zoe, Priya went to answer the door for the umpteenth time. Who on earth had decided to arrive so late? She hoped it wasn’t the neighbours coming to complain about the noise. Why Neesh insisted on having it up at eardrum-blasting levels she’d never know. Perhaps this was where the three-year age gap between them really started to show.




  ‘Bloody hell, pet! I thought I’d break my knuckles hammering on the door, the music’s that loud!’ complained the tall man who was standing on the doorstep and nursing his hand. ‘I tried to phone but no one answered.’ He peered over her shoulder into the crowded apartment. ‘Ah! Now it all makes sense. You’re having a party. No wonder you didn’t hear the phone. I’ve been to quieter Metallica gigs!’




  ‘Ray, what are you doing here? What happened to the Gorbals shoot?’ Priya was taken aback. Her staunch ally and cameraman had been shooting in Scotland for a gritty piece on social deprivation, which was one of the reasons she hadn’t invited him to her housewarming.




  One of the reasons.




  There was no way she could invite Ray in. He knew far too much about what had really happened between her and Vikram, and after a few drinks he was incapable of being discreet. If he blabbed to her friends it would be bad enough, if he said anything to Neesh and she told their mother all hell would break loose. Much as she loved him and hated to hurt him she just couldn’t take the risk.




  Ray cracked first. ‘Anyways, you’re busy here so I’ll be on my way. I’ll catch up with you at work. It can wait.’




  ‘Ray, what is it you needed to tell me? It must be important if you’ve driven all the way from Southall.’




  ‘You’re busy, Priya. It’ll keep. I’m sorry for intruding.’ Ray began to turn away, his long craggy face looking so downcast that Priya was mortified.




  ‘You could never intrude,’ she told him, slipping her slender arm through his burly one and guiding him into the throng. ‘I’m so sorry, Ray. Please come on in. I must be losing the plot in my old age. You’re really welcome, honestly.’




  ‘You sure?’ Ray didn’t look convinced and Priya didn’t blame him. The apartment was heaving with her friends and the empty plates and glasses practically screamed preparation and planning.




  ‘Of course I’m sure.’ For the second time that evening Priya found herself crossing her fingers. ‘Come on, I’ll get you a drink.’




  ‘You’ll need one yourself when you hear my news! We got the commission!’ Ray said, following her through the dancing and into the kitchen area where he dwarfed the counters and made the six-ring gas range look like something out of a dolls’ house.




  Priya gaped at him. ‘You’re kidding! We’ve got the commission? Seriously?’




  For the last four weeks Priya’s team had been planning a documentary about a long-running ashram in India which had recently come under the management of a new swami. Nothing unusual in that, of course, but what was rather out of the ordinary were the reports of the miracles that had occurred since she had taken over.




  ‘Seriously,’ laughed Ray. ‘It’s going to be made official tomorrow.’




  ‘I don’t believe it! I honestly thought Ajay’s team had it sewn up.’




  ‘Aye, so did they, and their pitch was bloody good, but not as good as yours.’ Ray beamed. ‘Vikram’s signing the project over to you. For a total twat he’s actually made a decent decision for once. Not that this means I’ll ever forgive him for—’




  ‘Never mind all that right now,’ Priya interrupted quickly, before Ray could get back on his (very) high horse and start ranting about Vik. The last thing she needed was Neesh overhearing and repeating the whole sorry tale to Divya. Sweat prickled between her shoulder blades at the very thought. ‘The main thing is we won the pitch. That’s fantastic!’




  ‘Bloody right it is, Priya! Now do you understand why I had to tell you straight away? You could look a bit more excited.’ Ray looked disappointed. ‘I thought you’d be turning cartwheels.’




  Priya bit her lip. She wasn’t sure about cartwheels but there was certainly a Ferris wheel set to full speed in her stomach. By signing over this project Vik was doing her a major favour. At the stroke of his Mont Blanc pen all her worries about financing the flights and a month in India were quelled, only to be replaced by a new host of more shadowy concerns. Was she really the best person to direct this documentary or did he have an ulterior motive? Was he trying to buy her off, or had she really got the job for the right reasons?




  ‘Of course I’m excited,’ she told Ray, not wanting to take the gloss off his happiness. ‘I’m just surprised, that’s all.’




  ‘What are you surprised about, babes?’ Zoe said over Priya’s shoulder, as she and Steve helped themselves to more wine. Explaining quickly, Priya left Ray with Zoe and Steve, whom she would trust with her life to keep any secrets that he might blurt out, and made her way towards Neesh. If she stayed with her little sister she might just manage to keep her and Ray apart. Damage limitation was the name of the game.




  [image: image]




  Departure day and the Gupta household was a buzzing hive of busy-bee activity as the entire family tore around cramming clothes into suitcases and doing emergency last-minute shopping. Directing proceedings with an iron fist was Bhavani, driving Neesh crazy by raiding her suitcases to get rid of any flesh-baring clothing and make certain only modest saris were packed.




  ‘I’m going to bloody kill her!’ Neesh was screeching now, rummaging through yet another suitcase only to discover that her aunt had struck again. ‘She’s gone and swiped my Seven jeans and my Vivienne Westwood corset! She’s a bloody liability!’




  ‘You won’t catch me arguing with that,’ Priya agreed with feeling. She’d spent the last few days frantically trying to keep the peace between her aunt and her mother and was feeling more beaten than a bowl of scrambled eggs. Over breakfast the two women had almost come to blows when Neesh asked for her bikini back only for her aunt to begin berating their mother for allowing her daughters to run wild. From the fuss Bhavani made over the admittedly skimpy swimwear you’d think Neesh had planned to sunbathe in a G-string and nipple tassels.




  Not that Priya would put it past her.




  ‘You had better contain those girls before it is too late and they do something really scandalous, or God forbid blacken the family name!’ Bhavani had wheezed, chins wobbling with indignation. ‘At least Neeshali will soon have a husband to guide her, but Priya is always mixing with young men unchaperoned. She lives alone without a husband! What about the family honour, hmm? What about her virtue?’




  Priya had almost choked on her toast. Her aunt need have no fears on that score; the state her love life was in lately, her virtue was perfectly safe.




  Unfortunately.




  ‘Bloody woman!’ Neesh was ranting now as she plucked yards of cat-puke-yellow sari fabric from her suitcase. ‘I swear to God I’m going to ram this crap so far up her fat backside she’ll be blowing it out her nose!’




  Moving across the bedroom, which was so strewn with suitcases, clothes and boxes that it could double as an assault course, Priya put an arm round her sister.




  ‘Come on, you know what Auntie Bhav’s like. Just humour her.’




  ‘Me humour her?’ shrieked Neesh, who could give Etna a run for its money when it came to erupting. ‘I’m the bloody bride and they’re my clothes! She should bloody well humour me!’




  Priya knew from experience that when Neesh got started on her precious clothes there was no stopping her. She also knew that if her sister threw a major tantrum yet another row would blow up and Ashwani, who was supposed to be resting, would have to get out of bed to referee. Another female squabble was the last thing her father needed. Luckily, years of managing Ray and the rest of her crew had taught Priya negotiating skills that a UN Peace Envoy would covet, and she said quickly, ‘I’ve heard that the shopping in Mumbai is amazing. Apparently they’ve got all the labels and at half the price. If you left some of your stuff here you could get Sanj to take you there on a major spree. If you haven’t got many clothes he’ll have to buy you some, won’t he?’




  Priya could practically hear the cogs grinding in the materialistic depths of her little sister’s brain. Fortunately the promise of more shopping was more attractive than another spat with Bhavani and before long Neesh was more than happy to abandon half her wardrobe. Thank God for that, thought Priya, as she returned to her own packing.




  ‘My God!’ shrieked Neesh as the taxi pulled away from the house, causing the driver to swerve across the road. ‘I’m going to get married! Can you believe it! I’m bloody well getting married! How mad is that?’




  She bounced up and down on her seat, long coal-black hair flying and her dark eyes shining with excitement. Priya felt exhausted just looking at her, but then Neesh hadn’t just lugged twelve suitcases down the stairs and along the garden path, nor had to run back at least four times to fetch items that the aunties suddenly realised they couldn’t live without. Neesh had suddenly vanished, leaving everyone else to do the hard work, only to reappear at the eleventh hour with freshly applied makeup and newly manicured nails. If only Priya had had the chance to remove her chipped nail varnish, or even to drag a brush through her tangled hair. In between all the frenetic activity she’d been on the phone to Ray in order to make sure that all their expensive equipment had been checked and packed properly.




  Talk about multi-tasking. No wonder she was shattered! All Priya wanted to do now was close her eyes and rest. Not that there was much hope of that with her mother and her aunts around. The taxi hadn’t even left Wimbledon yet and they were already bickering. Delving into her Chloe Paddington (a cast-off from Neesh as apparently it was so last season) she fished out her iPod, and tutted in frustration when she realised the battery was flat. Now she’d have to listen to squabbling all the way to the airport.




  ‘I do think you’re being a little selfish having this wedding in India.’ Auntie Chandani was needling Neesh now. ‘It’s too far for dear Ashwani to have to travel. You should have got married in London. Then all the family could have come.’




  ‘God forbid,’ shuddered Neesh. ‘I’ll leave the big family do to Priya when she finally gets round to tying the knot.’




  Bhavani snorted rudely. ‘We won’t hold our breath there, dear. We all know that Priya doesn’t recognise a good thing when she sees it. That boy Vikram was lovely.’
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