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For Adam Millward




Chapter One


I don’t want to get married. Anne Marie knew this was not a good thought to have when you were on your way to your wedding.


Well, strictly speaking, they weren’t on their way. The actual ceremony was on Saturday, and today was Monday, just about. She glanced at the display on her mobile – it was five minutes to midnight. But they were kind of past the point of no return.


It wouldn’t have been quite so bad if it was just her and Thomas, but it wasn’t. There were ten of them in the wedding party, including Michael Collins who was their best man, her father and several of her closest female friends. They were all currently squashed into a jumbo jet hurtling at 550 miles an hour towards Orlando International Airport.


From there they’d be travelling on to one of the best hotels outside Disney World, where they were all booked to stay until her dream wedding, which was scheduled to take place at the Cinderella Castle at 3 p.m. on Saturday.


Her father would kill her if it didn’t happen. This whole expedition was costing him a fortune. Not that the money would be the major issue. Dad would be far more disappointed that she’d changed her mind about marrying Thomas, who was a family friend and his osteopath.


Anne Marie felt sick with fear. Why hadn’t she stopped it before?


She glanced at Thomas, who was asleep in the seat beside her. His face in repose was very handsome. He was kind. He was solvent. He made butterflies flutter in her tummy. No, he didn’t. Not any more. Although he certainly had back in January. She’d been totally in love with him then and that was only six months ago. What on earth had gone wrong?


Thomas stirred in his sleep. His lips twitched in what could have been a smile. Anne Marie closed her eyes. OMG, what have I done? And, a million times more importantly, what on earth am I going to do about it?


*


She wasn’t the only one who couldn’t sleep. Michael Collins, known to his friends as Mikey, was also awake. He was in the aisle seat in the row in front of Anne Marie, sitting next to a man who had a black hangman’s hood pulled down over his head. Just after they had taken off, the man had smiled pleasantly at Mikey and said, ‘Ah good, it looks as though you’re settling down for the night too. For a horrible moment I thought you were going to watch a film.’


Mikey, who had been intending to do exactly that, had shaken his head. ‘Er, no, mate. Not tonight.’


The man had nodded approvingly and then, like a magician, he’d produced an array of little packages, which he’d laid out on the pull-down table in front of him. Mikey had watched in amazement as he’d unleashed a foam pillow that sprung into shape as soon as it was free of its wrappings, a red airline blanket, a blindfold, earplugs and noise-reducing earmuffs. He’d tipped back his seat to maximum recline, put in the earplugs, donned the earmuffs and blindfold and finally pulled the hangman’s hood over the now bulky shape of his head.


Clearly these sleep tactics worked well for him, because ten minutes later he’d been snoring. The snoring wasn’t loud enough, Mikey decided, to warrant digging him in the ribs and asking him to shut up, but as the night progressed the man gave the odd grunt too. The grunts were pretty regular. They came on every tenth or eleventh snore. Against his will, Mikey began to count them. He hoped it would act like counting sheep and send him off to sleep, but it didn’t. Each time he thought he may have been dozing off, the man put in a slightly louder grunt and Mikey found that he was wide awake again.


It wasn’t entirely the fault of his odd travelling companion that he couldn’t sleep. He’d always been a light sleeper. Although for a brief while, when he’d been going out with Annabel, he’d slept soundly. That had been contentment, he thought, with a little sting of sadness. The kind of contentment that had been unimaginable since she’d left him.


He wished he hadn’t thought of Annabel. Mostly, these days, she was banished from his head. It was better that way. But something about being up here in this tin can, roaring through the great empty hole of the night sky, had conjured her up. Fixed her in the forefront of his mind. Actually, it wasn’t all that surprising: the last time he’d been on a plane he’d been with Annabel.


Michael Collins and Annabel Harrington invite you to their wedding on Long Island.


Yeah, right! His heart contracted with pain at the thought of their imaginary wedding. He guessed he wasn’t over her yet then.


*


‘This is your captain speaking. We will be serving breakfast shortly.’


The voice on the tannoy crept into Anne Marie’s dreams and she awoke with a jolt of surprise. She hadn’t thought she would ever sleep, but clearly she had. She’d also been clinging to the faint hope that this was all a nightmare – that she wasn’t really on a plane, and that the awful doubts she had about her wedding would be gone.


However, she was definitely on a plane. The buzz of early morning chatter was all about her. Her mouth felt as dry as a hangover and the faint body odours of the other passengers hung in the air.


Just before she’d fallen asleep, she’d tried to console herself with the fact that what she was feeling may just be a touch of pre-wedding nerves. Loads of people had them, didn’t they? Not for the first time lately she wished Mum was still alive, or that she was closer to her sister. Would asking them be easier than talking to one of her friends? Maybe she would wake up and look at Thomas and feel an almighty rush of love for him and be certain that she did want to get married after all.


That hadn’t happened either, although she was certain about one thing. She needed the loo.


‘Do you mind if I get out?’ she asked him. He was in the aisle seat.


‘Course not, lovely.’ He yawned and stretched. ‘I’d come with you and clean my teeth but I expect there’s a bit of a queue.’


There was. Anne Marie stood in it, clutching her washbag. She glanced out of the nearest window. The sky was the bluest of azure blues out there. It was a perfect day. She should feel jittery with excitement.


Someone tapped her on the shoulder and she glanced round. It was Grace, and she was smiling. ‘Hello, gorgeous, how are you doing? Did you get any sleep?’


‘A bit. You?’


‘I slept like a log,’ Grace said. ‘I’m lucky. I’ve always been able to sleep on planes. Besides,’ she added happily, ‘after living with the triplets, you learn to sleep when you can. But hey, you’ve got all that to look forward to, haven’t you?’


She must have caught Anne Marie’s look of horror, because she added hastily, ‘Babies, I mean, not triplets . . .’ She tailed off. ‘Not that there’s any rush, I mean, you’re only young. You’ve got years before you have to worry about having a family . . .’


Anne Marie didn’t feel young. She felt at least twice as old as her twenty-two years. She hugged her arms around herself. ‘Phew,’ she said, trying for a flippant tone but aware that this probably hadn’t come off – judging by the expression on Grace’s face.


Luckily at the moment the door of the in-flight toilet opened and she escaped inside.


She should feel gloriously happy, but there was a cold ball of fear in her stomach.


This was definitely more than pre-wedding nerves.




Chapter Two


On the website, the hotel had been described as opulent and spectacular. But these words didn’t really do it justice, Anne Marie thought, when their minibus pulled up outside the impressive marble entrance.


The Aurora was set on the shores of a lake, which was bordered by a forest of pines. The rooms at the front overlooked the glassy dark water. There was also a huge outdoor pool, which lay like a turquoise diamond between the art deco building and the lake. At one end was a bar, but most of it was open to the sky.


The hotel wasn’t just in a beautiful setting – the interior was pretty impressive too. It had three restaurants, four bars and a huge lounge area, which featured some original works of art by Damien Hirst on the walls. Or so claimed the information packs for guests in each of the rooms.


It was such a hot day that once they’d unpacked and orientated themselves, the members of the wedding party had either gone for naps to recover from the flight or had congregated in the pool bar, which was all marble floors, fountains and foliage and luxurious seating. Grace was standing beside Anne Marie, looking out at the pool. A bronze statue of Venus rose from the furthest point of the diamond.


‘I don’t think I’ve ever been to a place as beautiful as this,’ Grace said, touching a sumptuous red velvet cushion. ‘Let alone stayed in one.’


Her voice was wistful. Anne Marie looked at her. ‘I know,’ she said softly. ‘How the other half live. I don’t think I have either.’ This wasn’t quite true. Dad had taken her to some pretty amazing places. But Anne Marie wasn’t as oblivious as she’d once been to the fact that she was lucky to have led a very privileged life. And that most of her friends hadn’t. Especially Grace.


The previous Christmas, Grace and her family had nearly lost their home, thanks to a Scrooge of a landlord who had wanted to throw them out on the streets because they’d fallen behind on the rent. The landlord hadn’t even cared that one of their children had cancer.


Grace had confided all this, reluctantly, at the reading group that they were both in. The other women in the group – Kate, Jojo and Serena – had been outraged that such a thing could happen. They’d all rallied round. Anne Marie wasn’t clear about exactly how it had all panned out, but Grace and her family hadn’t been evicted, thank goodness.


It was odd, Anne Marie mused, how close the Reading Group had become over the last few months. Apart from her childhood friend Manda, Grace, Kate, Serena and Jojo were her closest friends, even despite their range of ages. Being able to invite them all out here to her wedding was amazing. She blinked a few times. Ah yes, her wedding. For a brief while, beneath the excitement of rocking up at this fairy-tale hotel, she’d forgotten that she didn’t want to marry Thomas.


‘So have you ever been to Disney World before?’ Grace was saying slightly impatiently. As though she’d already asked the question, maybe more than once.


Anne Marie blinked.


‘Sorry, I was miles away. But no, actually, I haven’t. I’ve always liked the idea of the Disney bit, but I’m not a massive fan of theme parks. Neither is Dad. We’re both terrified of heights.’


Grace smiled and Anne Marie added hastily, ‘Not that it’s all rollercoasters and scary rides. There’s quite a lot of bling and sparkle too.’ Distractedly she scanned the room for Manda.


Her chief bridesmaid and best friend had only got married in January herself – she’d had a bit of a wobble too, although it hadn’t been quite as last minute as this. Anne Marie was desperate to ask her if she’d felt as bad as she did now, and, more importantly, how she’d stopped feeling that way. And if she regretted getting married at all – even though she was pretty sure she knew the answer to that one. Manda and Jack seemed happy, at least when they weren’t fighting. Manda was nowhere in sight, but she could see Mikey and Jojo and Thomas over at the bar buying drinks. That was a good idea. She was pretty dehydrated herself.


*


Grace was feeling dehydrated too, not to mention on edge. It was too hot and she was tired out. There had been a million things to organize before she’d come away in order to make this trip possible. Ben wasn’t used to having sole responsibility for the boys. If she hadn’t been so fond of Anne Marie she wouldn’t have come.


She glanced back at her friend. Anne Marie didn’t look like a girl who was heading towards the happiest day of her life. She was about to say something when Jojo arrived with a large glass of white wine in her hand.


‘Have you got jetlag, angels, or is it just me?’ She smiled at them both, clearly oblivious to any tension. ‘I think I may have just found the cure.’ She held up her glass. ‘Blimey, this is good. Mind you, it ought to be – at twenty-four dollars a glass.’ She took a sip. ‘Your best man sent me over,’ she added, with a glance at Anne Marie. ‘He’s getting a round in. He wants to know what you both want to drink.’


‘Twenty-four dollars a glass!’ Grace felt faint. ‘I think I’ll have water. Tap water will be fine.’


‘Have a proper drink,’ Anne Marie said, looking at her anxiously. ‘Don’t worry about the cost. Mikey can afford it. He won’t be expecting you to buy him one back.’


‘It’s not that,’ Grace said. ‘I’d just prefer—’


It was too late. Jojo was already shouting across to Mikey. ‘Three more of these, please. I’m sure Serena will have one too, when she appears. I think she dragged Kate off to look at some painting. Where’s everyone else? Where are Manda and Jack?’


‘I don’t know,’ Anne Marie said.


‘They’ve probably sneaked off to their room for a lie down,’ Jojo said with a wink. ‘Have you seen the rooms? Mine has these art-deco lamps, and this amazing rug. It’s sky blue and scarlet. I wonder if I can get it in my suitcase.’ Her laughter was wickedly infectious.


Grace smiled back. The throb of a headache was starting at her temples. She hadn’t realised they were coming to such a plush place. Although she should have done – this was Anne Marie, after all. She wasn’t sure how she was going to survive here for a week. She couldn’t afford to drink anything, let alone eat.


She hadn’t told the girls, but money was still tight. She and Ben were struggling. His business wasn’t doing as well as it had even a year ago. They hadn’t finished repaying Kate for what she’d loaned them at Christmas. She’d insisted that it wasn’t a loan, it was a gift, but Ben hadn’t been happy with that. Grace felt better that they were paying it back too. It was horrible feeling beholden to people, even your friends. Especially your friends, she sometimes thought.


‘Penny for them, angel.’ Jojo’s voice broke into her thoughts and Grace was jolted back into the room. Jojo’s eyes were kind, but Grace knew she couldn’t share what was on her mind. Not here anyway. This was Anne Marie’s time. She was going to do her utmost to make sure everything was perfect for her. They all would.


Mikey arrived with a tray of glasses. He beamed around at them all. ‘Help yourselves, ladies. Isn’t this place awesome? I could live here. Absolutely no doubt about it.’


‘You’d need to win the lottery first,’ Jojo said.


‘Yes.’ Grace felt guilty as she sipped her glass of wine. ‘You would. Thanks for this, Mikey.’
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