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CHAPTER ONE


I could only just glimpse Nathan in a gap between the rows of guests that lined the pews in front of me. He had his back to me, as you would expect, but I could still sense that he was nervous. His shoulders were unnaturally straight and motionless, his neck stiff and his hands looked lost as they hung empty, resting close to his thighs. An unnecessarily large pink hat bobbed into my line of vision obscuring the view altogether, probably a good job as my eyes had already been lingering on Nathan’s thighs for longer than was socially acceptable in situations such as these.

Rocking back onto my heels I closed my eyes, blocking out the chessboard of grey suits and pastel sundresses. As the minister spoke I felt as though I could have been standing in my kitchen at home, listening to a play on the radio. I wished I was. Not that I ever listened to plays – Radio One had not to my knowledge ever made a habit of broadcasting them – but you know what I mean.

I caught the minister saying, ‘But first I am required to ask if anyone here present knows a reason why these persons may not lawfully marry, to declare it now …’ and I turned to peer at the door behind me. A woman with a little girl perched on her lap frowned at me and I realised I must have looked a little too eager for the kind of eleventh hour showdown that soaps can’t resist throwing in. I turned back, blushing furiously and fixed my eyes on the parquet flooring. I could tell that Vicky was looking at me, wanting to share a conspiratorial smile, but the herringbone pattern on the floor really was fascinating.

A tune had been playing over and over in my head and it was really beginning to niggle at me, tempting me to sing it out loud. I wasn’t sure what the song was, but words were forming, teasing me. I cleared my throat and tried to concentrate on what is going on up ahead.

‘Nathan Jack Priestly, will you take Rebecca Frances Conway to be your wife?’

God, what is it? It’s on the tip of my tongue.

‘Will you love her—’

It was a woman singing.

‘—comfort her—’

Something to do with marriage and socks smelling of Brie.

‘—honour and protect her—’

I think it was the Beautiful South.

‘—and, forsaking all others—’

Of course. I remember now.

‘—be faithful to her as long as you both shall live?’

It’s ‘Don’t marry her, have me’.

‘I will.’

Oh bollocks!

Vicky looked at me quizzically and whispered, ‘Did you say something?’

I shook my head vigorously and gave her a wobbly smile. This seemed to convince her, as she bent down to whisper something to her son who was now shuffling from one foot to another, holding his crotch with one hand and tugging at his shirt collar with the other. This morning, when Vicky had told him that he would have to wear his best shirt, he perplexed us all by crying, ‘yes!’ and punching the air. It wasn’t until he returned clutching his favourite football shirt that we clicked and a scene not dissimilar to the Battle of Britain then emerged in Vicky’s living room. When Jack looked up in my direction I rolled my eyes skyward as if to say, ‘Bo-ring!’ and he giggled until Vicky nudged him then looked around to see why he was laughing. Looking forward again I saw that Nathan and Rebecca were now holding hands, gazing at one another as they said their vows. I swallowed hard as my head pounded and I fought the urge to vomit right there in the pew.

Years ago I used to dream about this moment, standing in a beautiful lofty church decorated with flowers at the end of every aisle, Nathan looking incredible and gazing at me as we repeated our vows. This was not what I had in mind at all, something had gone horribly wrong. Mind you, it had also been Rebecca’s fantasy back then too, and Vicky’s. The three of us were relentless in our pursuit of Nathan at school, and united in our appreciation. We never fell out over him or became competitive. Even Rebecca didn’t try her usual tactics to ensnare him, although in hindsight maybe she had been all along. Still, at the time we thought it was pointless to fight over him, we never really believed he would want to go out with any of us.

I first really noticed Nathan at Little Beat, a record shop that had recently opened on a back road between Clifton and Bristol city centre. He was leafing through records in the second-hand room at the back of the shop, nodding his head in time with a Cure song. I vaguely recognised him as being in the year above me at school. He was one of the boys that hung out in the computer room rather than go out into the courtyard so I didn’t know his name or much about him. I was fourteen then and he was the same height as me and, being skinnier than most of his peers, possibly the same size as me as well. He had an old grey bag slung over his shoulder that I noticed was scrawled with names of bands that read like my bedroom play-list. This boy, I decided, was a kindred spirit.

From then on I hung out at Little Beat every chance I could. I befriended the owner, Ed Little, who was only twenty-two and attractive in an inaccessibly older and cooler way. He took it upon himself to educate me on my music taste, introducing me to bands he knew instinctively that I’d like.

I didn’t often see Nathan there, and when I did he was always preoccupied, absorbed in the music, but I liked that. I found him mysterious and intense.

Vicky and Rebecca didn’t share my enthusiasm then. Vicky agreed that he was cute, but not her type, and Rebecca was more interested in the already nearly-six-foot-tall, Michael McCallister. Michael was the popular choice for girls at school, with his thick blonde flick, Don Johnson in Miami Vice dress sense and his hilarious ability to take off Rik Mayall from The Young Ones. They couldn’t see what I saw in Nathan and teased me for having unique taste in boys.

The year Nathan returned from the summer holidays ready to join the sixth form he must have grown a foot in height. His jaw had developed a sculpted masculinity and his hair was cut back enough to see that his rich hazel eyes were framed with incredibly long, dark eyelashes. Time had also caught up with him and his charity shop dress sense and army boots were no longer a reason for him to be teased. His individuality earned him respect and he was suddenly deemed fashionable, with alternative edge.

Vicky and Rebecca noticed the change in him almost immediately. We were walking arm-in-arm to school on the first day back after the summer holidays, discussing how unfair it was that the year above us were starting their A levels. They were losing compulsory PE, and instead acquiring free periods and a common room. We had heard rumours that, in the sixth form, the teachers treated you more like adults and not like the spotty plebs our maths teacher always referred to us as. We longed to feel grown up and taken seriously.

‘Nisha’s brother told me that her Humanities teacher swears in front of them all the time,’ Rebecca whispered.

Vicky looked horrified and gaped at us, making us laugh.

‘Did you know they can play music on the common room stereo?’ I asked.

‘Erm, I think you may have mentioned it once or twice,’ Vicky said sarcastically.

‘Oh God Abby, I hope you go off those dreary Smiths albums before next year, they’ll do my head in,’ Rebecca moaned, riffling through her bag for a lipstick.

We were standing at a pedestrian crossing, waiting for the lights to change, when I spotted Nathan approaching us on his mountain bike. He had a personal stereo on and was obviously so involved in the music that he hadn’t noticed the road ahead. He braked hard just before he reached the curb, clipping Rebecca’s arm and knocking the lipstick out of her hand and into the road. His bike slid at a dangerous angle and he toppled off, skidding along the tarmac on his side.

‘God, are you all right?’ Vicky cried, rushing to his aid.

Rebecca and I stood watching as he got up and brushed off his black Levi’s.

‘Cheers,’ he mumbled as Vicky picked his bike up and handed it back to him. He took his ear piece out and I caught a snatch of the song he had been listening to. ‘The Boy with the Thorn in his Side’ by The Smiths. I stared at him open mouthed. I had been listening to that song whilst I had been getting ready. My eyes travelled down to his legs and I wondered if he had indeed got a thorn in his side, just to complete the coincidence. Fate, I decided, had engineered this moment. It was a sign.

We watched as he mounted his bike and, with a brief wave and a shy smile, he rode off, bunny hopping a curb.

‘Oh my God, was that really Nathan?’ Vicky whispered, looking from me to Rebecca with a twinkle in her eye.

I smiled, proudly. ‘He’s different, isn’t he? Taller, and kind of manlier.’

‘Just a bit!’ Rebecca whistled and grinned at me. ‘He’s looking good. I have to hand it to you Abby, you’re a bloody good talent spotter. Who’d have thought he’d, er, develop so well.’ She raised her eyes scandalously and I laughed, glad that they could finally see where I was coming from. Now I could talk about Nathan without them pulling faces. They would be my allies.

I wasn’t quite so thrilled later that week, when I realised every other girl in the school had also come to the same conclusion about Nathan. Rumours were rife that his talents on the bass guitar had earned him a place in the school band, Reverb, that played in the theatre room at the end of every term and was occasionally offered gigs in local pubs. When these rumours were confirmed, his popularity was sealed and his status elevated to ‘man of the moment’.

The first time Rebecca, Vicky and I went to see them play was in the Hat and Feather, a grotty pub out of town, one Thursday night. We walked into the pub laughing nervously, only to be greeted by the vacant stares of half-a-dozen locals and an enormous sheepdog that lazed under a bar stool.

A group of Reverb’s friends sat on the table opposite where the band had set up. They looked over as we walked in then turned back, sharing a private joke. The rest of the pub was empty. We stood out like sausage rolls at a bar mitzvah.

Rebecca looked the oldest so she bought each of us a bottle of Diamond White and we tried to make ourselves invisible in a corner as the band started their next number. Nathan stood at the front mike and I realised that although he wasn’t the lead singer of the band, this song was his. They started into a rendition of Velvet Underground’s ‘Pale Blue Eyes’.

Nathan’s voice wasn’t perfect; it wavered and broke, but with a soulful style which suited the song and the way Lou Reed had originally sung it. I watched him transfixed as he sang with his eyes half shut, his lips almost touching the microphone. His arms were dropped loosely and his hands were touching the microphone stand at waist height. Not grabbing it tightly, the way singers often do, but gently, his fingers only just touching the stand and moving unconsciously as he sang. It was the most sensual thing I had ever seen.

The icing on the cake for me was that being the only one of the three friends that had blue eyes, I could be lulled into thinking that the song was mine. That nobody else existed in that dingy pub and he was singing directly to me. Whatever I had felt for Nathan before paled into insignificance at that moment and I knew then and there that I loved him.

That was more than ten years ago, and the memories of his voice and the feelings it stirred in me are as clear as they have ever been. I had bought a Velvet Underground album the following day, and the song ‘Pale Blue Eyes’ was on my play-list for that night’s disco.

I stood on the lawn outside the church with Vicky and her husband Alistair, watching as the bride and groom gathered their family together in various unfathomable sequences for photographs. It seemed to be taking forever, yet the smiles on their faces were still convincingly genuine and spontaneous.

Rebecca looked incredible with her hair pinned up elegantly with delicate flowers woven into the back. Her dress reminded me of a BBC Jane Austen adaptation as it was fitted around her bust with a low scoop neck that showed off her round cleavage. From just under her chest, folds of silk fabric fell loosely in a simple empire style. Nathan was also dressed in traditional wedding attire. He wore a grey morning suit and even had a top hat, although I noticed he never wore it for long, opting, instead, to hold it in front of his trousers like a footballer waiting for a penalty kick. He tugged at his cravat and I was reminded of Vicky’s son Jack in the church, a lad at heart, not wanting to be restricted. Marriage doesn’t suit him, I thought, then immediately flushed with shame. Bitch, bitch, bitch I silently chastised, trying to drum it into my thick skull how completely out of order I was. How could I think that about my own friend’s husband? How could I look at him and wish he was mine?

I turned away and looked at Vicky and Alistair instead. They were laughing, their arms wrapped tightly around each other, enjoying the romance and excitement that was in the air. I wondered if it had been Vicky that had finally ensnared Nathan, would I have been more capable of switching off my feelings for him? I had always been closer to her. I cared a lot for Rebecca, but Vicky was different. I loved her like a sister. But although the thought upset me, I still couldn’t imagine feeling different about Nathan, no matter who he was with. After all, I had decided Nathan was the one when I was just fourteen years old. How could I just switch that off?

‘Can I have all the friends now please, no family, just friends of the bride and groom,’ the photographer announced, clapping his hands then waving them in the air, directing people over to the church entrance. I looked at Rebecca, she was grinning, gesturing for us to hurry up.

Vicky grumbled, ‘Oh God, I hate being in wedding pictures, I either get moved to the very front where everyone can see me, or I just end up with the top of my hair bobbing about in the middle somewhere.’ She was only five foot two and after having had two children she had been left feeling self-conscious about her figure.

‘You’d better hide at the back then,’ Alistair said taking her hand. ‘You don’t want to upstage the bride.’

‘Flatterer,’ Vicky said, laughing as Jack ran behind us shouting, ‘Daddy, why are you touching mummy’s bottom?’

Vicky and Alistair were so sweet together, always touching and kissing.

‘You’re very quiet Abby, are you all right?’ Alistair said, looking over at me.

I smiled at him, then looked away, pretending to be distracted by watching Jack, who ran up to the gathering ensemble and jumped about singing a Robbie William’s song, emulating his hero to a captive audience.

Vicky gave me a withering look. ‘He is just too embarrassing,’ she whispered. ‘Maybe I should have left him at home with Clarice and mum.’

‘Oh, you don’t mean that,’ I said, watching him affectionately. For a four-year-old, Jack had an amazing amount of confidence. He charmed everyone.

Clarice, Vicky’s two-year-old, was quite different. She shied away from strangers. Almost every time I saw her, she would clamp herself to Vicky’s leg like a big shin pad and not let go until she was sure I wasn’t going to do anything sudden or scary.

We joined the group of people by the church steps, trying to worm our way near the back.

‘Can the lady in the pale-blue suit and the little boy come and stand at the front?’ the photographer called out, pointing to Vicky and Jack. Vicky rolled her eyes and reluctantly trudged to the front, where a group of children had already gathered.

After a couple more rearrangements, the photographer was ready to take the picture, Rebecca and Nathan turned to each other and kissed and I sighed a little too loud.

‘OK, smile everyone!’

Alistair bent down to me and said, ‘Don’t you worry Abby, it’ll be your turn soon I’m sure.’ He gave my shoulder a consolatory squeeze just as the camera clicked.

The photographer looked up from his lens. ‘OK, let’s just try this once more, only this time can the girl at the front try not to fiddle with her skirt, it looks beautiful as it is, and the lady at the back there, the one with the suede jacket …’

I looked around me.

‘Yes, you. Try to smile this time, I want happy vibes. Think wedding ring, not boxing ring,’ he quipped, laughing at me, then looked back down through the lens of his camera.

Everyone’s a sodding comedian, I thought, blushing to the roots of my hair.


CHAPTER TWO


‘I can’t believe Alistair said that to you,’ Ed said, tutting and looking at me with sympathy in his eyes. This only succeeded in making me feel more embarrassed and I stared at my coke, avoiding his gaze.

I was having a drink in the hotel bar with my two friends, Ed and Harriet, before I had to start setting up the equipment for the reception disco. Ed and Harriet only knew Rebecca and Nathan through me and so had just been invited to the evening reception. They had agreed to help me set up and give me some much needed moral support in the process.

Harriet was my oldest friend. Her dad had worked with mine for a brief period in the early 70s and had hit it off immediately. They introduced their wives over dinner and a lifelong friendship begun. Harriet being older than me by about three years can remember me being brought home from the hospital, she apparently used to help my mum bath and dress me and sometimes jokes that that was when she first developed an aversion to babies. We went to different schools but remained close, and when I wasn’t with Rebecca and Vicky, then I would get together with Harriet after school and in the holidays. We would play 45-and-in, in the long grass of the meadow that Harriet’s house backed on to, until the sun went down and my parents fetched me home.

When I first befriended Ed, I had this romantic notion that he would meet Harriet and they would fall in love. Two of my most favourite people, the two people I looked up to and admired. It would be so perfect. Harriet was closer in age to Ed than I was. Ed, to me, was just the most knowledgeable, worldly person I had ever known. Maybe if I had been older I would have fallen for him myself. Perhaps in the early days I did have a mild crush on him, but it didn’t last long. He took on the role of an older brother figure, teaching me, protecting me and ruffling my hair affectionately whenever I said something daft. My crush was pointless and Nathan soon became the only person I could imagine myself with.

Of course the idea of Ed and Harriet together was also crazy and if I had been older I would have realised immediately just how unsuited they were. They were poles apart. Harriet was serious, goal orientated and smart. She knew exactly what she wanted out of life and saw no reason why she couldn’t have it. Ed was laid back and loud, with the sense of humour and the dress sense of a fashionably scruffy teenager. Occasionally he would let me see the Ed underneath, the confused and sensitive Ed who couldn’t even decide on his own sexuality, let alone his future. They were very different people, and when they met sparks flew all right, not from any romantic frisson, but instead from the verbal sparring they fell in to and have kept up ever since. I had only agreed to let them both help on the condition that they would behave, be nice, and keep the playful insults to a minimum.

The handy thing about being the wedding DJ was that it gave me the perfect excuse to get out of that afternoon’s sit down meal and speeches. I couldn’t bear the thought of sitting and listening to Rebecca’s dad tell the tale of how the happy couple had first met. I knew they would all be laughing at the way we used to follow him around like faithful puppies and how Nathan’s friends used to call us the ‘fan club’. How Nathan had always dismissed us as silly kids until years after he returned from university and bumped into Rebecca at a bar, where he started chatting her up, without even recognising who she was. Everyone would expect Vicky and I to laugh along at our own foolishness, and the daft things we got up to, to try and make him notice us. Well, it was easy for Vicky to laugh along, she had forgotten Nathan as soon as she went to university and met and fell in love with Alistair. And as far as they were all concerned, I had moved on too. I’d had a string of boyfriends, my most serious being Chris, who I had been with for a year when Rebecca brought Nathan back into our lives. I couldn’t keep it together with Chris after that. Nathan was always turning up at the pub and when we all went out as a group I couldn’t help comparing the two of them. Chris’s bad points seemed to magnify themselves and he began to complain that I seemed distracted, as though I had lost interest. Eventually I let our relationship fizzle out.

‘I can’t believe Vicky hasn’t guessed how you feel about Nathan,’ Harriet said. She downed her gin and tonic and proceeded to suck the juice out of the lemon she had fished from the bottom of the glass. ‘I mean, you’ve been on edge for weeks now.’

I cringed, feeling utterly ashamed of myself. ‘I feel like I must be the most evil woman on earth. I mean, it’s the ultimate sin against feminism isn’t it? We’re supposed to stick up for each other no matter what. Our women friends should always come before men. I can’t believe you don’t hate me for this.’ I was tempted to go and order a large Bacardi to lace my coke and dull the pain in my heart, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to do my job properly if I’d drunk more than one or two that night.

Ed took one of my hands and Harriet took the other. ‘We love you babes,’ Ed said affectionately.

‘Of course we do, you’re one of my only true friends and I would trust you with my life,’ Harriet agreed. ‘You know how intolerant of people I am, if I thought you weren’t trustworthy I wouldn’t be living with you, would I? You’ve got to stop beating yourself up about this. You can’t help being attracted to Nathan and it’s not as if you’ve done anything about it either. You don’t even flirt with the guy, which, let’s be honest here, is pretty damned controlled of you, you have to admit. The guy is so sexy I’d find it hard not to flirt with him myself,’ she said with an uncharacteristically wicked glint in her eye.

‘I’ll second that,’ Ed said, faking a camp accent and licking his lips. ‘But you’ll get over Nathan, you just need to find someone that matches up to him and you haven’t yet.’

I smiled gratefully at him, secretly thinking that no one could match up to Nathan.

‘Besides,’ Ed whispered, leaning in towards us. ‘You know what I think of Rebecca, she’s the one that shouldn’t be trusted. If you ask me she’s a bit of a cow!’

‘Ed!’ I cried, feeling disloyal for just having this conversation. ‘You’re about to go to her wedding do, I hope you’re going to behave yourself.’ I was beginning to worry that he would get drunk and say something out of turn. He did have a habit of being outspoken, a side of his personality that was reflected in his dress sense, I thought, eyeing his loud, short sleeved shirt. ‘Besides, you don’t know her like I do. She’s actually a really selfless person.’

Ed just arched his eyebrows and took a long, thoughtful drag on his cigarette.

I checked my watch. ‘Shit! I can’t believe the time already. They’ll be arriving in an hour and a half!’ I leaped up, downing the last of my coke and grabbed my jacket. ‘Come on you two,’ I cried to Ed and Harriet, who were still lingering over their drinks.

Usually, for a big gig like this, it took two hours to set up all my equipment, although granted I normally did it on my own. Still, I wanted everything to be perfect tonight and go without a hitch. It would be my way of showing Rebecca and Nathan that I was capable of being big about this, that I could handle them being together and just wanted them to be happy. And it had nothing, absolutely nothing, to do with the fact that I wanted to show Nathan how talented I was and impress him with my collection of fantastic, eclectic music, because that would be wrong – wrong and shallow, which I was not.

When I discussed the play-list for the disco with Nathan and Rebecca, they had chosen maybe a dozen songs that they wanted played, songs that were special to them. The rest, Nathan insisted, was up to me. He knew from all the discussions we’d had about music in the pub that we shared very similar tastes. Rebecca had never been really into music and only asked for ‘Chaka Khan’ and ‘Crazy for You’, which Nathan reluctantly agreed to. The song they chose for their first dance together was, ‘Kiss Me’ by Sixpence None The Richer, a song I had always loved. Nathan wasn’t a big fan of traditionally slow love songs, but Rebecca hadn’t minded. She told me how Nathan had played it to her one night when she was in the bath and now it always gave her goose bumps. I didn’t even want to think about that.

The room where the disco was to take place was huge. I had never been inside the Country Hotel before now and was slightly intimidated by how grand it was. It had been decorated beautifully with large vases of white flowers and white and silver balloons. An enormous banner was draped from the ceiling saying CONGRATULATIONS! and they had left baskets of party poppers on the few scattered tables at the far end of the room. I didn’t expect they’d last long. The windows were floor to ceiling and backed onto the hotel gardens. The glass doors were propped open as it was a warm and sunny evening, and a marquee was set up in the grounds with a long table where some hotel staff were busying themselves with the final touches to the most delicious looking buffet food. The room we were in had a high ceiling and a heavily polished wooden floor that didn’t help with the acoustics. I clapped my hands and frowned at the echo.

‘Don’t be so fussy Abby, no one will know the difference,’ Ed said, looking up from my cases of records.

‘It’s really beautiful isn’t it?’ Harriet said, returning from the toilet. She looked around and whispered, ‘They’ve got all kinds of goodies in the ladies, you’ve got to go and see. Sweet little bottles of lotions and perfume.’

Ed rubbed his hands, grinning. ‘Hey, do you think they do the same in the men’s? Maybe they do complimentary cologne.’

Harriet laughed. ‘Hey, I walked past the men’s and you should just count yourself lucky it doesn’t smell as bad as the one in your local. I heard they had to move the tables away from the toilet door because people were worried that if they lit a cigarette the whole place would go up in smoke!’

Ed grabbed Harriet’s handbag and held it up to her crying loudly, ‘Ooh, hark at Miss Uptown Girl over there, can’t handle a downtown man!’

‘Down and out more like,’ Harriet joked, ducking as Ed took a playful swing at her.

‘Ladies, ladies, please,’ I shouted, eyeing my watch for the hundredth time in a matter of minutes. ‘We’ve only got a quarter of an hour before they’re supposed to start arriving. Now behave; I’m starting the music.’ I selected a Massive Attack record and put it on, setting the volume quite low until the place started filling up. When I looked up I saw Nathan walking through the doors. I froze.

‘Hey Abby,’ he called out and started nodding along to the beat. ‘I love this song.’ He walked over to me and I sensed he was ever so slightly drunk. His tie was loosened and the top couple of buttons of his shirt were undone. His jacket was nowhere to be seen and his hair looked as though it had been ruffled half-a-dozen times. He had the look of a loveable puppy dog. He leaned over and kissed me lightly on the cheek. ‘I haven’t had time to speak to you since I got married, have I? It’s such a shame you couldn’t come for the meal. Rebecca was disappointed. Still, I guess that’s our fault for making you work.’

I hesitated for a moment, my throat felt suddenly parched and my knees were threatening to yield to gravity. I leant forward, holding on to the table, finally managing to say, ‘Oh, that’s all right. Congratulations by the way.’ I gave him my biggest smile. ‘Do you feel any different yet?’

‘Actually, you know, I think I do. I didn’t think I would but I definitely feel different to the way I did this morning. I don’t feel sick anymore.’ he laughed. ‘And not so terrified. And I suppose I’m a bit drunker.’ He grinned at me, rubbing his cheek thoughtfully. ‘Seriously though, I definitely feel more respectable, more responsible.’ He looked bashful and said quietly, ‘And happy, definitely happy.’

My heart flipped. I could see in his eyes how happy he was and it made me want to cry. I looked away from him, picking out the next track to play.

‘So, is it OK to let people in now?’ Nathan said, gesturing to the door. ‘I think they’re all dying to let their hair down. Bec’s dad gave us the speech of a lifetime … in fact he’s probably still waffling now, so we’re going to need some loud music to drown him out.’

‘Hey, if that’s what you want, then I’m your girl,’ I said and nudged up the volume.

Nathan gave me a wink and wondered off to begin showing people in.

By ten o’clock the guests had had enough of finger food and chit-chat. The luxuriously liberating effects of alcohol had loosened everybody up, putting them in the mood for celebration and the dance floor was packed. I was playing back-to-back, up-tempo disco music and even I was beginning to feel happy as the music lifted me up.

Hundreds of coloured paper streamers were now everywhere you looked. They were draped around people’s shoulders, hanging from the many ornate crystal chandeliers and they littered the floor and tables. Every now and again one would flutter onto my decks like ticker tape at a carnival or I’d have to fish the soggy tendrils out of my coke.

Rebecca and Nathan were dancing together, laughing at some friends I didn’t recognise who were egging each other on to see who could do the most convincing moonwalk. One of them fell over, knocking into a couple of older women, who looked down at him in disgust and side-stepped away. Rebecca looked at Nathan and burst out laughing. They moved together, dancing to the music, their bodies perfectly in time.

I found the song I had chosen to play next and put it to one side, then picked out Heaven 17’s ‘Temptation’ instead and put it on the turntable ready. When it started I saw Nathan recognise the song and grin at his friends, who danced harder, reaching their arms in the air. Rebecca pulled a face and kissed Nathan, mouthing that she was going to sit that one out. She wandered off to find where she’d left her drink.

If I hadn’t felt guilty enough already I was certainly feeling it now. I knew Rebecca wouldn’t like that song. I wanted to switch the records back but the deed had already been done. I moved away from the decks, sitting on a stool. What kind of person was I turning into? If this was a film, I would definitely be the baddie. If I was in a pantomime, this would be the bit where I get booed off the stage.

‘Boo!’ a voice cried behind me and I jumped off my seat, arms poised in a defensive stance. ‘Abby Jenson, what are you acting so edgy about?’ Ed said, handing me a glass of champagne.

I sat back down and took the drink, downing half of it with one large swallow.

Ed followed my gaze across the dance floor and saw Nathan dancing with his friends. He raised his eyebrows and looked knowingly at me. ‘You’re not doing that subliminal messages thing again are you?’

I looked at him quizzically. ‘I don’t know what you mean!’

‘Yes you do, with song lyrics.’ He wiggled his body like a pole dancer and looked at Nathan, singing ‘Temp-ta-tion’ with the music.

I slapped his arm, warning through gritted teeth, ‘Stop it Ed, someone will see you.’ Then looked guiltily away. ‘Of course I’m not, I wouldn’t do that.’

‘No?’ he retorted. ‘What about that poor lad that kept coming in the shop trying to chat you up? You put on Beck’s “Loser” and Radiohead’s “creep” one after the other, hoping it’d give him the message.’

I couldn’t help but smile. ‘Didn’t work though, did it? He bought them both and came back the next day to see if I could recommend anything similar.’

Ed snorted with laughter. ‘Then there was the time you took a fancy to that huge guy with the dreadlocks and you put on Depeche Mode’s “Stripped” and then just stared at him over the counter, undressing him with your eyes no doubt!’

I laughed with him, finishing the champagne and enjoying the subtle head rush it gave me.

‘Hey Abby, how’s it going?’ a voice cried over the music.

Ed and I turned around and saw Rebecca beaming at us. Her cheeks were rosy from dancing and her hair was starting to wind itself out of it’s elaborately pinned style becoming looser and more natural looking than it had been this morning. She looked incredibly feminine.

‘I couldn’t carry on dancing anymore,’ she continued. ‘My dress is so heavy I was convinced all that bouncing around was going to pull the front down.’ She gave the bodice another tug upwards, looking down to make sure there was nothing on show that shouldn’t be.

‘You’ve got nothing to worry about. You look stunning, Bec. If I could look half as good as you when I get married I’ll be over the moon,’ I said, almost choked with jealousy. It was plain to see why Nathan had fallen for her, what red blooded male could resist?

‘Oh Abby.’ She squeezed my arm affectionately then began to giggle. ‘Can you remember when you went through your “alternative” phase and swore blind you’d get married in a green mini dress and white Doc Marten boots?’

I smiled at the memory. ‘You forgot that I insisted I’d turn up on a motorbike.’

Rebecca laughed then shook her head, looking at me. ‘I always thought it would be you that married first. You were always planning how it would be and what you would look like,’ she mused.

‘Thank God I’ve got a little more refined in my old age,’ I said, fingering my hair, which was now a natural shade of brown. When we were at school it had alternated between a vivid henna red and raven black.

‘Always our favourite romantic, weren’t you Abby?’ Ed said, wrapping his arms around me and giving me a fond squeeze.

I had a sneaking suspicion that Ed thought Rebecca was laughing at me, rather than with me, and was acting protective. He was always defending me when there was really no need. I knew Rebecca was just reminiscing, nothing more. I busied myself with the music, ignoring Ed.

‘Hey, that reminds me,’ Rebecca said, clicking her fingers. ‘I think I’d better warn you that Chris is here.’

I nodded, nonchalantly, without looking up. I had expected Chris to be there. We had, after all, met through Rebecca as they worked in the same department together. Before I glanced up at Ed I could tell exactly what expression he was pulling, and when I checked, there it was. He looked as though he had just bitten into an apple then noticed half a worm wriggling in what was left.

‘Don’t say it.’ I held my hand up to his mouth but he still managed a muffled, ‘What, Chris De Bleurgh?’

I tutted and looked back at Rebecca apologetically. ‘Ed doesn’t like many people, do you Ed?’

He looked like he was going to say something unpleasant then stopped, thinking better of it.

‘No, it’s all right,’ Rebecca said. ‘He did kind of make a bit of a fool of himself over you didn’t he? But don’t worry, he hasn’t talked about you at work in ages, keeps going on about how he’s in the market for a new woman.’ I heard Ed snort with laughter behind me but Rebecca ignored him. ‘In fact, I noticed he has been talking to your friend Harriet a lot tonight.’

Ed cracked up laughing at that point and even I couldn’t resist a wry smile. His chances with Harriet were less than minimal.

Rebecca grinned. ‘I know, from what I gather of Harriet he hasn’t got a hope in hell. He asked me for some tips on her and I said that, in all honesty, she wasn’t really his type.’

‘She’d have to be blind drunk I reckon,’ Ed said.

‘Funnily enough, that’s more or less what I told him,’ Rebecca said. ‘Only with a tad more tact. At least I hope I was tactful. God, this whole day has been like a whirlwind. A mad dream. I’m not sure what I’ve said to anyone. I’ve only had one glass of champagne as well. I don’t know how I’m going to be able to get it together enough for a night of unbridled passion, or is that now bridled passion?’ She laughed, holding up her hand and gazing at the band of gold that now adorned it.

One of Nathan’s drunk friends wandered up to table and leaned across it towards me, grinning drunkenly. ‘Ave you got teen schpirit?’ he slurred.

‘Have I got “Teen Spirit”?’ I repeated, checking I’d heard him correctly.

He nodded, still beaming stupidly.

‘I like to think so,’ I joked, making Rebecca and Ed laugh, but Nathan’s friend just continued to stare at me blankly. I put him out of his misery and waved a Nirvana record under his nose which perked him up like a dose of smelling salts.

‘I’ll put it on next,’ I said. He turned on his heel, waving his hands triumphantly in the air at Nathan and his friends, who cheered and put their thumbs up at me.

As soon as the unmistakable intro to ‘Smells Like Teen Spirit’ blasted across the room, a swarm of people flocked to the dance floor. Mostly male, mostly my generation and mostly po-going like lunatics, arms flailing and hair obscuring their faces. I got this reaction every time I put this record on, without exception. It was always a good one for energising a crowd, and I would say, if you discounted Motorhead’s ‘The Ace of Spades’, it was also the most likely to produce injuries.

‘Oh my God, he’s going to be sick if he keeps that up,’ Rebecca said, eyeing Nathan through the heaving crowd with disbelief.

Ed slipped off, unable to resist joining in with the dancing any longer and left me alone with Rebecca.

‘So, are you enjoying yourself?’ she said. ‘I was a bit worried about you not wanting to work tonight.’

‘Bec, if anyone else had DJed for you tonight I would have been offended. Besides, you know how I feel about it. It’s not work as such, it’s what I love and I’m glad to be a part of your day, you know that.’

She smiled at me, satisfied and looked back to the crowd where a fight was threatening to break out between a couple of teenage boys, vying for space to fling themselves in. A middle aged lady in a leather mini skirt waved at Rebecca from the sidelines and beckoned her to come over. ‘Duty calls,’ she said under her breath and turned my hand over to check the time on my watch. ‘Give me about ten minutes then Nathan and I will be off to our hotel. If I can drag him away from the music that is. We’ll make a quick speech before we go so I’ll give you the nod, okay?’ She pecked me on the cheek again then swept off to join the woman that had called her.

‘Everybody, can I have your attention please?’ Nathan said into the mike.

I faded out the sound, much to everyone’s displeasure, but when they saw Nathan by the mike they quietened down and waited expectantly. I noticed Vicky near the back of the room and gave her a wave. She looked tired. Alistair was holding Jack in his arms. He had been asleep for some time and was a picture of trust, slumped against Alistair’s chest, arms hanging loosely by his sides.

‘Okay, I just wanted to say to you all, thanks for coming and celebrating this special day with us …’ There was a spattering of applause and whistles. ‘Rebecca and I are going to leave you now and retire to our hotel, and no, I’m not going to tell you where it is, thank you very much!’ Many of the guests began to laugh suggestively and wolf whistle. Nathan held his hands up to quieten them. ‘Yeah, yeah, all right. Before we go, we just wanted to thank one last person as she couldn’t be at the meal this afternoon. In fact, as she missed my now-father-in-law’s speech, I wrote it all down for her and would just like to go through it all again for Abby’s benefit.’ There were incredulous groans and objections from almost everyone in the room. Nathan took a roll of paper from behind his back and let it unravel. Reams of paper dropped to the floor and gathered in a heap by his feet. Everybody cracked up laughing and Rebecca’s dad cried out, ‘Yes, thanks Nathan, very funny!’

‘Seriously though. We did just want to thank Abby for doing the honours tonight. I’m sure you’ll all agree that she’s done us all proud and we do appreciate her hard work, don’t we everybody?’ There was an eruption of cheers and applause.

I waved modestly to them, an involuntary smile spread across my face.

‘Right, with that said, I won’t keep you any longer. The taxi’s waiting, so have a wonderful night. Keep on dancing, we have an extended licence so no slacking now, I want to hear that you partied hard on our behalf!’ Nathan turned to Rebecca and stooped down, sweeping her up and into his arms. Everybody cheered and clapped them, throwing confetti as they passed by, and Nathan carried his giggling new bride through the parting crowd and out of the room.

Having known that Rebecca and Nathan were planning to leave at eleven, I had made up a minidisc of songs, an hour long, to play after they had left. That way I got to have a good break and mix with friends before the end of the night. Many of the guests had gone home when the happy couple did and only several dozen remained in the huge room I was in. There were probably more in the marquee and gardens but as it was now pitch dark outside, I couldn’t see out through the windows any longer.

Vicky and Alistair had taken Jack home when Rebecca and Nathan left. Ed, meanwhile, had been dancing with some girls that looked about twelve, until their parents insisted they go home. He staggered over to me, sweating and panting. ‘I’m getting too old for this caper,’ he said and wiped his brow with the back of his hand.

‘Ed, I haven’t seen Harriet for ages, do you know where she is?’

He shrugged and took a cigarette from the top pocket of his shirt and lit it, taking a long, drawn out drag. ‘A decent head rush at last,’ he said in a cloud of smoke. ‘I didn’t want to spark up in front of the Connor twins, can’t set a bad example can we?’ He linked arms with me. ‘Come on you, let’s find H. I bet she’s outside.’

The marquee in the garden was surrounded by huge willow trees and softly lit with lanterns. It looked magical and inviting. I could hear the rhythmic thud of bass from the music I had left playing in the hotel and the disco lights lit up the grass in pulses of red, blue and green, fading as we walked further from the building. Behind the marquee the gardens were shrouded in darkness, yet I could still hear voices emanating out of the night.

Ed and I walked into the marquee. There were only three tables occupied. One by a couple kissing passionately, hands all over each other. A group of men occupied the table beside them, one I recognised as Rebecca’s uncle. They were all in their fifties or sixties and were supping pints as though they had all the time in the world. The table at the back was where I found Harriet. She was all alone, slumped forward with her head in her arms and looked half asleep. My heart went out to her. She had never been good at socialising and mixing with others. Nor was she used to going out late. She worked so hard that she rarely had the energy.

‘Hey H,’ I called, ruffling her hair affectionately. ‘Wakey wakey.’

‘Wha? Wassup?’ she drawled, looking up and squinting at me. ‘Abs, hey friend! My bez girl.’ She slung a heavy arm around my shoulders and made a badly coordinated attempt at a hug.

‘Bloody hell,’ Ed said. ‘She’s pissed!’

‘Oh, hi there,’ a voice said behind us. I turned around and saw Chris walking over to the table, a glass of wine in each hand. He put a drink in front of Harriet and drew up a chair beside her. Harriet giggled and waved at Chris then guzzled on the wine, spilling half of it down her chin and onto her white shirt.

I tried to breathe calmly and leaned on the table. ‘Chris, do you think that perhaps Harriet’s had enough to drink now, and might appreciate a coffee or a coke or something instead?’

Chris looked at me, surprised at the tone of my voice, then looked at Harriet, who was giggling and trying to make a face out of a handful of pretzels she’d scooped off the floor.

‘Abby, I just got her what she asked for. She’s a grown woman you know, I can’t see the problem.’ He watched Harriet blow raspberries at the face she made then flicked it across the lawn onto the buffet table, doubling over with laughter. ‘Anyway, she didn’t seem this drunk when I left her. She was fine then. It must have just hit her.’

‘Doosh!’ Harriet cried, slapping her forehead with the palm of her hand to illustrate Chris’s point.

I knelt down beside her, whispering, ‘H, you want to come with me? I’m going to pack up soon. I’ll take you home in the Scooby.’

‘Shcoobydoobydoooooo!’ Harriet yelled and looked at me sniggering, then blinked and said seriously, ‘OK.’

I helped Harriet up and Ed, who had been standing with his arms folded, staring at Chris with a face like thunder, snapped out of his menacing trance and took Harriet’s other arm. We started back towards the hotel.

‘Look’s like Chris took Rebecca literally when she said he’d have to get Harriet drunk before he had a chance with her,’ Ed said with his teeth clenched.

I shook my head, fuming at Chris. I couldn’t believe he’d sink that low.

‘Chrish’s a nish guy,’ Harriet said.

‘H, he tried to get you pissed so he could jump you, nice guys don’t do that,’ Ed snapped.

Harriet stopped and looked at Ed in surprise. ‘He wanted me?’ she said quietly then turned back to look at Chris, who was sitting on the table watching us leave. ‘You wanted me?’ she shouted back at him incredulously.

Chris looked away embarrassed. The men with the pints turned to look at him and the kissing couple also broke away to see what all the commotion was about.

Harriet pointed a wobbly finger at him and laughed. ‘I know all abou’ you Chrish, Abby toll me.’ I tried to hush her up but she carried on regardless. ‘You wear a black leaver thong coz you wanna be awl rock n’ roll and Abby sez you got too much bum hair n she dumped you coz you wanted to do it in funt of uh mirror an she did’n like seein your bairy hare, hairy bare bum bouncin.’

At that point I was able to wrestle Harriet out of the marquee, leaving Chris staring after us, his face flaming red as the guests stared at him curiously.

Ed was laughing so hard he had to wipe a tear from his cheek. ‘I can’t believe you never told me that!’ he said, gulping for breath.


CHAPTER THREE


The next morning I woke up squinty-eyed as sun streamed through the gaps in my curtains, illuminating the room with beams of dusty light. For a fraction of a second my mood sank at the memory of Nathan vowing his heart to one of my oldest friends. Then I remembered the resolution I had decided on after hours of sitting up late that night, going over old ground. Today was the beginning of a new me. Nathan was gone, off limits, trespassing punishable by complete social alienation. It was time to accept this and put Nathan down as one of the great untouchables, just as I did with George Michael when he announced to the world he was gay. I had done it before and I could do it again. It was time to enjoy my search for a new man.

In the manner of a woman with a new sense of purpose, I threw back my duvet cover and leaped out of bed. I drew my curtains, reeled backwards, half blinded, then returned to the window, my eyes gradually adjusting to the sunshine. I opened the window wide and leaned out, taking in a lungful of the dewy morning air. Already there were couples walking dogs on the green outside the house and what looked like a group of male students were kicking a football in the distance. I toyed with the idea of putting on some running shoes and jogging by, but quickly decided that the chances of humiliation outweighed the possibility of pulling a student by quite a majority. I was due to go over to dad’s house for Sunday lunch and, remembering the state Harriet was in last night, I figured I’d better go and check on her before I went out. I quickly got washed and dressed then stepped out of my flat and down the stairs to Harriet’s house.

Harriet had bought her house when she earned herself a hefty bonus and promotion at the marketing agency she worked for. She came up with a catchy slogan that secured a contract with the South West tourism board to promote Bristol to young people on their new website. It was a huge campaign and she played a significant role in its success, but, unfortunately for Harriet, the managing director was a friend of her dad and several of Harriet’s collegues saw her early promotion almost as a form of nepotism. There was jealousy amongst the staff she left behind, but Harriet was tough and worked hard, always trying to prove herself. She didn’t care what they thought of her, she knew she deserved it and the house she loved more than made up for any atmosphere at work.

Harriet bought her ‘white-fronted, three-storey, Georgian mid-terrace, with imaginative decor, fabulous outlook to the front and enchanting garden to the rear’, seven years ago, when house prices in Clifton were simply high, rather than the highly laughable they had now become. It had turned out to need more work than she could ever dream of taking on herself. The agent had been right about the outlook, but the enchanting garden’s lawn was waist height and if you tried to wade through it you would step on discarded beer cans, bottles of Thunderbird and a whole plethora of rotten unmentionables. The house had previously been split up and rented to students who appeared to have partied hard and spent the rest of their time painting rooms black, chipping holes in the plasterwork and blocking up the plumbing with old pants. But Harriet hadn’t been phased by what she called ‘small cosmetic glitches’ and talked at length about her new favourite word, ‘potential’. She split off the third storey, insisting that she rent it to me for a modest price and had been transforming the house ever since. She had made a wise investment and despite not being finished yet, the house was worth twice what she paid for it. She lived in one of the most desirable areas of Bristol and, fortunately for me, I couldn’t imagine that she would ever want to leave.
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