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All women know that bridesmaids’ dresses are a secret plot of the devil. No matter how much your best friend, sister or cousin
promises she will not dress you up as The Bride of Frankenstein on Disco Night, odds are you’ll be walking down the aisle
swathed in the kind of fabric used to upholster sofas, in the one colour designed to make you look jaundiced.


But you’re not feeling any bridesmaid’s-dress-fitting panic today. Jane is your oldest friend in the world, and you know she’d
never expect you to wear a monstrosity. You’ve seen pictures of what she has in mind for you – a tasteful slip-dress in a
harmless dark-blue satin.


‘Champagne?’ a shop assistant asks, holding out a tray of flutes, the bubbles racing to pop out of the top of each glass.

‘Yes please,’ says Cee Cee, Jane’s older sister and maid of honour, appearing beside you and taking one. Cee Cee adores weddings
– in fact, as a wedding planner, she makes a living out of them. You’re a little worried she might be infecting Jane with
too much bridezilla hysteria and over-the-topness – most of the events she presides over make the last royal wedding look like an elopement followed by a piss-up in the local pub – but you have to admit, she’s a great organiser.


‘Have you seen Jane’s dress?’ you ask, sinking into one of the luxurious armchairs set in front of a wall of mirrors and a
little podium, designed for optimum dress viewing.


‘Not yet! But I can’t wait,’ Cee Cee says, settling down in the chair next to yours, eyes shining. ‘And you will just die when Jane tells you about my idea for the bridesmaids’ dresses!’


That sounds rather alarming. You’re about to ask for details, but then Jane steps out of the dressing room, closely followed
by a mountain of fabric, the bridal shop proprietor fussing over the train of the dress.


‘Oh my God, Jane!’ you say.

If the wedding dress is magnificent, go to page 3.

If the wedding dress is hideous, go to page 5.


      
      The wedding dress is magnificent

      
      You catch your breath. She looks stunning. The dress is white, which, as her best friend, you know is a bit of a stretch, but it’s her wedding
         – she can have it.
      

      
      It has a sweetheart neckline, a delicate lace bodice and lace sleeves, and as she climbs onto the platform, the wall of mirrors
         reveals at least two dozen small silk buttons running down the length of the fitted back.
      

      
      You can’t believe your best friend is getting married. You were at nursery school together, you went through primary school,
         then puberty, then high school, you dated your first boys and had your first heartbreaks side by side, and now she’s moving
         on to the next stage of her life – without you.
      

      
      You’re incredibly happy for her, of course, and Tom’s a nice enough guy. You want to focus on her happiness, but you can’t
         help feeling a little sorry for yourself. It’s not that you’re desperate to get married, it’s just that you wish you didn’t
         have this feeling she was leaving you behind.
      

      
      ‘What do you think?’ Jane asks, turning slightly to each side, showing off the full beauty of the dress.

      
      ‘I’m speechless,’ you say.

      
      Cee Cee is on her feet, tugging at the long, full skirt that swirls out into a train like a puddle of cream behind Jane.

      
      ‘You make the most beautiful bride,’ she says.

      
      You nod, a lump in your throat.

      
      ‘Right, girls,’ says Jane. ‘Now it’s your turn.’

      
      To see your bridesmaid’s dress, go to page 11.

   
      
      The wedding dress is hideous

      
      You catch your breath. She looks hideous.

      
      The dress is glacier white. So white it makes your eyes ache, but it’s the design that’s the real problem.

      
      The dress contains more pleats, ruffles and shoulder pads than an entire season of Dynasty. The neckline plunges much too low between her breasts, and the gap is filled in with a white lace mesh. Then there are big
         white scrunched-up fabric flowers that look like flopped nursery-school art projects all over the bodice and the skirt, which
         is that awkward length, an inch too short to be long, and an inch too long to be short.
      

      
      ‘You look absolutely stunning! That’s the most beautiful dress I’ve ever seen!’ Cee Cee gushes.

      
      You glance at Cee Cee’s face to see if she’s lying, but if she is, she’s masking it really well. Jane looks at you hopefully.

      
      To tell Jane the truth about the dress, go to page 6.

      
      To tell her a lie, go to page 9.

   
      
      You tell Jane the truth

      
      ‘Well?’ Jane’s smile is slipping. ‘What do you think?’

      
      You seize a glass of champagne and gulp at it. The bubbles make you splutter – but at least you’ve bought yourself some time.
         ‘I’m … I’m not sure white is really your colour,’ you manage.
      

      
      ‘White isn’t a colour, it’s a shade,’ the bridal shop proprietor snaps, approaching with the stealth of a shark.

      
      ‘So the colour is the problem?’ Jane says. She turns to the proprietor. ‘Do you have this in pale pink? Maybe coral?’

      
      Pink? Coral? That would be even more horrendous. ‘Urm … actually, come to think about it, it’s not the colour, it’s the style,’
         you say. ‘You’ve got such a great figure, Jane, I’m not sure it does you justice.’
      

      
      ‘But I’ve had seven sessions here. I’ve tried on hundreds of the bloody things. Can you be more specific?’

      
      Another gulp of champagne. ‘Maybe the … frills are a little bit OTT.’

      
      Jane turns to look in one of the full-length mirrors. ‘Do you hate it? It’s important that you’re honest.’

      
      ‘Really?’

      
      ‘Absolutely. You’re my oldest friend. I can take it.’

      
      Cee Cee is making throat-slitting gestures at you, and the proprietor and the assistant holding the tray of champagne are
         staring at you in undisguised horror. Everyone’s waiting.
      

      
      ‘Okay. Look, Jane, there’s no nice way to say this. But …’ You drain your glass and take a deep breath. She’s your best friend,
         she deserves the truth. ‘It’s hideous. It’s vomitous. You look like you’re wearing a couture nappy.’
      

      
      There’s a shocked silence.

      
      Jane glares at you. ‘How can you say that?’

      
      Maybe you should have been more subtle. Blame it on the champagne. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to come out like that.’

      
      ‘Are you jealous? Is that it? Because I’ve found someone I love and you haven’t?’

      
      Where did that come from? You can sense a potential humdinger of a fight crackling in the air. ‘Jealous? No! That’s not fair.
         You asked me for my opinion and I gave it to you.’
      

      
      ‘Next you’ll be saying that I shouldn’t marry Tom!’

      
      In fact, you’re not sure that Tom, Jane’s fiancé, is exactly the right guy for her, but two honesty bombshells on the same
         day might not be a good idea.
      

      
      Tears glimmer in Jane’s eyes. There’s a long silence as she stares at herself in the mirror. You brace yourself for more recriminations,
         but suddenly she bursts out laughing. ‘I look like a schizophrenic Disney princess, don’t I?’
      

      
      ‘Or an explosion in a meringue factory,’ you add.

      
      Jane giggles. ‘What was I thinking?’

      
      ‘Well, I like it!’ Cee Cee chimes in defensively, but for once Jane ignores her.

      
      ‘What about something like this?’ you say, going over to a rail and pulling out a sleek, vintage-style gown in ivory silk.
         ‘I saw it earlier and I thought it would look beautiful on you.’
      

      
      ‘It is pretty,’ Jane says, and you and Cee Cee wait while Jane and the proprietor disappear behind the dressing-room curtain.

      
      Jane reappears – and both you and Cee Cee gasp. It’s gorgeous. Perfect. The deceptively simple flapper design echoes the glamour
         of The Great Gatsby, and looks as if it was created solely to complement Jane’s slim figure.
      

      
      ‘Thanks for saving me,’ Jane says to you. ‘Right, now it’s your turn.’

      
      To see your bridesmaid’s dress, go to page 11.

   
      
      You lie

      
      How can you tell Jane the truth? You know how many fittings she’s had, the months spent poring over Vera Wang catalogues and agonising
         over couture websites. Maybe the dress won’t look so awful once she’s had her hair and makeup done.
      

      
      ‘It’s … um … stunning,’ you say, your voice sounding fake even to you. You’ve never been a particularly good liar.

      
      Jane frowns and takes a long look at herself in the mirror. ‘Really?’

      
      ‘Mmmhmmm.’ You seize a glass of champagne and take a swig.

      
      Cee Cee nods in agreement and admiration. It’s a mystery how a wedding planner can have such appalling taste.

      
      ‘You don’t think it’s too much?’ Jane asks.

      
      ‘Er, maybe a little?’ you squeak.

      
      ‘I thought you said it was stunning?’

      
      To be fair, the sight of it would stun anyone with taste. You bite your tongue.
      

      
      ‘Oh God,’ Jane wails. ‘I look like a meringue wrestling a duvet.’ She rounds on you. ‘I can’t believe you were going to let me wear this monstrosity!’

      
      ‘Um … I would have told you eventually. You caught me off guard.’

      
      ‘What am I going to do now?’

      
      The dress shop proprietor is way ahead of the game. She brandishes an elegant, vintage-looking dress with delicate embroidery.
         ‘Perhaps madam would like to try on something like this?’
      

      
      Jane shoots you a dirty look and disappears behind the curtain.

      
      But when she reappears, this time looking truly stunning, your admiration is entirely heartfelt. She twirls in front of you,
         and you can see from her face that all is forgiven.
      

      
      ‘Now it’s your turn,’ she announces.

      
      To see your bridesmaid’s dress, go to page 11.

   
      
      You’re seeing your bridesmaid’s dress for the first time

      
      Another shop assistant appears with two huge dress bags and hangs them on a rail next to the fitting area.

      
      ‘You’re going to love this!’ Cee Cee trills.

      
      You steal another glance at the dresses in their clothing bags. You strongly suspect there’s a gaping chasm between what Cee
         Cee loves and what you love.
      

      
      ‘I know I showed you some references before,’ Jane says, ‘and we discussed the blue satin when we did your measurements a
         few months ago, but when Cee Cee and I were choosing the tablecloths, we found this beautiful material that we think will
         complement the whole look.’
      

      
      ‘You mean our dresses are going to be made out of the same fabric as the tablecloths?’ you say, trying to rein in your alarm.

      
      ‘And the serviettes!’ Cee Cee exclaims. ‘Isn’t it genius? All the A-list celebs are doing it.’ She grabs her dress eagerly
         and slips into one of the dressing rooms.
      

      
      Desperate not to disappoint Jane, you collect yours, smothering your sense of impending doom. Once in the cubicle, you hang the dress on the hook and step back to appraise
         it. It doesn’t look promising, but maybe it won’t be so bad once it’s on, you think, a seed of hope still lodged in your heart.
      

      
      You strip down to your undies, keeping on your Converse trainers, then carefully step into the pile of heavy fabric. You grasp
         the sleeves and do battle with the dress, tugging it up over your hips and thighs. It’s tight, and you have to suck in your
         tummy and hop up and down to get it on. At last you slip your arms into the sleeves, and reach behind you to pull up the zip,
         which only makes it halfway up your back before sticking. You wriggle and tug, but it doesn’t budge any further.
      

      
      You hear Cee Cee squealing outside: ‘I told you, Jane! It’s perfect!’ She rips your curtain open. ‘How does yours look?’ she
         asks.
      

      
      You brace yourself and step out to assess the damage.

      
      On Cee Cee, who has small, high boobs and long legs, the dress doesn’t actually look too bad, but on you it’s an unmitigated
         disaster. The puffed sleeves and scalloped neckline make you look like a milkmaid, and every time you breathe out, more of the little pearl buttons down the front pop open. Then there’s the colour.
         Jane promised not to make you wear any shade of sugar-pink, but this – which Cee Cee insists is apricot, but looks more like
         stale salmon mousse – is almost worse. And – the final insult – it has a sprigged pattern. You feel like inventing a mysterious
         accident for it. Something involving a tsunami and a curry house would do nicely.
      

      
      The proprietor and the dressmaker descend on you. One shoves your breasts back into the cups of the dress, and the other pulls
         the back of the dress together and manages to get the zip up, with the result that the remaining buttons on the bodice peel
         open all the way to your waist.
      

      
      ‘I’m afraid it doesn’t fit so well.’ You state the screamingly obvious.

      
      ‘I’m sure they’ll be able to fix it. You will be able to fix it, won’t you?’ Jane turns to the dressmaker, her voice hitting
         that ultra-high frequency that only bridezillas can reach. The woman looks dubious, but then she and the proprietor bustle
         around you, pulling at the fabric and seams while you stand there, hoping that everyone attending the wedding goes temporarily blind just before it starts.
      

      
      Finally, it’s over. You scrabble out of the awful garment, get dressed and join the others.

      
      Cee Cee narrows her eyes at you. ‘You haven’t told me who you’re bringing to the wedding.’

      
      ‘Yes, sorry,’ you say. ‘I haven’t decided yet.’

      
      Jane and Cee Cee exchange glances.

      
      ‘But it’s next weekend,’ Jane says. ‘Can you let me know by this evening? The calligrapher needs to do the name cards for
         the tables.’
      

      
      Calligrapher? Oh dear. This is not the laid-back Jane you know and love. Truth is, you haven’t decided who you’re going to
         ask to be your plus-one. You haven’t told her about Steve yet.
      

      
      You met him online – one of the few guys who contacted you who didn’t have a cocky moniker containing the number 69 – and
         you have to admit that if you showed up with him, you’d create a stir. Steve has the kind of good looks that cause whiplash.
         And therein lies the problem. On your one and only date with him, you were so busy trying to figure out what the catch was,
         you barely had a chance to get to know him.
      

      
      Still, he’s a massive improvement on some of the blokes you’ve been out with lately. He has all his own teeth, laughed at
         your jokes, and when you went for a quick coffee after the movie, he over-tipped the waiter (always a good sign). Better still,
         he wasn’t pushy or grabby, leaving you with a chaste but spine-tingling goodnight kiss at the end of the evening. Is he just
         too good to be true?
      

      
      Or you could go on your own. The wedding wouldn’t grind to a halt if every guest wasn’t paired up. You know that in spite
         of her wedding panic, Jane only wants you to be happy, date or no date. And Cee Cee’s concern is limited to your plus-one’s
         dietary requirements, shoe size, and whether his personality is suitable for sitting next to the bride’s deaf granny or the
         groom’s alkie uncle.
      

      
      ‘I’d better get going,’ Jane says. ‘I’ve got a meeting with DJ Salinger.’

      
      ‘Who?’ you ask.
      

      
      ‘The DJ for the reception. Word is he’s extremely hot.’

      
      ‘And I’d better head to the airport,’ Cee Cee says. ‘Bruno and his date are arriving this afternoon. It’s the first time he’s
         been home in years.’
      

      
      ‘Bruno’s bringing a date to the wedding?’ you say, remembering the relentless teasing Jane and Cee Cee’s brother subjected
         you to when you were kids. ‘Who is this woman – some kind of masochist?’
      

      
      Jane laughs. ‘Bruno’s changed – you’re going to be surprised.’

      
      ‘Huh,’ you say. ‘Remember when he set my hair on fire? I’m not sure I’m ever going to get over that.’

      
      You say your goodbyes and leave the bridal shop, feeling slightly blue. After that catastrophic bridesmaid’s dress, you need
         cheering up. You send an emergency text to your friend Lisa, and she replies within seconds, promising to pick up a takeaway
         and bottle of wine en route to your place.
      

      
      Lisa pours the dregs of the wine into her glass and stuffs the last of the naan bread into her mouth. ‘Weddings!’ she says.
         ‘Why do people put themselves through all that crap?’
      

      
      You sigh. ‘It is supposed to be the most important day of your life.’

      
      Lisa snorts. ‘The most stressful day of your life, more like. The whole industry is a giant wedding-planner and florist conspiracy.’
         She runs a hand through her bright pink hair. It’s lucky Jane didn’t ask her to be a bridesmaid – she’d clash terribly with the new nightmare
         outfits and the décor palette. ‘So tell me more about this Steve guy.’
      

      
      ‘Not much to tell,’ you say. ‘He seems nice.’

      
      Lisa grimaces. ‘Nice? Ugh. Sounds boring.’ Lisa doesn’t do nice – or boring. Her last girlfriend was a stuntwoman with more
         piercings and tattoos than a biker convention.
      

      
      Your mobile beeps with a text from Jane: ‘Plus one? I NEED TO KNOW!!!!’

      
      What to do? Is your best friend’s wedding really the place for a second date with Steve? He certainly fits the part; he’s
         handsome and polite, and taking him along would stop Jane’s relatives bombarding you with questions about your love-life.
         But you’re not sure if you’re in the mood for spending the wedding babysitting a bloke you barely know, introducing him to
         everyone and explaining how you met. And you don’t really want to tell everyone you’ve only been on one date with him before.
         Maybe you could be vague on that point. But more importantly, do you want Steve to see you in that horror of a bridesmaid’s
         dress? It’s likely to put him off you forever.
      

      
      Perhaps you’d be better off going to the wedding on your own. Lisa is going solo after all, and despite her wedding cynicism,
         she’s so much fun to hang out with. If you went on your own, you could really let your hair down with Lisa, and you wouldn’t
         have to stress about whether or not your date was enjoying himself. And you never know who you might meet at the wedding:
         didn’t Jane say something about the DJ being super-hot?
      

      
      If you want to take Steve to the wedding as your plus-one, go to page 19.

      
      If you want to go to the wedding on your own, go to page 176.

   
      
      You’ve decided to go to the wedding with Steve

      
      You can’t help feeling a bit smug. Choosing Steve to be your date was definitely the right decision.

      
      Here you are, en route to an early summer wedding in a vintage red convertible, a gorgeous guy at your side – the star of
         your very own romantic movie cliché. You relax back in the car seat, enjoying the feel of the breeze dancing over your skin.
         It helps that Steve is even better looking than you remembered. Tall, rangy, and with a smile that meets his eyes every time.
         You can hardly wait to walk into the hotel on his arm. Jane’s eyes will fall out of her head, and even Lisa is sure to be
         impressed.
      

      
      There are a few niggles: you still haven’t nailed down exactly what he does for a living – some sort of training for corporate
         clients is how he put it – but he’s employed, says he’s well-travelled, and he seems to like you a great deal. Sure, you were
         a little bit concerned at how eagerly he’d agreed to be your plus-one for the wedding, enthusiastically offering to drive
         you to the country venue – but that worry evaporated when he pulled up outside your place, right on time, in his spectacularly
         cool car, and ushered you into the passenger seat. He’d even brought you a silk scarf to protect your hair from the wind, and you felt a little like
         Grace Kelly as he propelled you through the outskirts of the city – people shooting you admiring glances.
      

      
      So far, so good.

      
      You called the wedding venue – one of those luxury country-manor hotels – to book an extra room for him, but now, as you glance
         at your date in his sunglasses and tight t-shirt, driving with skill and ease, a sneaky part of you is wondering what it might
         be like to share a room instead.
      

      
      You leave the city and the traffic behind – Steve has programmed the satnav to take you via the scenic route, and soon you’re
         cruising through rolling countryside along narrow lanes, the hedges full of flowers, the occasional spire of a village church
         punctuating the valleys folded between the sloping hills. You haven’t said much to each other – content to let the landscape
         slide by – but it’s a comfortable silence, as if you’ve known him for ages.
      

      
      Without taking his eyes off the road, Steve reaches over and weaves his fingers through yours. ‘Hungry?’ he asks.

      
      You were so busy getting ready this morning, you skipped breakfast. A snack in a charming country pub wouldn’t go amiss. ‘I
         could eat,’ you say.
      

      
      Steve slows and pulls to the side of the road on the outskirts of a small village. This isn’t a cosy country pub. It’s a field.

      
      ‘Why are we stopping here?’ you ask.

      
      ‘Wait and see.’ He strides round to the boot and hauls out a picnic basket.

      
      ‘You packed a picnic?’

      
      ‘I thought it might be a good plan.’ He points to a large oak tree set in a clearing in the middle of a field of swaying wheat.
         A stile marks a public footpath that curves up a slope past the tree. This is too picture-perfect to be true. You look around
         for the hidden orchestra, but all you can hear are birds and the distant burr of a tractor.
      

      
      Steve takes your hand and chivalrously helps you through the stile. You stroll along the path, the soft grasses and dandelions
         on either side tickling your bare legs. When you reach the clearing under the oak, he lays down a mohair blanket, and you
         kick off your shoes and sink down next to him as he starts unpacking the basket. Unbelievable – sandwiches with the crusts cut off. Chocolate cupcakes. And a bottle of chardonnay in a cooler sleeve.
      

      
      ‘You did all this?’ you ask.

      
      ‘Sure.’

      
      ‘Wow. And you’ve been single for how long?’

      
      He looks a little bashful. ‘I’m taking my time. But I believe if I put myself out there, stay open to opportunity, the right
         woman will come along. I just have to keep the faith.’
      

      
      He pours you a glass of wine – taking only a splash for himself. ‘Driving,’ he shrugs. Mmm, responsible, too. Next he hands
         you a sandwich, along with a real linen serviette – it’s delectable, a simple combination of brown bread, butter, succulent
         roast chicken and a hint of fresh rosemary. You sigh in contentment and sip your wine, which is equally good.
      

      
      The cupcakes are even better, oozing decadent dark chocolate filling. ‘Did you make these too?’ you ask, licking your fingers.

      
      ‘Nah, can’t claim the credit there. I have a really decent baker around the corner from where I live. Their cakes are legendary.
         I popped in there first thing this morning.’
      

      
      Just as you’re thinking that things couldn’t get any better, Steve reaches out and tucks a dandelion flower behind your ear. You feel a tingle of warmth in the pit of your belly,
         and shift a little closer to him. He trails his hand up your arm, slowly stroking your shoulder and neck, his fingers tangling
         gently in your hair. Then his hand falls away and you’re momentarily confused, but he’s moving the picnic paraphernalia aside.
         You shiver with anticipation, the sound of birdsong growing fainter as Steve leans towards you, and there’s that delicious
         moment of knowing that your first real kiss is about to happen. And it doesn’t disappoint.
      

      
      He doesn’t rush in, but he’s not too tentative either, and you melt with pleasure as his tongue slides between your lips.
         You lean back on the soft mohair blanket, wrapping your arms around his neck so that he follows you down, and give yourself
         over to being thoroughly kissed. The man is a master of the craft, taking his time, combing his hands through your hair. You
         feel an impressive bulge pressing against your thigh and resist the temptation to reach for it – at least for now.
      

      
      You’re breathless by the time he shifts his mouth to your neck, nuzzling his way down by inches, and as he takes your earlobe gently between his teeth, you explore the honed muscles of his back with your fingers.

      
      He stops and pulls away for a moment, looking into your eyes. Then he eases one of the straps of your sundress off your shoulder.

      
      ‘Yes,’ you murmur, sliding your hands down his back and up under the edge of his t-shirt. His skin is warm, and you run your
         fingertips across his waist and onto his stomach, keen to see if his six-pack feels as good as it looks. It does.
      

      
      But you’re distracted from your own journey by his, as his mouth drops lower, threading kisses past your collarbone and down
         to the top of your cleavage. He rolls the fabric of your dress down, cups your naked breast in his hand, and slowly, tantalisingly,
         trails kisses over your nipple. Then you feel his fingers slip the other strap down, exposing both your breasts to the soft,
         warm air and the pleasure of his mouth.
      

      
      And then his hand drops lower to slip up under your skirt, teasing along the skin of your thigh, brushing your inner thigh
         with the tips of his fingers while he wraps his tongue around and around your nipple, then moves to lavish attention on the
         other one. You sigh as a light breeze plays over your now wet nipple, making you shiver with need.
      

      
      Then his hand is slipping up over your knickers, which are already soaked through, and you part your thighs a little, giving
         him access. You let out a long breathy gasp as you feel him rubbing the length of your slit from top to bottom. He starts
         off softly, then increases the pressure of his fingertips over the fabric. First he strokes with just two fingers, and then
         with all four, applying extra pressure when he reaches your mound, tapping against your clit on every pass. It feels as if
         that little slip of fabric is the only thing preventing you from coming on the spot.
      

      
      ‘Please …’ you say, tilting up your hips as he rubs the edge of his teeth gently around one of your nipples. At your urging,
         you feel his fingers just lift the side of your knickers, and you know he’s about to have at you properly, your breath starts
         coming a little faster …
      

      
      Your eyes fly open at the sudden roar of an engine, and a tractor chugs into view. Reluctantly, you detach yourself from Steve
         and whip the straps of your dress up, pulling down your skirt. Steve gently brushes grass off your back. You’re tempted to
         ignore the audience – you were so close to complete satisfaction – but you barely know this guy, so maybe it’s a good thing Farmer Brown
         came along when he did. Who knows how far things might have gone if you hadn’t been interrupted?
      

      
      Back in the car, your head is buzzing delightfully from the glass of wine and your body from Steve’s clever fingers and mouth.
         You’re a little itchy from the grass on your bare skin, but you feel sun-kissed and well-kissed – and you’re anticipating
         more later. To think you were considering going to the wedding alone!
      

      
      ‘Feel like some music?’ Steve asks.

      
      ‘Sure,’ you say.

      
      He fiddles with his iPod and, next thing, an eighties soft-rock classic blasts out. Not quite what you had in mind.

      
      ‘Choose something else if you like,’ he shouts above Foreigner or Chicago or Meatloaf or whatever it is that’s blaring out
         of the speakers and making your ears bleed.
      

      
      You scroll through his iPod. Oh dear. Several ‘best of’ albums – Celine Dion, Jennifer Rush – the soundtrack to The Notebook, and a Westlife compilation. You feel a twinge of unease. There’s no doubt this guy is in touch with his romantic side – maybe too in touch. Still, it’s
         not as if he listens to panpipe music, is it? It could be worse.
      

      
      It is worse. The next track swells to its crescendo and he starts singing along. He shoots you a meaningful glance while warbling
         that he really wants to knooow what love is. And with taste in music this bad, you’re not sure you want to show him.
      

      
      You smile back tentatively, squirming in your seat. He’s just messing with you, surely? Pretending to be cheesy. That has
         to be it. Thankfully the song changes and he stops singing.
      

      
      The road weaves past the high gates of several country estates, each more lavishly scenic than the last – you’re really in
         weekend wedding territory now. You crest a hilltop and round a corner, and your destination slides into view, laid out below
         you in all its panoramic glory. You knew it would be gorgeous – Jane exploited all of Cee Cee’s wedding-planner connections
         to the max – but this is breathtaking.
      

      
      A stone mansion basks in the sunshine, with that settled look that comes from being centuries old. The grounds stretch in
         all directions, manicured lawns sweeping towards clumps of trees. A stream running beside a wall divides the gardens from a pasture of grazing sheep. An artfully
         constructed folly leads the eye up one rise, and behind the mansion you can see the tower of a chapel made of the same golden
         stone. As you crunch down the long, gravelled drive, the glimmer of a lake behind a row of willows catches your eye. And are
         those swans on the water? They are.
      

      
      Steve brings the car to a halt in front of the steps that lead up to the entrance of the manor house, now one of those tremendously
         exclusive hotels. He leaps out and jogs around the car to open your door. You get out and stretch, gazing out at the lake,
         enjoying the scent of roses and the quiet. Which is shattered by a cacophony of children’s voices, followed by a woman yelling,
         ‘Paris! Take your finger out of your nose right now!’
      

      
      You turn to see Jane’s cousin Noeleen and her husband Dom – for obvious reasons, the pair of them have been Brangelina’d into
         Domino – and their brood approaching. ‘Hi!’ Noe calls, a toddler wrapped around her ankle. Dom follows, a child clinging to
         his back like a chimp. You have no idea how they manage their three children – all of whom are under seven – without resorting to tranquillisers.
      

      
      Noe pauses, eyes widening as she takes in Steve. While he shakes hands with Dom, Noe mouths ‘Wow!’ at you. You can’t help
         feeling a flush of pride.
      

      
      ‘Mummy! Yodabell wants to go see the swans!’

      
      ‘Yodabell?’ you ask dubiously. Domino’s kids all have ridiculous names – you can’t remember if the ankle-biter currently tugging
         at Noe’s dress is called Manhattan or Tokyo – but Yodabell is an outrageous moniker, even for this family.
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