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Chapter One


Chelsea


The engagement is announced between Adam, elder son


of Mr and Mrs Graham Baxter of Richmond, Surrey, and Chelsea,


youngest daughter of Mr and Mrs David Benson of Coventry, West Midlands.


Chelsea Benson smoothed one of the five copies of The Times she’d bought that morning out on the kitchen table and read the announcement again. And again. A whole month after Adam’s proposal, Chelsea still couldn’t quite believe it had happened. To her! To Chelsea Benson! The girl everyone thought would be single for ever (actually, that’s not what Chelsea’s friends and family thought at all but Chelsea had done a very good job of projecting her own worst insecurities onto them). 


Chelsea polished her engagement ring – a simple but deeply tasteful diamond solitaire set in a platinum band – on her jumper and carefully folded the newspaper shut. She looked around the kitchen of the South London home she now shared with Adam and his seven-year-old daughter Lily with a feeling of deep contentment. Pinned to the door of the fridge, by a magnet in the shape of the cruise liner on which they’d taken their summer holiday, was Lily’s drawing of their little family-to-be. In the picture, Chelsea’s hair was yellow rather than its actual chestnut brown and Adam was slightly cross-eyed and scary-looking, but Chelsea loved it all the same. 


The alarm sounded on Chelsea’s iPhone. Three o’clock. It was time to think about heading out to do the school run. How the idea of it made Chelsea smile. This was her life now. From perpetually disappointed singleton to yummy mummy wannabe in the space of twelve months. She very much enjoyed rocking up at the primary school gates to wait for Lily to run out. That moment when Lily spotted Chelsea among the waiting adults and beamed at her was always magical. Even the moments when Lily came out of class with a furious frown because she’d been made to do Maths when she wanted to do Art or English were still magical for Chelsea. It was hard to believe it was only just over a year since Lily and Adam had come into her life. In another year’s time she would be Adam’s wife and Lily’s stepmother. For now she was the blissful fiancée.


Lily was one of the first out of school that afternoon. She was bursting with news as she ran across the playground.


‘Persephone Harwood Clark’s mummy said you and Daddy were in the newspaper!’


‘It’s true. We were.’ 


Chelsea explained the engagement announcement. She had been delighted when Adam suggested they put the news out in the old-fashioned way. 


‘I’ve told everybody we’re having a really big engagement party,’ Lily said brightly. ‘And then we’re going to have a big wedding and you’re going to be the most beautiful bride and I’m going to be the most beautiful bridesmaid. And Daddy will wear a suit and I’m going to get a new dress. And I’m going to have a different new dress for the engagement party,’ she finished breathlessly. ‘Isn’t that right?’


‘Any excuse for a new dress is all right by me,’ said Chelsea.


Lily put her little hand in Chelsea’s as they headed for the gate. Having that tiny paw tucked into hers was the loveliest feeling in the whole wide world, thought Chelsea.




Chapter Two


The Benson-Edwards Family


As it happened, Chelsea and Adam had not planned to have an engagement party at all but everyone else in the family was determined to celebrate in style. Chelsea’s older sister, Ronnie Benson-Edwards, insisted on having the bash at her house in Coventry. Ronnie’s semi wasn’t the most glamorous of locations – the kitchen was a work in progress, despite the fact that Ronnie’s husband Mark was a professional kitchen fitter – but it was convenient. The party was going to be held over Sunday lunch, which meant that Adam’s relatives, who mostly lived in the South East, were easily able to travel up to the West Midlands for the day. It also meant that Chelsea’s elderly grandfather, Bill – known to the family as Granddad Bill – would not have to go far at all. Chelsea’s mother and father, Jacqui and Dave, could simply bring him round the block in his wheelchair. It was very important to Chelsea and Adam that the eighty-seven-year-old family patriarch be there.


At the other end of the age spectrum, Chelsea’s seven-year-old nephew Jack took the party planning very seriously. Chelsea was Jack’s favourite aunt and, as far as he was concerned, he knew exactly what she would want.


On the Saturday before the celebration, Jack accompanied his mother to an enormous cash-and-carry on the outskirts of town to help her buy everything a professional party hostess needed. Ronnie had a card for the cash-and-carry courtesy of her boss at the funeral parlour where she worked part time. Her boss bought tea, coffee and paper handkerchiefs there in bulk. That afternoon, Ronnie also bought tea, coffee and paper handkerchiefs in bulk (Granddad Bill might make one of his tear-jerking speeches). She also bought white paper tablecloths embellished in gold with ‘Congratulations on your engagement’ and paper napkins and laminated cardboard serve-ware to match. She bought fifty plastic champagne goblets, another fifty plastic pint glasses and enough Twiglets and cheesy Wotsits to feed an army.


There were going to be around forty guests. It was the largest gathering Ronnie’s house had ever seen but she and Mark had already worked out how everybody was going to be accommodated. If it was warm and sunny – which wasn’t a complete impossibility on the last weekend of September – they would have a barbecue and people would sit outside. Easy. Ronnie and Mark would be borrowing deck chairs and foldable picnic tables from everyone on the cul-de-sac where they lived. If it wasn’t sunny, they would still have a barbecue – Mark would just have to stand outside with an umbrella while he watched the sausages – but the guests would be seated inside. If they opened the folding doors between the lounge and the dining room, they could get at least twenty deckchairs around the walls. A further ten could squish into the sofa and armchairs. Six on dining chairs. Children on the floor. No problem.


As he trailed behind Ronnie and her loaded shopping trolley Jack asked, ‘Is there going to be a special children’s table?’


Ronnie told him there probably should be, even though Jack and Lily were the only children likely to sit at it. Jack’s cousin Humfrey was too small at less than a year old. His teenage sister Sophie and cousin Izzy, who were best friends as well as cousins, were almost adults.


‘Then we should get this,’ Jack said, pointing out a Doctor Who table set. ‘And this.’ Another table set. This one had a Frozen theme. ‘We can do half the table Doctor Who and half the table Elsa.’


‘Excellent idea,’ said Ronnie. ‘Lily will be pleased.’


The ready-made table sets went into the trolley.


‘And these?’ suggested Jack. 


Ronnie allowed him to add two big bags of mini Mars bars to the growing pile of naughty snacks.


‘Perhaps we could open one of them tonight,’ Jack added casually. ‘To give us energy for tomorrow.’ 


‘Oh, all right then,’ said Ronnie. ‘You’ve twisted my arm.’


The day of the party dawned bright and sunny. The forecast was looking good. Ronnie was very relieved about that when she saw the state of the deckchairs her neighbour Cathy Next Door had dragged out of her shed. Kind as it was of Cathy to offer her assistance – she was a very good friend – Ronnie wouldn’t have wanted those filthy things inside and on her carpet.


Ronnie and her immediate family started preparations at eight in the morning. Sophie vacuumed and Jack dusted. Jack loved to get his hands on the feather duster and Ronnie made the most of his enthusiasm, knowing that within a couple of years, she’d have a very hard time persuading him that housework could be fun.


Ronnie’s mother Jacqui and father Dave arrived with Granddad Bill at around nine. Bill was soon parked in front of the television with Fishy the ancient family cat on his lap.


‘Fishy’s actually older than Granddad Bill in cat years,’ Jack liked to point out.


Down in the garden, Dave and Ronnie’s husband Mark assembled tables and deckchairs. Sophie and Jack covered the tables with the white and gold paper cloths, using bulldog clips to keep them from flying off if the wind picked up. In the kitchen Jacqui helped Ronnie butter around eighty bread rolls. Sophie joined them and started to cut cheese and pineapple into cubes. Jack assembled the traditional tasty duo on cocktail sticks (without managing to spear himself, for once). Later, Jack impaled more than a hundred cocktail sausages, again without mishap unless you count the five he dropped on the floor.


‘Three-second rule!’ declared Ronnie, quickly picking them up and blowing off the dust. She popped one into her mouth. 


Sophie tipped dozens of bags of crisps into the big bowls Jacqui had brought from her house for the purpose. Jacqui took the plastic seals off three huge bottles of ketchup. Dave and Mark filled an old tin bathtub with ice for the white wine and beer. Cathy Next Door had provided the bathtub. It was amazing what that woman had in her shed.


While the children put out the snack food and folded napkins, Jacqui and Ronnie finally turned their attention to the engagement cake.


It was a triumph, that cake. Jacqui had spent every evening for the past two weeks making tiny pink sugar flowers. She’d taken a day course in sugar-icing sculpture the previous year. Meanwhile Ronnie had made the base – a classic fruitcake – and covered it with plain white royal icing in preparation for Jacqui’s floral flourish. With a shaking hand, Jacqui wrote a message of congratulations to her youngest daughter and her future son-in-law in gold sugar gel. She kept having to stop to steady herself. It took a full fifteen minutes to ice just seven words.


‘It’s beautiful, Mum,’ said Ronnie, when the last of the flowers was in place. 


‘Do you think so?’


‘I do. It looks like something you’d get in a shop.’


‘It’s really good, Grandma,’ said Sophie. ‘I think this is the best cake you’ve ever made.’


Jacqui made a lot of cakes. Earlier that year she’d made a chocolate sponge decorated to look like a Dalek for Jack. Ronnie’s birthday cake was in the shape of a handbag. Jacqui had made a three-layer lemon cake iced with gold stars to celebrate Sophie’s impressive GCSE results.


‘Auntie Chelsea is going to love it,’ Sophie decreed.


‘What do you think, Jack?’ Jacqui asked her grandson.


‘Hmmm. It hasn’t got any people on it,’ said Jack. ‘Isn’t it supposed to have people on it?’


‘That’s for a wedding cake. This is for an engagement,’ Jacqui explained.


But she was still persuaded to have two of Jack’s treasured Doctor Who figurines planted in one of the sugar flowerbeds and everyone agreed they were the perfect finishing touch. One was supposed to be Matt Smith. The other one was a Dalek.


‘Ha!’ Jack laughed. ‘Auntie Chelsea is a Dalek!’


‘I’m sure she’ll be really pleased with that,’ said Sophie.


At half past eleven, the guests of honour, Chelsea, Adam and Lily, pulled up in Ronnie’s driveway. Jack raced to open the door to them and, as he did so, three golden helium-filled ‘Congratulations’ balloons escaped into the Indian summer sky. 


The party had begun.




Chapter Three


Everybody


Everyone that Chelsea and Adam loved was going to be at that party. Chelsea’s parents, Ronnie’s gang and eighty-seven-year-old Granddad Bill were there from the start, of course. Adam’s parents were driving up from their home in Richmond. His sister Julie and her family came from Hertfordshire. Adam’s little brother Tim travelled from nearby Birmingham, where he was studying Sports Science at the university. Meanwhile, Chelsea’s eldest sister Annabel came from her home near Warwick with her husband Richard and children, seventeen-year-old daughter Izzy and Baby Humfrey. Though Annabel was Chelsea’s big sister, she had grown up apart from the Benson family, having been given up for adoption as a baby. Only a year and a half had passed since Annabel had tracked down Jacqui and Dave, who were her birth parents, but in that time, she had become an important part of her younger sisters’ lives.


There were friends too. Cathy Next Door was there, of course, pointing out which were her deckchairs to anyone who was interested (and to plenty of people who weren’t). Ronnie had invited several of her neighbours who had all got to know Chelsea over the years. There was a girl from school that Chelsea hadn’t seen in a decade. 


Lily loved the children’s table, which was, according to Jack’s plan, very much half his and half hers. Ronnie had even gone to the trouble of making some special cakes for the children, who probably wouldn’t like the grown-up engagement cake, with its richly fruited base (and dash of brandy). Jack’s cakes sported Doctor Who pictures on rice-paper discs. Lily’s were all about Frozen.


‘Though I think I’m growing out of Frozen now,’ Lily confided to Sophie and Izzy, when they joined the smaller children for a while. ‘Please don’t tell Auntie Ronnie. I don’t want her to be upset,’ she added as an afterthought.


As the guests arrived, Chelsea and Adam made the rounds, introducing each other to people they had not yet met. Adam already had Cathy Next Door’s approval. She offered him an arm wrestle, as she had done at Ronnie and Mark’s wedding reception, almost a year earlier.


‘I’m afraid I haven’t had time to train,’ said Adam diplomatically.


‘Come on,’ said Cathy. ‘We’ll put a tenner on it. Best of three.’


Chelsea intervened. ‘I don’t want my fiancé to have a broken wrist when we walk up the aisle.’


‘Is Cathy Next Door always so scary?’ Adam asked Mark once Cathy was out of the way.


‘She was even worse before her sex change,’ said Mark.


‘She never had a sex change,’ Ronnie interrupted. ‘Mark Benson-Edwards, stop spreading rumours and put the sausages on.’


While the sausages browned on the barbecue, Mark’s generosity with the wine and beer soon had most people nicely relaxed. 


Jack and Lily were in charge of taking people’s coats and making sure that Fishy the cat stayed out of the bedroom where they were being stored. Fishy had a penchant for nest building and a keen eye for quality fabric. She’d once made a bed out of Chelsea’s one and only Chanel jacket. The last thing Ronnie wanted was for Fishy to get her claws into the real Burberry mac belonging to Adam’s sister.


Meanwhile Sophie was in charge of music.


‘But none of that emo rubbish,’ Ronnie had told her.


‘I’ll play something from the olden days instead,’ said Sophie, sticking on the best of Take That.


With everybody taking their roles seriously, the party was going smoothly. However Jacqui could not relax until Adam’s parents arrived. She and Dave would be meeting them for the first time and Jacqui had an idea that they would be very grand since their son was so well mannered and had been to a private school. Chelsea had not quelled Jacqui’s fears when she described the Baxters’ beautiful home near Richmond Park and Ronnie subsequently Googled the street and revealed that there wasn’t a house on that road worth less than three million pounds. The Baxters might as well have lived on another planet.


‘No curtseying,’ Ronnie warned her mother, when Mr and Mrs Baxter’s car pulled into the cul-de-sac at last. ‘Oh wow!’ she continued to tease. ‘They’ve only got a Rolls Royce and a chauffeur!’


Of course Adam’s parents did not have a chauffeur or a Rolls Royce but Ronnie’s joke helped to distract Jacqui just a little so that she wasn’t completely obsequious when she opened the door to them.


‘We’re so glad to be here,’ said Sally Baxter. ‘We’ve heard so much about you all. From Adam and from Lily.’


‘It’s great to meet you at last,’ agreed Graham Baxter, Adam’s dad.


Chelsea bounded down the hallway to meet her future in-laws. Sally and Graham’s delight at seeing Chelsea was obvious and Jacqui began to relax.


‘It’s great that you could make it,’ Jacqui said to Adam’s mum. ‘Did you have much traffic?’


‘It’s always quite heavy coming out of London.’ Sally rolled her eyes. ‘But we wouldn’t have missed this for the world. Can you believe it? Our children are getting wed.’


Sally Baxter took Jacqui’s arm and gave her a friendly squeeze.


‘So, you and I have got plenty to talk about. Chelsea makes Adam so happy and I can understand why, now I see what a wonderful family brought her up. How kind of her sister to open her home to us all.’


Jacqui beamed with pride. She accompanied the Baxters into the back garden in search of Dave so they could be introduced to him too. They found him by the barbecue and on his third bottle of Spitfire. Just as Jacqui was about to call him over (so that Sally Baxter wouldn’t get barbecue smoke on her lovely dress), Dave let out an enormous belch.


Jacqui momentarily wondered if she could pretend that Cathy Next Door’s husband was Chelsea’s father instead. Cathy was married to a monosyllabic postman called Scott.


But when Dave finally noticed that the honoured guests had arrived, everything went remarkably well. The three bottles of Spitfire had broken through Dave’s inhibitions – he was normally quite shy – and he complimented Sally’s dress. Then Jack, sent over by Ronnie, brought the Baxters two plastic flutes of champagne without spilling a drop and asked them, ‘How do you do?’ They were instantly charmed.


‘You must be Jack,’ said Sally. ‘Lily has told us all about you.’


‘What did she say?’ Jack asked, instantly suspicious.


‘I didn’t say anything!’ Lily announced, coming to reclaim her grandmother. ‘This is my grandma, Jack.’ She wound herself around Sally’s legs possessively.


‘Well, this is mine,’ said Jack, claiming Jacqui by putting his own arm around her.


‘Yes, but I’m going to be sharing your grandma when Daddy and Chelsea get married.’


Sally and Jacqui shared a smile at their grandchildren’s antics. They were going to get along very well indeed.


‘The Baxters are lovely people,’ Jacqui later confided to Annabel, her eldest. ‘I’m very glad that Chelsea’s going to have nice in-laws. It’s so important. One of the best things about being married to Dave was Bill. Especially when Chelsea and Ronnie were small. I don’t know what we would have done without him.’


As the party progressed, Granddad Bill was wheeled out into the garden and parked beneath an awning (also borrowed from Cathy Next Door) for shade. Jack was under strict instructions not to try to make the old man play the Dalek in one of his interminable Doctor Who games, though with Lily to show off to, Jack wasn’t as determined to bother Granddad Bill as usual.


The weather stayed good. The September sun soon burned the few clouds that had dotted the sky first thing in the morning away. Mark was in his element in charge of the barbecue, though Ronnie would not let him wear his favourite apron, which was decorated with a cartoon of a curvaceous naked female body. She wouldn’t even let him wear the apron with the naked torso of Michelangelo’s David on it either. That was a gift from Cathy Next Door.


‘I don’t care if it is a classical sculpture, you can’t wear a picture of a penis at my sister’s engagement party.’


Jack and Lily were very helpful, circulating with bowls of crisps and taking plates of food to some of the older members of the party, who were less able to get up and down. Jack prepared a huge plate of food for Granddad Bill, arranging a sausage and two jammy dodgers to create a smiley face.


‘That’s proper good, that is,’ said Granddad Bill.


‘It’s you, in food,’ Jack explained. ‘And here’s another bottle of Spitfire from Dad.’


‘I’ve won the bloody lottery,’ said Bill.


‘Don’t say “bloody”!’ said Jack, not-so-secretly gleeful at having got away with saying it himself.


At about three o’clock in the afternoon, Jacqui went to find her husband so that he could preside over the official part of the day’s proceedings. She hoped Dave wasn’t too drunk. They’d discussed the plan several times in the run-up to the party and getting tipsy wouldn’t help. Jacqui really didn’t want Dave to make a show of the Benson family in front of the Baxters.


Thank goodness, Dave was merely quite drunk.


‘Jacqui says I’ve got to make a speech,’ he said, standing up and swaying a little with a bottle of Spitfire still in his hand. 


Chelsea covered her eyes in comedy horror.


‘I thought I wouldn’t have to do anything until the wedding reception but what her indoors says goes. You need to remember that from now on, Adam. Don’t try and argue with a Benson woman. It just isn’t worth it.’


‘Dave,’ Jacqui sighed. ‘You’re showing me up.’


‘Sorry, my darling. Anyway, I haven’t prepared anything and, as you all know, I’m a man of few words, so this is going to be short. Chelsea …’ Dave raised his glass towards his youngest daughter. ‘I remember the day you were born. The football was on the telly. I wanted to call you Coventry City FC.’


Everybody laughed. 


‘But your mother got her way, as usual, though I’ve never lived it down with my mates at the pub.’


There were a few jeers from the back. Chelsea had not been named for the football team. Jacqui had just liked the sound of the word.


Dave continued. ‘Chelsea, you were a beautiful baby and you’ve grown into a beautiful woman. Not just beautiful but loving and kind. And very successful too. We don’t tell you often enough how proud we were when you went to university to learn how to speak French and how proud you’ve continued to make us since. We’re not in the least bit surprised that Adam wants to marry you. You’re a girl of many qualities. Though she can’t cook, mate.’ Dave addressed his future son-in-law directly. ‘But you probably know that by now.’


Another wave of laughter rippled around the garden.


‘Anyway, I could go on but then I’d have nothing left to say next September, on your real big day. So I’m just going to ask you all to raise your glasses in a toast to Chelsea and Adam. Adam and Chelsea! Congratulations to you both.’


‘Congratulations!’ Jack and Lily shouted loudest as they clinked their glasses of Coke together. 


‘Hip hip hooray!’ cried Annabel.


‘And now I think it’s time for the cake,’ said Dave.


‘Mmmm, cake,’ said Jack, doing his best impression of Homer Simpson for Lily’s amusement.


There were gasps of admiration as the cake was brought out of its hiding place in the shed. It had been put in there so that Chelsea and Adam wouldn’t see it and Fishy the cat wouldn’t sit on it.


‘I put Doctor Who on there!’ said Jack to anybody who would listen. ‘And the Dalek. The Dalek is Auntie Chelsea.’


‘That’s beautiful,’ said Sally Baxter to Jacqui. ‘You’ve really got a talent for cake-making.’


Jacqui was pleased. ‘Thank you but Ronnie baked the actual cake. It’s a fruitcake. I’m no good at them. I just did the icing and the flowers.’


‘Whoever did what, it’s amazing,’ said Sally. ‘I would never have the patience for all that sugar art.’


Ronnie placed the cake in the middle of the buffet table and stood back so that photographs could be taken.


‘Will you put that picture on Facebook, Sophie?’ she asked as her daughter took a snap.


‘Everything’s got to be on Facebook these days,’ said Cathy Next Door to Annabel’s husband Richard. ‘Personally, I stay off it. I don’t want everyone knowing what I’m doing all day and all night. It’s a government plot and people are sleepwalking into it. They’re gathering information on us all the time and one day they’re going to use it against us.’


‘I expect they are,’ said Richard amiably.


‘That’s why I’m keeping my sunglasses on today. Everyone’s taking photographs and I don’t want to be identifiable when they go online.’


‘Bloody good idea,’ Richard nodded. ‘They’ll have some sort of recognition system that can work out exactly where we’re standing, using the garden foliage to pinpoint the terrain. They could have a sniper here in half an hour. Assuming they haven’t already been following you since breakfast.’


Cathy Next Door looked at Richard askance, as though she guessed he might not be entirely serious. That was confirmed when Richard went ahead and took pictures of the cake and the party guests that Annabel would later load to her Facebook account and share with Ronnie and Jacqui.


Once Facebook had been satisfied, Adam and Chelsea stepped forward to do their bit. They posed for more photographs, then Ronnie handed them a cake slice. It was a new knife, which she had bought specially for the occasion. Silver-plated with a fake ivory handle.


‘Thank you, Mum and Ronnie,’ Chelsea said. ‘This cake is so beautiful.’


‘It seems a shame to cut it,’ Adam agreed.


‘But you must!’ said Jacqui. ‘We all want to taste it!’


Jack and Lily squabbled over the first slice. In the end, Chelsea cut the slice in two and stuck Doctor Who on one bit and the Dalek on the other. No prizes for guessing who had the Doctor. And in any case, both children quickly discovered that Ronnie was right. Neither one of them really liked fruitcake. They merely picked at the icing. The adults, however, all agreed that the cake tasted even better than it looked. Jacqui was delighted.




Chapter Four 


Granddad Bill


It was a wonderful day. The only thing missing – the only thing that stopped the engagement party from being a quintessential Benson family occasion – was that Granddad Bill didn’t try to sing / belch a tribute to his granddaughter and her fiancé. The party was so busy and so much fun that the lack of singing went pretty much unnoticed but later everyone would say that, of course, it was the first sign. Of course they should have been worried that Bill merely sat on a corner of the patio, nursing one bottle of Spitfire all afternoon, and not even touching the sausages that were his favourite food. Yes, in retrospect, there was obviously something awry. How had they failed to notice?


At around five o’clock, Ronnie was in the kitchen, putting the kettle on for the twentieth time that afternoon when Jacqui took her by the arm and pulled her into the hallway for a private conversation. 


‘Ronnie.’


‘What’s wrong, Mum?’ She could tell from Jacqui’s face that it wasn’t good news.


‘Will you keep everybody outside for a while, love? It’s Granddad Bill.’


Bill had been brought indoors about an hour earlier after announcing that he was too hot, even under Cathy Next Door’s tattered old awning.


‘What’s wrong with him?’ Ronnie asked.


‘We don’t know. He’s having a bit of a turn. We’ve called the ambulance. They’ll be here any minute. But you’re not to worry. Your dad and I have got it all under control. We mustn’t let this spoil Chelsea’s party. You know Bill wouldn’t want that. You just go back out into the garden and carry on as though nothing has happened.’


But there was no chance that Bill’s sudden turn wouldn’t spoil Chelsea’s party now that Ronnie knew about it. Ronnie never was the calmest of people under pressure and upon hearing the news that an ambulance had been called, she instantly freaked out. Jack, who had the ears of a bat when it came to anything that might be described as excitement – good or bad – was soon in the hallway too. Lily followed him. Seeing Ronnie in a state, the two children panicked. Jacqui’s attempt to broker Bill’s quiet exit from the party had completely failed. 


Ronnie insisted on seeing her grandfather. Bill was slumped in his chair. Dave was trying to persuade him to take a sip of water. Ronnie threw herself onto her knees in front of the old man and took his hands.


‘Don’t go, Granddad Bill. Don’t go! Not now!’


‘Ronnie, love. Give him some space,’ Jacqui pleaded. ‘He’s too hot.’ But Ronnie stayed with her head on the old man’s knees, crying and begging him to stay.


‘He isn’t going anywhere,’ Jacqui insisted. ‘Ronnie, please.’


Chelsea joined her sister, mother and father at Bill’s side. ‘Granddad.’ Chelsea took his hand. ‘Stay with us.’


The ambulance, thankfully, did come quickly and the paramedics worked so calmly, that everyone else (except Ronnie) remained relatively calm as well. Blood pressure and vital signs were taken. One of the paramedics assured Jacqui and Dave that Bill was going to make it but that they would take him to the hospital just in case. Jacqui and Dave followed close behind in their car. Dave was much too drunk to drive but Jacqui had stayed off the alcohol all day because she wanted to impress Sally Baxter. Impressing Sally Baxter was the least of Jacqui’s worries now.


Of course the atmosphere at the party changed after that. Even Annabel’s bon viveur husband Richard turned down a beer in favour of a cup of tea. Adam’s family wished Chelsea’s grandfather a swift recovery, then set off towards their respective homes. Annabel and her family remained for a little while. They sat in the garden, making stilted small talk while they waited for news from A and E.


When Jacqui called to say that Granddad Bill was stable but would be staying on a ward for the night, everybody heaved a sigh of relief. Anything else would have been too awful. A terrible omen for poor Chelsea’s upcoming marriage.


‘Well,’ said Richard, accepting the beer he had been refusing for the past two hours. ‘That’s great news. Let’s have a toast. To Granddad Bill.’


‘Granddad Bill,’ the last of the party guests mumbled.


‘And, of course, to Chelsea and Adam. Congratulations to you both. Marriage is a wonderful thing. It certainly changed my life for the better.’


‘Good job you said that,’ said Annabel, giving her husband a poke.


Adam wrapped his arm around Chelsea and pulled her close. Chelsea smiled weakly. Everyone knew that her grandfather’s sudden illness had taken the shine off the day. Still, she tipped her glass back towards Richard.


‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Thank you all for coming. This has been a lovely party.’




Chapter Five


Chelsea


Chelsea was supposed to be travelling back to London with Adam and Lily that night. They weren’t planning to stay in the Midlands because Lily had to go to school the following morning and Adam had to go to work. However, after Granddad Bill was taken to hospital, Chelsea decided she ought to stay. Adam didn’t argue with her decision. They both knew the unspoken reasoning behind it. Granddad Bill was eighty-seven. He suffered from dementia. He’d had a pacemaker for twenty-odd years. Every birthday Bill celebrated felt as though it might be the last. Though Jacqui had said otherwise on the phone, maybe this was serious. Maybe Granddad Bill would not come home from hospital after all.


So, Adam and Lily bade everyone goodbye and Chelsea stayed behind at Ronnie’s. Once all the guests were gone, the party-related rubbish was quickly cleared away. One great thing about Ronnie’s decision to buy paper plates was that tidying up meant simply tipping everything into bin bags instead of endless washing up. Sophie and Jack were brilliant. They both did all they could to help before Jack’s bedtime. Sophie also offered to read Jack’s story that night and, for once, Jack didn’t protest. He was very good at understanding when something serious was going on. He knew this was not the time to push his luck with his usual request for ‘another ten minutes’ playing Minecraft or watching TV.


Ronnie and Chelsea ended up in the kitchen, which was where the family always seemed to convene at moments of crisis. Perhaps it was the proximity to the kettle that made it the perfect place to discuss weighty matters. The kettle had certainly seen plenty of use that day. Tea is the English answer to everything.


That evening, Ronnie and Chelsea sipped tea in silence. When Mark came back from returning Cathy Next Door’s deckchairs and awning, he went straight to the fridge and found a stray bottle of Spitfire.


‘Cathy Next Door says she wants you to text as soon as you get any more news about Bill,’ Mark told his wife.


‘We won’t hear anything more tonight,’ said Ronnie. ‘Not now he’s on the ward for the night. Not unless it’s bad news.’


Ronnie’s face crumpled. Mark stood behind her and wrapped his arms around her shoulders. 


‘He’ll be all right,’ he said. ‘Granddad Bill lived through the Blitz. He fought on the beaches. He lived through raising you lot. He’s not going to fade away overnight in a hospital ward.’


‘But he will die, won’t he?’ said Ronnie. ‘One day. And I can’t help thinking it’s not that far off now. He’s not half so lively as he used to be. He’s really gone downhill since the start of the summer.’


‘No he hasn’t,’ said Mark.


‘He has, Mark. There’s no point denying it. He just sits there. He doesn’t even watch TV like he used to. He hasn’t belched “Stand By Me” in months.’


‘That’s a good thing, isn’t it?’ Mark tried.


‘You know it isn’t. It’s a sign he’s given up.’


Chelsea took a shuddering breath, which sounded like it might precede a sob. ‘Don’t say that,’ she begged her sister.


‘But it’s true, Chels. We can’t deny it any longer. He’s on a downhill run.’


‘Ronnie,’ said Mark. ‘Let’s not talk about it tonight. There’s nothing we can do from here. He’s in hospital, which is the best place for him. And today is supposed to be a happy day. We’re celebrating Chelsea’s engagement.’


‘Thanks, Mark,’ said Chelsea. ‘It was a lovely party. Even with the way things went at the end. Adam and Lily had a great time. We’re all really grateful you made so much effort.’


‘Do you have to wait so long to get married?’ Ronnie suddenly asked. ‘I mean, a whole year? Will it really take you that long to get organised? Couldn’t you do it more quickly than that?’


Chelsea knew at once what Ronnie was getting at. She was trying to say that Granddad Bill might not make it through another twelve months. 


‘I don’t know,’ said Chelsea cautiously. ‘It’s not just my decision. I’d have to ask Adam.’


‘He won’t mind. I mean, he wants to marry you, doesn’t he? He’s not going to care whether it’s in a year’s time or next Wednesday morning. But it just wouldn’t be the same if Granddad Bill wasn’t there to see it happen.’


‘We can’t get married next Wednesday!’ said Chelsea, eyes wide with panic.


‘No. But if you really put your mind to it,’ said Ronnie, ‘you could be married by Christmas.’




Chapter Six


Bill and Chelsea


Granddad Bill spent just one night in hospital. After several tests, the medical staff decided that what he had suffered was nothing more than a faint. Probably brought on by the excitement of the party, the late summer heat and that bottle of Spitfire. From now on, said the doctor in charge of the ward, Granddad Bill must not be allowed booze. He had to take things easy. Jacqui and Dave promised Bill would not be allowed to deviate from the doctor’s instructions at all. They were keen to get him home and into his own bed. As far as Jacqui was concerned, there is no worse place to be when you’re ill than in a hospital. 


‘It’s impossible to get any sleep on those wards,’ she told Chelsea and Ronnie when she dropped by the house to pick up the serve-ware she’d brought over for the party. ‘All those monitors beeping. All the old people groaning and moaning all night long.’


‘And Granddad Bill belching his way through his songs,’ said Ronnie.


‘I wish he were,’ said Jacqui. ‘He’s not himself at all.’


‘See?’ Ronnie mouthed at Chelsea over their mother’s head. ‘He’s gone downhill.’


Chelsea went over to Jacqui and Dave’s to see her grandfather before heading back to London. Jacqui was right that he wasn’t himself. He spent much of Chelsea’s visit staring into space. He didn’t even look at the carefully drawn ‘Get Well Soon’ card Jack had insisted Chelsea take with her. Naturally, it featured a Dalek. This one was carrying a thermometer and wearing a hat with a red cross on the front.


It was awful to see Bill laid so low. It was much better when he was belching. It was even slightly better when he was talking about the Second World War. Or imagining he was fighting it all over again. It was difficult to cope with Bill’s dementia, but this strange emptiness was new. It was almost as though his spirit had already gone. Only his body was left.


Chelsea could only hope her mum was right when she insisted that Bill would start to be more himself again now that he was home. He was just tired after his restless night in hospital, was what Jacqui said. Soon he would be up and belching with the best of them. 


‘OK, Granddad. I’ll be up to see you again in a couple of weeks.’ Chelsea kissed him on the cheek. He half-turned towards her but didn’t look at her. He didn’t seem to be seeing anything at all. Could he even hear her? ‘I love you,’ she added, just in case. As Adam always said, you can never tell someone you love them too often.


Then she went into the kitchen to say ‘goodbye’ to her mum. Dave was going to drive Chelsea to the station where she would catch a train back to London. 


‘Ronnie said she’d had a word with you,’ said Jacqui.


‘About what?’ Chelsea was distracted by the sad state in which she’d found her grandfather.


‘About the wedding. About maybe bringing it forward.’


‘Oh, yes,’ said Chelsea. ‘She did.’


‘I know it’s not what you and Adam had planned …’


‘We haven’t really planned anything yet, Mum. We just picked an arbitrary date next year because that’s the first thing people want to know after they’ve seen the ring.’


‘Well …’


‘I’m going to ask him,’ Chelsea said. ‘As soon as I get back to London. If Adam is happy to bring the wedding forward, then I certainly am. I don’t see why we couldn’t.’


Jacqui gave her youngest daughter a hug.


‘Oh, you are good, Chelsea. I know it’s not for us to influence you and Adam over such a big decision. I just want your Granddad to be there. He always worried about you, you know. He wanted to see you settled. Even if he doesn’t really know what’s going on any more, I like to think he’d feel better for having seen you get married. He’s always loved you so much. You and Ronnie. And Annabel too.’


Chelsea felt tears springing to her eyes.


‘He will see me get married, Mum. He will. Granddad Bill’s not going anywhere.’


‘Someone has to burp “Here Comes the Bride”,’ said Dave. ‘Come on, Chelsea. There’re roadworks near the station. You don’t want to miss your train.’


A Christmas wedding. 


The more Chelsea thought about it on the train back to London, the more she liked the idea. The choice of a September date twelve months hence had, as she’d assured Jacqui, really been quite arbitrary. A year just felt like the usual amount of time people took between getting engaged and getting married. Everyone seemed to understand and approve when Adam and Chelsea told them their engagement would last a year. But Ronnie was right. There was no real reason why they had to take twelve months. Chelsea and Adam were not teenagers who might need that long to really get to know each other and change their minds. Neither was Chelsea going to be a bridezilla who would need months and months to bring her complicated Pinterest boards to fruition. A December wedding was totally doable. Christmas was still twelve weeks away.


And there was no doubt it was a very romantic time of year. When she was back at the house she shared with Adam and Lily in South London, before Lily finished school and Adam came home from work, Chelsea spent a bit of time Googling ‘Christmas wedding’. It opened up a whole new aesthetic. New flowers. New themes. New colours. As it was, Chelsea had always secretly felt she looked her best in the winter. She didn’t have the sort of skin that went golden brown in the sunshine. She was always at the ‘milk bottle’ end of the spectrum, even with fake tan. A winter wedding dress would certainly suit her. She looked at a photograph of a bride in a white dress accessorised with a red velvet cape. Her bridesmaids were all dressed in red velvet too. Lily would definitely like that. Lily loved a bit of velvet and red was her favourite colour after pink.


By the time she went to pick Lily up from school, Chelsea was convinced that a winter wedding could work. All that remained was to persuade Adam to speed up their nuptial timetable. She decided she would talk to him that very evening, once Lily was in bed. 




Chapter Seven


Chelsea and Adam


Lily took a long time to go to bed that night. She was full of news from school that she needed to discuss at great length. That morning, Lily’s form teacher had announced that over the next few days she would be casting the class’s nativity play. 


‘I want to be Mary,’ said Lily. 


Of course she did. Adam and Chelsea shared a look. Doubtless every other girl in Lily’s class wanted to play Mary too and, like Lily, they all thought they deserved the starring role.


‘There are other really good parts though,’ said Chelsea, aiming to shore Lily up against disappointment. ‘There are angels and kings and shepherds. Even the sheep are important. When I was at school, our class did a nativity play where I was the little Irish girl.’


Adam frowned in confusion. 


‘There was a little Irish girl at the nativity?’ he asked.


‘And a French girl and a Japanese girl and a girl from Germany. Apparently.’ Chelsea smiled.


Adam raised an eyebrow.


Lily merely asked, ‘What was your costume?’


‘I had a green skirt and a white blouse and I carried a shamrock.’


‘What’s that?’ 


‘It’s the national emblem of Ireland. It’s like clover. A green plant with three leaves that are shaped like hearts.’


‘Can you draw me one?’ Lily asked. She fetched a piece of paper and a green felt-tip pen that had long since dried out.


Chelsea scratched out a shamrock. ‘It’s easy. Three hearts joined at the stem, see?’


‘Yes,’ said Lily. ‘One for you, one for Daddy and one for me.’ Lily took the pen from Chelsea and wrote ‘C’, ‘D’ and ‘L’ inside the heart shapes.


Three hearts. When Chelsea cleared the table that night, she carefully folded the piece of paper with the shamrock drawn upon it into her pocket. She would keep it for ever.


‘Why did you play an Irish girl?’ Adam asked, as they were washing up. ‘That’s a bit random. You’re not Irish.’


‘Actually, my great-great-grandfather was,’ Chelsea informed him. ‘And we couldn’t all play girls from the West Midlands.’


‘You should have been an angel,’ said Adam.


Chelsea leaned across and gave him a kiss on the cheek.


‘Urgh. Kissing!’ said Lily, who had picked up her new horror of public displays of affection from her soon-to-be cousin Jack, who thought kissing was on a par with weeing in the street. She hid her eyes from the sight.


Lily was eventually persuaded that it was time for bed. She did her usual trick of calling out to Chelsea as she went back downstairs, asking increasingly random questions, just to get her to linger a little longer. However once Chelsea forced herself to say ‘goodnight, Lily’ to yet another question about shamrocks, the little girl settled down. She was out for the count when Chelsea popped her head around the door for a final check three minutes later.


Alone at last, Adam and Chelsea snuggled up together on the sofa and Chelsea chose that moment to bring up the question of moving the wedding forward. She had expected at least a little resistance but, in the end, there was none. When he heard about the conversations Chelsea had had with her mother and her middle sister since Granddad Bill’s ‘turn’ at the engagement party, he sympathised entirely.


‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I understand you want Bill to be there. He’s your grandfather and you love him. We all love him. It really wouldn’t be the same without him. And a Christmas wedding would be great. Very romantic.’
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