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Friday










1.


‘Shouldn’t you be packing?’


Phil Hudson furtively covered the open notepad in which he had been scribbling at the kitchen counter with a nearby tea towel and swivelled around on his stool to face his fiancée.


‘When did you come in?’ he asked as she stared intently at him from the doorway, two carrier bags of shopping in her hands.


‘Just now.’


‘I didn’t hear you.’


Helen eyed Phil suspiciously. ‘You weren’t meant to. And just so you know, once we’re married be prepared to see more of me popping up in places you aren’t expecting me to be. I’ll be everywhere. I promise you.’ Having clearly amused herself, she chuckled and set down the bags on the table. ‘What were you doing anyway? Isn’t the boy Simon meant to be picking you up at ten?’


‘That’s what he said.’


‘So you’re all packed?’


‘I made a start but couldn’t find half the stuff I needed. I think we need a system.’


‘A system?’


‘Yeah, a system, you know, so that we both know where stuff is without having to ask.’


‘We already have a system you big goon!’ snapped Helen. ‘How do you think I find the things we need every day? What you actually mean is that you don’t understand the system because whenever I try and explain it, you do that thing that I hate where you make out you’re listening but are in fact doing the opposite.’


‘Like when?’


‘Like when what?’


‘Like when wasn’t I listening?’


‘Er . . . let me think . . . perhaps it was the last time you told me that we needed a system! Or the time before that, oh and the time before that too!’


Fun though it was, Phil reasoned that he had probably wound Helen up enough for the day and so applying his best cheeky chap grin, he walked over, put his arms around her waist and kissed her. ‘But you love me really don’t you? he said, approximating a suitably coquettish eyelash flutter.


‘You know I do,’ she smiled, ‘but don’t think for a minute that it’s a get-out-of-jail-free card, okay?’


‘Wouldn’t dream of it.’


‘Good.’


Phil started to rummage through the carrier bags. ‘What have you bought? Anything nice?’


Helen shrugged. ‘Nothing much. Just a few bits and bobs to make sandwiches.’


Phil plucked out a packet of pre-sliced Gouda cheese. ‘Sandwiches for what?’


Clearly embarrassed Helen snatched the cheese from Phil leaving him to answer his own question. The penny dropped. ‘You’re planning to make sandwiches for me aren’t you?’


Helen glowered.


‘You do realise,’ began Phil, ‘that making sandwiches for me to take on my stag do is adorable, don’t you? I mean it’s something a Disney character might do, if, say, Disney characters’ fiancés were the type to go on stag dos to Amsterdam. Right now you should have cartoon bluebirds flying around your head and animated squirrels at your feet.’


Helen scowled. ‘You don’t have to have them if you don’t want them,’ she said narrowing her eyes at him. ‘I could just as easily put it all in the bin if you’re going to be all smart-arsey about it!’


Phil once again took Helen in his arms and kissed the top of her head in a manner he hoped she would interpret as playfully patronising rather than, as it was, a demonstration of his deepest and most true affection for her. He loved this woman, and the idea that she was going to be his wife thrilled him to his core. ‘Smart-arsey? Me? Never. Of course I’ll take them. I’ll take them and proudly eat them on the plane and when all the boys are mocking me mercilessly I will ignore their abuse secure in the knowledge that while their other halves – if they have them – have sent them to Amsterdam without so much as a KitKat, mine has kitted me out with . . .’ Phil paused while he checked the contents of the carrier bags, ‘Wagon Wheels, satsumas, ham, a large packet of Starburst and . . .’ he paused glancing over at the confiscated cheese, ‘let’s not forget Gouda sandwiches. You are undoubtedly a nutter, my sweet, but I honestly would not – for a single second – want you any other way.’


Helen reluctantly kissed Phil and then set about unpacking the bags. As she turned her back in order to put some of the shopping in the fridge, Phil retrieved the notebook from under the tea towel and tossed it casually on top of a pile of magazines on the counter next to the microwave.


‘So,’ said Helen returning from her trip to the fridge. ‘What were you doing in here?’


‘Doing?’


‘Yes,’ she replied as though Phil was hard of hearing, ‘doing. As in “What were you doing in here when I came in?” ‘


‘I wasn’t doing anything,’ said Phil. ‘I came in for a glass of water and stayed a moment or two to ponder the nature of my own mortality.’


‘Where’s the glass?’


Phil stared at the counter as if expecting to see the glass that he knew full well wasn’t there. ‘Oh, that, I washed it up.’


‘You’re telling me you came into the kitchen, poured yourself a glass of water, drank the water and then washed up the glass?’


Phil maintained an air of innocence even though it was apparent that he had been well and truly caught out.


‘Now I know you’re lying. You’ve never used a glass and washed it up straight away in the entire time we’ve been together. What’s going on?’


Any excuse Phil might have offered would be torn apart by Helen in a matter of seconds, but he was saved by the sound of his mobile phone’s ringtone – one more suited to signalling to the crew of a World War Two battleship to man battle stations.


‘Hey you,’ said a female voice. ‘I’m at work. Got a full day ahead but I just thought I’d check in before you get off.’


Helen silently mouthed: ‘Who is it?’ in his direction and he mouthed ‘Caitlin’ in reply. Helen’s response was to go cross-eyed, stick her tongue out and mime self-strangulation.


For reasons that Phil had never been one hundred per cent sure of, Helen and his younger sister Caitlin had never got on. Yes, maybe in the vague realms of the past there had been some hard feelings over him choosing to go out with Helen instead of reuniting with his sister’s friend Beth, but that had been a long time ago. Even with insider knowledge of the women with whom he had shared his life, Phil couldn’t believe a regular human being could hold a grudge that long. There must be something more to their antagonism, something on one level to do with him but on another nothing to do with him at all, and everything to do with some kind of mysterious feminine primeval power play.


‘Hey, sis! How’s it going?’ said Phil seizing the opportunity to take both himself and his conversation out of the kitchen and into the hallway. ‘All ready and packed for your weekend of luxury in Ashbourne?’


‘Did it all last night but I’m actually not due to arrive until Saturday morning.’


‘How come?’


‘Too much on at work.’


‘But aren’t all the other girls arriving tonight?’


Caitlin sighed. ‘Come on Phil, you know what Friday night traffic is like. Plus, I’ve got a hair appointment, sort of a pre-wedding job. Got to look good for those photos!’


Phil didn’t laugh.


‘What?’


‘You know.’


Caitlin tutted loudly. ‘Not this again! I’ve promised that I’ll try harder with her. Isn’t that enough?’


‘Well actually, no,’ snapped Phil glancing over at the kitchen door, ‘not unless you follow through with it.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Look, Helen inviting you on her hen weekend is her way of saying that she wants to make a fresh start. Surely the least you could do is meet her halfway by not turning up late for her hen weekend?’


‘Listen to yourself!’ snapped Caitlin. ‘She’s got you so wrapped around her little finger that you don’t even know it! Less than a couple of minutes into what was supposed to be a pleasant phone call to wish you well for the weekend it’s an argument with you taking her side over mine!’


Phil had heard this accusation many times before and he was having none of it. ‘Oh come off it Cait, what are you, six? It’s not a question of me taking sides. I just want the two of you to get along, that’s all. This time next week, whether you like it or not, she’ll be family and I want you both to make the effort.’


‘So you’ll be giving her a stern talking to as well I hope?’


Exhausted at the prospect of this war between Caitlin and Helen carrying on throughout his married life Phil sat down on the stairs and rubbed his eyes. He didn’t want to be having this conversation so early in the morning and certainly not at the beginning of a weekend that would see his fiancée and his sister spending the weekend together without him present to act as referee. He needed to make peace with Caitlin if only because it fell to him as her older brother to lead by example. ‘Look, I’m sorry, okay? You’re right. I shouldn’t have doubted you. You turn up when you can and I’ll keep my big nose out of it. So are we good?’


‘Of course we are,’ reassured Caitlin. ‘We’re always good. So come on then, tell me more about your plans for the weekend. How raucous is it going to be? Bit different from Helen’s weekend.’


‘It’s a stag do in Amsterdam,’ sighed Phil, ‘How good can it be?’


‘You’re not looking forward to it?’


‘It’s not that. It’s just I’d rather stay at home.’


‘But I thought it was going to be a no strip clubs, no coffee houses, strictly classy affair.’


‘That’s how it was sold to me. But you know what the boys are like. On their own they’re fine but together they’re experts at whipping each other into a frenzy. Put them in a place like Amsterdam and well . . . pretty much anything could happen.’


They talked for a while longer about arrangements for the wedding but Phil’s heart wasn’t in it. Ending the call with one last plea to Caitlin to be on her best behaviour, Phil returned to the kitchen where Helen was standing over a chopping board making the very sandwiches for which he had earlier mocked her.


‘What’s up with the little princess now?’


‘Nothing,’ said Phil leaning on the granite counter top, ‘she was ringing to wish me well for the weekend. She sends her love by the way.’


Helen rolled her eyes. ‘I bet she does,’ she said sarcastically. ‘Is it too late to beg you to take her with you? I’m sure the boys won’t mind having someone as glamorous as your sister about.’


‘I couldn’t think of anything worse. It’s all I can do to stop them drooling over her whenever they see her.’


‘Well, she’s coming with me so you’re safe on that score. Not that any of your mates would be up to her usual standard anyway. What was it the last one did for a living?’


‘I don’t think he actually did anything,’ replied Phil. ‘He was always whisking her off somewhere exotic in a bid to impress her, seemingly oblivious that when it comes to blokes my sister takes being unimpressed to such a high level that it’s practically an art form.’


Helen sliced through the sandwiches she had just made and looked up at Phil. ‘Do you think she’ll ever settle down?’


‘Who knows?’ said Phil helping himself to a sliver of pre-sliced Gouda. ‘Maybe if she bags herself a minor royal. But until then I think it’ll strictly be the handsome and the unattainably rich that do it for her.’ He took a huge bite from the cheese, chewed and then folded up the remains and dropped it into his mouth.


‘You’ll give yourself indigestion,’ said Helen moving the cheese out of reach.


‘Maybe,’ said Phil, ‘but the thought of you and Caitlin carrying on the way you do is absolutely guaranteed to do so.’


‘So that was what the call was about? Her complaining about me? What am I supposed to have done now? Dared to breathe while in her presence?’


Phil walked over to Helen and put his arms around her. ‘Come on you, I know she’s a pain in the arse sometimes, I know you haven’t exactly got much in common but will you find a way to make this weekend work? Just for me? I don’t know whether it’s that I won’t be there to pull the two of you apart if it comes to blows, but I’ve got a horrible feeling that this weekend is going to be make or break for you.’


‘It’ll be fine,’ said Helen. She kissed his neck. ‘I promise, I’ll be on my best behaviour and no matter what she says or does I won’t let her get to me.’


Chuckling to himself, Phil sneaked a final slice of cheese and retreated to the bedroom to recommence packing for the weekend.










2.


Phil dropped three pairs of Calvin Klein briefs into the bag and hovered over it staring at them. Were three pairs of pants enough to cover all manner of potential underwear emergencies? Deciding to err on the side of caution he added an extra pair and then picked up his trainers from the floor and dropped them in too. A couple of pairs of socks were next, then he walked over to the wardrobe and picked out three white shirts, three casual tops and his favourite jeans. Placing them on the left-hand side of the bag, he picked up the sheet of paper that had been lying on the opposite side and began to read.


The print-out in his hand was an email Simon, his best man, had sent to everyone listing everything needed for the weekend. Phil had received the list earlier in the week and had scrutinised it carefully in an attempt to deduce what its contents might reveal about the secret plans his friend had organised for the weekend. The list included: ‘clothes suitable for an outdoor sporting activity’, ‘a valid UK driver’s licence’, ‘enough Euros to cover two days of solid drinking’, and a demand that everyone should sort out some form of insurance because ‘A guaranteed way to put a dampener on the whole weekend is to have to fork out for a medical helicopter out of the beer kitty when one of us knocks himself unconscious.’ The stand out item on the list, however, (written in bold with certain sections highlighted with capitals for added emphasis) was the mention of a black suit, black tie and at least three white shirts. Phil had emailed Simon to find out the reasoning behind these items and was rebuffed with the not altogether reassuring response of: ‘All will become clear.’


Phil tossed the list back on to the bed and continued packing. He grabbed a final pair of briefs before making his way to the bathroom for a shower.


While he waited for the water to warm up he looked at his watch. A week and a day from this exact moment he would be getting ready for his wedding. He swallowed hard at the thought but when he looked up at the mirror in front of him, he had a huge grin on his face.


 


Half an hour later, showered, shaved and dressed, Phil, feeling not unlike a secret agent and/or contract killer in his black suit and tie, descended the stairs carrying his weekend suitcase to the sound of raucous laughter from his best man.


‘And here he is! The man of the hour!’ trumpeted Simon as the two men exchanged man hugs. ‘Are you all ready fella?’


‘As I’ll ever be.’


Helen looked Phil and Simon up and down. ‘What do you two look like in those suits? Are you going to tell me what the whole get up thing is all about?’


Phil shrugged. ‘You’re asking the wrong man.’


‘My attempt to set the right tone for the weekend,’ explained Simon. ‘Amsterdam is going to be full of boys doing the stag weekend thing. But we’ll be the only ones working the Reservoir Dogs look the whole time.’


Phil laughed. ‘And the only ones arguing about who’s not going to be Mr Pink – which given it’s my stag do is most certainly not going to be me.’


‘Si was just telling me the story of the stag night you organised for him back in the day,’ said Helen. ‘Apparently you didn’t need themes back then. Just beer money and an evil imagination. I can’t believe how awful you lot were to him.’


‘We were young and over excited,’ explained Phil. ‘He was the first of our lot to get married. To be fair I actually think he got off quite lightly.’


‘It’s true,’ said Simon. ‘My middle brother got hitched the year after me and his mates practically tortured him for the whole of his stag do. At one point they were threatening to strip him naked and abandon him in the middle of Brighton and it was only when I intervened that they settled for shaving off one of his eyebrows instead. You should see his wedding photos – they are the funniest things ever – I think some of them are on YouTube if you can be bothered to look for them. One of his mates uploaded them as an anniversary present a few years ago and put them on a video set to the music of Johnny Cash. Even now whenever I hear the opening bars of ‘‘I Walk the Line’’ I’m practically doubled over with laughter just thinking about his face with a drawn-on eyebrow. He looked like one of the missing Marx Brothers! His missus went mental and didn’t talk to any of us for a good half year after the big day.’


Helen threw Simon a wary glance. ‘I take it you’ve got all that out of your system now? It’s not like you’re in your twenties any more.’


‘True,’ sighed Simon. ‘More’s the shame. I could do with a laugh.’


Phil raised an eyebrow. ‘Everything okay?’


Simon shrugged. ‘Got a lot on at work. It’ll all get sorted but it’s just a bit of a pain in the arse when you’re stuck in the middle of it. Anyway, nothing could put a dampener on this weekend. And I do mean nothing. I don’t want to oversell it, mate, but if this weekend doesn’t make it into your all-time top ten great times I will happily resign as your best man and let Degsy take the lead role.’


‘Well,’ Helen butted in, ‘it better had be the weekend of your life because I promise there is no way that I’m going to let Degsy have anything to do with the main ceremony. He’s not all there, that boy.’


Phil protested. ‘That’s a bit harsh, babe. He’s just a bit special that’s all.’


‘The last time I saw him he licked the inside of an ash tray because one of you lot bet him that he wouldn’t.’


‘And that makes him not all there? He’s just a man who likes a challenge.’


‘Well, challenge or not, he’s not going to be your best man. There’s no knowing what he’d do.’


Phil looked at Simon. ‘She’s right you know. A lot of family and friends would have to die before I’d even consider him and even then I’d still pick a total stranger over him much as I love the guy.’


‘Cool,’ said Simon, ‘then it looks like I’m going to have to stick to my word and pull off the single most amazing weekend of your life.’


‘No pressure there then.’


‘None at all.’


Phil and Simon first met each other back when they were teenagers working as Saturday sales assistants in Sharper Sounds, a Hi-Fi shop in the middle of Derby city centre. Phil hadn’t been all that keen on Simon to begin with mainly because Simon had seemed so much more different from himself than most people he knew. Simon spoke with what to Phil sounded like a posh accent, lived in a big house over in Strutts Park and went to a nearby grammar school while Phil spoke with a Derby accent, attended a local comprehensive and lived on the Brandswood estate where pretty much every shop bar the local chip shop had grilles over their windows. And although they had shared many things from music through to the kinds of girls they found attractive Phil couldn’t imagine how they might ever become friends who saw each other out of the shop, but that’s exactly what they did.


Years later when Carl, the owner of Sharper Sounds announced that he was putting the shop up for sale the two men went to the pub to discuss the news.


‘You should buy the lease and take over,’ suggested the recently graduated Simon. ‘I’ll help you put together a business plan. It’ll be a doddle.’


‘Thanks but no thanks,’ replied Phil who in the intervening years had worked his way up to assistant manager of the shop. ‘It’s too big a risk. I’ve seen the books, you have no idea how close the shop has come to closing in the past.’


Knowing that owning the shop had always been Phil’s dream, Simon refused to take no for an answer and Phil finally caved in, funnelling all his savings and those of his mum into a year-long lease. Within six months of signing the paperwork he produced the most profitable financial quarter in the shop’s twenty-two-year history.


Phil in return had over the years been equally as good a friend to him, not only bailing finance manager Simon out of his innumerable scrapes and situations brought on by his own recklessness, but he was also responsible for introducing him to Yaz, the woman who would one day become his wife.


At the time in question Phil and Simon had both been single and desperate for a holiday, and so when Simon had suggested that they should both book a week off work and fly off somewhere warm Phil had leaped at the chance, and within a short space of time they found themselves heading off for a last-minute break to Crete.


On their first night out at the resort while sitting in a bar near their hotel that overlooked the beach Simon spotted two girls walk in, one of whom he claimed to be the most beautiful girl he had ever seen.


‘You should talk to her,’ encouraged Phil. ‘What’s the worst that could happen?’


‘I could find out that she’s going to start work at my place and have to sit opposite her in meetings all day,’ replied Simon who had recently had his confidence knocked after after being turned down by someone he fancied at work.


With no other option available Phil did the only thing he could think of and downed the remains of his beer glass, walked over to the girls and making it clear to Yaz that he was interested in her friend, talked the girls into joining him and Simon for a drink at a different bar further along the strip.


Three bars and a visit to a nightclub called the Frisky Palace later and Simon was getting on like a house on fire with Yaz, and things continued in that vein on their return home to England. After five years and a move for Phil from Derby to Nottingham they were getting engaged and throwing a party to celebrate, an event which in itself would change Phil’s life because it was there that he met Helen for the first time.


 


‘Right,’ said Simon setting his empty mug down in the sink. ‘I think we should probably be getting off. I know it doesn’t take that long to get to the airport but I got caught out a few weeks ago trying to catch a flight to Düsseldorf because of a pile-up two junctions before the motorway exit. Missed the flight, the next one wasn’t until early afternoon and that was fully booked so I ended up having to travel the following day and staying twice as long to reschedule all the meetings I’d missed.’


Phil laughed. ‘To be fair, mate, the way you’ve been talking up this weekend I’d be more than a bit relieved to miss the flight. Right now the idea of being stuck in Nottingham for the weekend is looking pretty attractive.’


Simon shook his head in dismay. ‘You, my friend, are the queen of old ladies. I promise you, sunshine, this’ll be the last time I’m lowering my standards to be your best man.’


‘I should hope so,’ said Helen. She hugged Phil tightly. ‘I mean it Simon,’ she said looking stern. ‘I will hunt you down like a dog if anything . . . and I do mean anything at all untoward happens to Phil. He might not look like it on the outside but he’s a sensitive soul so just go easy on him, okay?’


Simon was about to hug Helen goodbye when Phil’s phone rang.


‘Probably work,’ said Phil reaching for his phone.


‘More likely Degsy calling from the wrong airport wondering where we all are.’


Phil glanced down at the screen. ‘Looks like we’re both wrong. It’s my dad.’


It had been weeks since Phil had last spoken to Patrick Hudson, and even that was only because he had dialled the wrong number. It wasn’t so much that Phil and his dad didn’t get on. They got on well enough given that in Phil’s twenties they’d gone the best part of four years without talking. It was more that Phil had long since grown tired of waiting for his sixty-six-year-old frequently absent, philandering, former rock-band roadie of a father to grow up.


‘Dad,’ said Phil making his way into the hallway and sitting on the exact same stair where he had earlier spoken to his sister. ‘What’s up?’


‘All right, son? Just thought I’d check in and see how you are.’


‘I’m fine, Dad. You?’


‘Never better. How’s that fiancée of yours? She good?’


‘She’s great, Dad.’


‘You’ve got a special one there, you know that don’t you? Don’t cock it all up by being Jack the lad now will you?’


It was too good a line to pass up. ‘You mean like you did with Mum?’


‘That was different, son. And you know it.’


Phil sighed and looked at his watch. He didn’t want to have this argument again, especially as the last half dozen times it had ended with one or other of them putting the phone down mid-conversation.


‘Fine,’ said Phil. ‘Look, Dad, I was actually just heading out the door. I got your reply to the wedding invite the other day so I’m assuming you’re still all right to come.’


‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world!’


‘I’m pleased to hear it.’


‘So where are you off to in such a rush?’


‘Amsterdam, Dad, it’s my stag do.’


‘Amsterdam! Now there’s a city that knows how to party. I remember being there back in the early seventies for a European tour with this American rock band who were tipped to be the next Iron Butterfly. The night after their first gig I fell asleep in a hotel room and woke up in a tree in a park! A tree! No idea how I’d got there and even less of an idea how I’d managed to sleep. Nearly missed the coach taking us on to Belgium too!’ He chuckled, a deep throaty laugh of the variety that sounded more insincere than heart-warming. ‘Those were the days, I tell you. What I wouldn’t give to be twenty-five again.’


‘Yeah well,’ said Phil, who had heard the story many times before, ‘when you find a way of doing that, let me know and I’ll do the marketing for you.’


‘And we’ll make a fortune,’ said Patrick wistfully.


Phil ran out of patience. ‘And so the thing that you called me up for was . . .’


‘Do you have to be so brutal?’


‘I’m not, Dad, I just want you to get to the point that’s all. I’ve got a plane to catch.’


‘Fine,’ snapped Patrick. ‘I could do with a little extra help this month.’


‘Don’t tell me you’ve got through it already?’


‘I was a bit short last month – couple of unexpected bills – and it’s had a knock-on effect that’s all. I’ll pay you back, every last cent, on that you have my word. Haven’t checked last week’s lottery numbers yet but I’ve got a good feeling about them.’


‘How much?’


‘Five hundred would take the edge off.’


‘Fine.’


‘But if you could make it six that would be even better. And you’ll get it back. Scout’s honours and all that.’


‘Fine,’ said Phil. ‘I’ll get the money moved to your account first thing Monday, okay?’


‘That’s brilliant son,’ said Patrick. ‘You’re a good boy, you know that?’


‘Yeah,’ sighed Phil. ‘I’m pretty sure I’m the best.’


Phil returned his phone to his pocket and picked up his bag from the floor in the hallway. ‘Come on then, Si,’ he called into the kitchen. ‘Let’s go if we’re going.’


‘You seem annoyed,’ said Helen as they made their way to the front door. ‘What did your dad want?’


‘The usual.’


Helen squeezed his hand. ‘I’m sorry, sweetheart. I know he can be a pain sometimes but you shouldn’t let him get you down. This is your weekend and you need to make the most of it.’


‘And I will,’ said Phil. He kissed her one last time. ‘You take care, okay? Have a great time and I’ll see you back here on Sunday night.’










3.


It was quarter to eleven as Phil and Simon disembarked from the airport shuttle bus in front of the large revolving doors at the entrance to East Midlands Airport. The last time Phil had been here, he and Helen had flown to Madrid for a long weekend over the May Day bank holiday and getting Helen to marry him seemed about as unlikely as him learning to speak Spanish. Some three years later he was back, about to fly to Amsterdam for his own stag do.


Once through the revolving doors, the boys looked up at the screens above their heads for flight information.


‘That’s us,’ said Simon pointing. ‘Flight 368 to Amsterdam checking in at desks 16 to 18.’


Phil nodded but didn’t say anything, which was no great change since he’d barely spoken since Helen had waved them off from the house. Reasoning that whatever was bothering him would come out sooner or later, Simon had left his friend to his brooding, content to allow the radio to keep him company.


Taking the lead Simon scanned their surroundings and parked Phil at the end of the queue for the check-in desk. Simon checked the queue and then double-checked the surrounding areas for the boys in case (though this would be a highly unlikely scenario) any of them had arrived on time. No sign.


‘You okay?’ asked Simon as a trendy looking couple joined the queue behind them. ‘You hardly said a word on the way over.’


Suddenly conscious of his own reticence, Phil sighed, rubbing his eyes as though he’d just woken from a deep sleep. ‘Yeah, I’m fine, mate, really. It’s just I’ve got a few things on my mind that’s all.’


‘Your dad?’


‘He’s one of them.’


‘What’s he up to now?’


‘Nothing new. I just wish . . . I don’t know . . . I just wish he was like other dads, that’s all. Why couldn’t he be more like your old man?’


‘You wouldn’t want my old man for a father believe me,’ said Simon warily. ‘Never had a decent conversation with him in my life. At least your old man’s lived a little and you can have a laugh with him. I’m not even sure I’ve seen my dad smile.’


Phil wasn’t convinced. ‘He’s not that bad. A bit reserved maybe but at least he was always around.’


‘A bit too much if you ask me,’ replied Simon, ‘but I get what you’re saying. Still, for all his faults no one can tell a story like your old man, can they? Only last week I was telling a couple of guys from work that story about him going to bed in a hotel in Amsterdam and waking up in a tree in a park. Don’t you think he’d be great to have on the stag weekend?’


‘My dad? Are you mental? He’d be a nightmare.’


Simon looked crestfallen. ‘Really?’


‘Yes, really’ replied Phil. ‘You’d never know what hare-brained scheme he’d be working on. I’d never relax. And as for that ridiculous anecdote – which I’m pretty sure he made up – he told it to me again less than an hour ago.’ Exhausted at the very thought of his dad Phil rubbed his eyes with his fists. ‘I’m just sick of bailing him out that’s all. If he hadn’t been waking up in trees or running off to the Far East with whichever band he was working for at the time then maybe he wouldn’t have to come to me for handouts every five minutes.’


Simon placed a reassuring hand on his friend’s shoulder. ‘It must be tough mate but I’m sure he appreciates it.’


Yeah,’ said Phil, ‘I’m sure he does in his own way.’ He looked at Simon. ‘This weekend: it’s not going to be just drinking and dodgy clubs is it?’


Simon laughed. ‘You make it sound so sordid when you say it like that.’


‘You know what I mean,’ said Phil. ‘I’m as up for a laugh as the next man but it seems a bit of a waste coming all the way out here just to drink beer and watch bored couples have soulless sex for public consumption.’ Phil laughed. ‘If that’s what you’re after we could save ourselves the airfare, nip into town at throwing out time and stand outside the Ritzy.’


Simon eyed his friend suspiciously. ‘Are you saying you want to visit an art gallery or two while we’re out there? It’s a stag do, not a school trip!’


‘And don’t I know it! All I’m saying is, given that I’ve never been there before, I wouldn’t mind actually seeing some of it if the opportunity comes up.’


‘Well if it does I’ll let you know, okay?’ said Simon, ‘But I’m pretty sure there won’t be enough time. Anyway, to be honest mate you’re not missing much. I went there when I was a student and it wasn’t all that. Okay, so there’s Van Gogh and his Sunflowers, Anne Frank’s house, tulips, clogs, Edam and a bunch of canals. But let’s face it, even back when pretending to be “into” culture might have got you the girl, the best thing about the place was getting off your face and checking out the red-light area. Say what you like about Amsterdam as a city of culture, but any place where you can smoke pot and drink world class beer has got to be the number one destination for a stag do. It’s the Las Vegas of Europe, only without any annoying Yanks to take the edge off things.’


Phil laughed. ‘I’ve known you way too long to think for a minute that you’re that ignorant.’


‘People change,’ said Simon shrugging. ‘You might not like it. They might not like it. But it happens all the time.’


The queue surged forward as a large extended family featuring at least four different generations was beckoned to the check-in desk. Phil and Simon picked up their bags and moved forwards to take up the slack and yet another silence descended.


Simon nudged his friend in the overly jocular fashion that a schoolboy might try to coax another schoolboy out of a black mood. ‘So, come on then, what else is on your mind?’


Phil frowned. He was sure that he’d snap out of his mood soon but all this attention really wasn’t helping matters. ‘How do you mean?’


‘You said you had a few things on your mind. Unless I’ve miscounted your dad is only one.’


‘Well, the other is my kid sister.’


‘Caitlin? What’s she done?’


‘Nothing yet,’ replied Phil, ‘but that could have changed by Monday morning. Helen invited her to the hen weekend.’


‘Oh that,’ said Simon. ‘I thought she was winding you up with something new. That spat with Helen’s been going on for ages hasn’t it? Why are you suddenly worried about it now?’


‘Because this is different,’ said Phil. ‘Normally I’m around to referee before the claws come out but who knows what’ll happen without me there? I can feel it in my gut. Trouble is brewing. Caitlin can be pretty bitchy when she wants to be and Helen . . . well once she gets her back up . . .’


Simon laughed. ‘Remember that time when the four of us went to V festival and that drunk bird kept deliberately bumping into her?’ Simon winced comically. ‘Now that was a tongue-lashing and a half! I bet that girl gets flashbacks even now!’


‘Exactly,’ said Phil, ‘so imagine what it would be like being at the receiving end of a tongue-lashing that’s been eight years in the making.’ Simon did his comedy wince again and this time it provoked the beginnings of a smile. ‘See what I mean? It’s too much to even contemplate.’


‘Still,’ he continued, ‘I can’t imagine Caitlin getting into anything with Helen the week before the wedding. It’s too important.’


Phil grudgingly conceded his friend’s point. ‘I suppose not. If they did my mum would have a right go at the pair of them.’


‘How’s Caitlin doing anyway?’ asked Simon. ‘Haven’t seen her for a while.’


‘You know her,’ said Phil, ‘she’s always fine. Whether it’s being the only girl from our school to get into grammar school or the first member of the family to go to university, that girl always lands on her feet.’


‘She seeing any one?’


Phil studied his friend. ‘Why the interest? You’re not trying to palm that idiot brother of yours off on her again are you?’


‘Have you any idea how much that “idiot” is making these days as a fully qualified barrister? Only last week he was telling me how he was test driving a Ferrari!’


‘And you think that would impress Caitlin? Honestly, mate, you have no idea of the kind of guy she goes for. I wouldn’t be surprised if she turned up with a proper “A” list celebrity the next time we go to Mum and Brian’s for Sunday lunch. She’s done the rich thing, now she wants them rich and famous.’


Before Simon could reply there was a sharp tug on his trousers and they were halfway down his thighs exposing his expensive designer underwear to the world. Frantically pulling up his trousers he spun around angrily to see Reuben, Deano, Spencer and Degsy (all dressed in black suits and ties) bent double in hysterics.


‘Do that again and I’ll knock you out,’ threatened Simon in a doomed attempt to wrest back his dignity.


‘Mate,’ sniggered Deano, ‘it was just too good an opportunity to pass up. You know we love you really.’


‘Yeah, I bet,’ replied Simon peering over Deano’s shoulder. ‘And right now there’s a copper with a high-vis vest coming this way who looks like he wants in on the joke.’


A look of horror spread across their faces, all the more amusing for the lack of an actual policeman. Suitably chastened Deano and the boys immediately shed their adolescent skin and acting more like grown men who had jobs, mortgages and responsibilities, joined Phil and Simon in the queue.


Phil had known them all in one capacity or another for years. Reuben had been one of Simon’s oldest friends from school and as such had inevitably become one of Phil’s closest friends too. Spencer was the former assistant manager of Phil’s Nottingham store who now worked as a rep for an electronic goods distribution company and had recently separated from his long-term girlfriend. Deano was an old friend from the cricket team Phil used to play with back in his early twenties who along with his ex-wife ran the Horses, an up-market pub and bistro that the six friends often frequented. And finally Degsy was Phil’s oldest school friend who, having followed many different career paths over the years, was currently trying his hand at painting and decorating while trying to win back the mother of his two kids. All six were part of an irregular five-a-side (it was a rare week if all six of them turned up at the same time) team called the Beeston Wanderers who played once a week at the local sports centre.


After what felt like a lifetime they finally reached the front of the queue and one by one checked on to the flight. En route to the departure gate they were all casually engaged in separate conversations with Phil and Spencer chatting about work, Deano and Simon talking about a couple of films Simon had watched and Degsy and Reuben talking football, but before they reached the escalator that would take them up through to security Simon called them all to one side.


‘This is like school trips used to be back in the day!’ whined Degsy. ‘What’s up now headmaster?’


Simon pulled out a Tesco carrier bag from his rucksack and theatrically dropped his phone in it. ‘This is what’s up.’


Reuben laughed. ‘Are you going to do a trick?’


‘Nope,’ said Phil reading his friend’s mind. ‘I think he wants us all to hand over our phones.’


Reuben made it clear that he wasn’t going to comply. ‘No, can do,’ he said firmly. ‘I told the missus she’d be able to call me any time.’


‘Which is exactly why I want us all to leave them behind,’ said Simon. ‘I know it’s a pain in the arse, but this weekend won’t be the same if we’re all tied to our phones for the whole of it.’


‘You just don’t want us uploading pictures of your hairy backside to Facebook!’ retorted Reuben.


‘No mate,’ replied Simon, ‘what I actually don’t want is to spend the whole weekend watching you yakking to your missus on the phone.’


‘Like that would happen.’


‘I’ve seen it with my own eyes! The last time we went to see County play. You spent more time looking at your phone than you did watching the game!’


‘We just like to keep in touch that’s all.’


‘More she just likes to keep a track of where you are and what you’re doing. Why don’t you go the full hog and get yourself a GPS device fitted?’


‘Si’s right,’ said Deano dropping his phone into the bag. ‘I went on a stag do last summer and it was a real drag. You’d be there trying to have a laugh and every five minutes some guy would be taking a call, sending a text or wandering around the pub looking for a signal.’


‘Cool,’ said Simon, ‘so that’s two down.’ He jiggled the bag in Phil’s direction. ‘Come on mate, you know it makes sense.’


Phil looked at the bag blankly. While he didn’t normally feel the need to text home as often as it appeared Reuben did, he did during the normal course of a day like to send Helen at least one or two just to say hello, even more so when he had to go away overnight on business. The idea of not communicating with Helen for the best part of three whole days was disconcerting and if it had been any other group of people in any other situation he wouldn’t even have contemplated it. But these were his closest friends who, even though some, like Degsy, weren’t exactly flush with cash, hadn’t so much as raised an eyebrow at the expense involved simply because it was his stag do.


‘Okay, I’m in,’ said Phil dropping his mobile into the bag. ‘Let’s keep it old school.’


‘Me too,’ said Degsy.


‘A pre-Nokia world it is then,’ said Spencer with a stoic raise of the eyebrow before adding his to the bag.


‘You guys don’t get it,’ implored Reuben, ‘my missus will do her nut if she can’t get hold of me all weekend. She once couldn’t get hold of me for a day because I’d left my charger at home and by the time I got back from work she’d practically packed her bags.’


‘Mate,’ said Simon holding out his hand, ‘you’re embarrassing yourself. Just give me the phone.’


‘Just know this,’ said Reuben looking at Phil as he dropped his phone in the bag, ‘you owe me big time.’


Clutching the bag of phones Simon disappeared in search of a left luggage locker and returned some twenty minutes later just as a message came over the tannoy: “Could passengers Dean, Corrbridge, Collins, Hudson, McDonald and Brayford please come to gate 11 immediately where flight 368 to Amsterdam is ready to depart.”


Not needing to be told twice the boys ran full pelt along the corridor to security while Simon went into a long explanation of why it had taken him the best part of half an hour to leave the bag of phones at the left luggage counter which involved staffing problems and a malfunctioning credit card reader. Once they were through to the other side, they were conscious of the curious looks they were getting from their fellow passengers because of their matching attire.


‘Do you think the whole weekend’s going to be this frantic?’ panted Phil as he handed in his ticket to the flight staff.


‘Nah, mate,’ replied Simon, ‘Take it from me, my son, this is the easy part.’
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Having gratefully consumed (after much mockery) the packed lunch Helen had made within half an hour of taking off, the group spent the remainder of the journey trading drinking stories. They’d landed at Schipol Airport, caught the express train into Amsterdam Centraal and were now standing in the square outside the station enjoying what Deano claimed to be the best sight so far: six beautiful twentysomething girls, all wavy hair, summer tops and short shorts, making the most of the early afternoon sun.


‘Wherever they go tonight,’ drooled Deano, ‘is where I am going to be.’


‘Mate,’ said Simon, as the girls passed by oblivious of the boys’ appreciative gaze, ‘if they’ve got any sense they’ll be spending the weekend in a different country not hanging around bars here waiting for you to pester them.’


Deano grinned. ‘This kind of bitterness really doesn’t become you, fella.’


‘Bitter? Why should I be bitter?’


‘Because you’re married, mate. So tonight while I’m giving it the chat with some young Dutch filly, you will have no choice but to look and bite your fist in – that’s right, I said it – bitterness.’


‘Mate.’ Simon put his arm around Deano and planted a patronising kiss on his friend’s head. ‘If I’m biting my fist while you’re talking to some young Dutch filly it’ll be for one reason only: to stop myself laughing as she kicks you to the kerb. Don’t forget, I’ve seen you in action. Watching you on the pull is like watching a car crash in slo-mo. You want to look away but you just can’t.’


The boys burst into raucous belly laughter, momentarily drawing the attention of the girls. Phil looked up at the perfect blue sky, closed his eyes and soaked up the sensation of the sun on his face. It was going to be a good weekend, a really good weekend.


‘Fun though this is,’ he said, ‘we should get to the hotel, check in and start enjoying ourselves. This weather is too good to waste.’


‘Phil’s right,’ said Spencer, ‘the sooner we get to the hotel the sooner we can get the beers in.’


‘And what about the suits?’ asked Degsy tugging on the lapel of his jacket. He looked like an overgrown schoolboy on his way to a funeral. ‘I don’t know about you lot but I’m baking in this thing. Are we ditching them?’


‘It’s up to Phil,’ said Simon. ‘What do you reckon? Suits on or suits off?’


Phil reflected. However corny Simon’s idea had been, as Spencer had put it when they had queued up to go through immigration, they ‘looked the business’.


‘Suits on,’ said Phil. ‘After all it’s not every day you get to look like you’re in a movie.’


‘What my boy wants, my boy gets,’ nodded Degsy. ‘But if we are going to look like a bunch of tarts for the rest of the day then at least let’s get a group shot while we still look half decent.’


Rooting around in his bag Degsy pulled out a digital camera, and catching the eye of a young woman passing by called her over and asked her to take a couple of pictures of the boys. Embarrassed but game for a laugh the woman agreed and so the boys mugged for the camera while she snapped away.


Leaning over Degsy’s shoulders the boys reviewed the woman’s handiwork and while comments ranged from ‘We look like bank managers,’ to ‘this picture’s so cool I’m going to get it blown up and hang it in my living room,’ Phil opted to keep his thoughts to himself because the only thing he could think of as he took in the boys’ grinning faces was how lucky he was to have such a great bunch of mates by his side.


 


The Royal Standard, was, as Spencer put it, ‘a hotel with a two-star upstairs and four-star downstairs’. So while the lobby looked like London’s Bloomsbury the rooms were more like Blackpool’s Golden Mile. Disappointed though they were by the threadbare carpets and dated decor, this only served to reinforce their resolve to spend as much time out of the hotel as possible, so once they had dumped their bags they were back downstairs in the lobby ready to investigate all that Amsterdam had to offer.


Much as Phil hoped that there might be the opportunity at some point of seeing Amsterdam’s more cultural sights, he knew they wouldn’t be going anywhere or doing anything before sinking the first pint of the weekend. With this in mind they headed to Leidesplein.


When Phil had told the guys at work where he was going for his stag weekend, Leidesplein had been the place they had all agreed that he should visit and as the boys finally reached their destination, having passed all manner of interesting bars and cafés on the way, Phil could see exactly why: it was a stag weekend paradise. A large square, surrounded on all sides by bars, cafés, restaurants and pubs and with more of the same on every street that radiated out from each corner, it was as if a team of Dutch town planners had consulted with a broad range of young British men in order to come up with their perfect weekend destination. Ticking all the boxes from all-you-can-eat curry houses within staggering distance of Irish theme pubs right through to industrial sized coffee houses with menus featuring twenty-two different kinds of hash, it was a veritable cornucopia of manly distractions and as such, pretty much the perfect location for the boys to have their first pint of the weekend.


Choosing a pub with outdoor seating overlooking the busy square, the boys sat down at an empty table, rearranged the chairs to accommodate their group and donned their sunglasses, certain, if only for this particular moment, that this was indeed the life.


A waitress approached. She was young and pretty and it was a forgone conclusion that Deano would try and chat her up.


‘Good afternoon, gentlemen,’ she began with a smile. ‘You look very hot in those suits.’


‘We’re working a look,’ explained Deano, before anyone else could respond, ‘you know, Reservoir Dogs. Quentin Tarantino. You must have seen it.’


She nodded and smiled knowingly. ‘So you and your friends are on a British stag party? No?’


‘We are as it happens,’ he replied, ‘but I have been here on business before now.’


‘Which business is that, mate?’ teased Phil. ‘Banking? Finance? Novelty rubber chickens?’


‘I’ll have you know I have business dealings that might surprise you, thank you very much,’ retorted Deano in a bid to save face. ‘It’s not just Si and Reuben who know a thing or two about the Footsie one hundred.’


‘Mate,’ laughed Simon. ‘You know nothing about the Footsie one hundred. Don’t forget I do your accounts. I’ve seen your way with a calculator and it’s not nice.’


Confused, the waitress continued with her patter. ‘So, are you liking Amsterdam so far?’


‘We’re liking it a lot more now you’re here,’ leered Deano,


As embarrassed for Deano as he was for the waitress, Phil stepped in. ‘Any chance we could order a couple of lagers?’


‘Yes, yes of course.’ She took their orders and returned inside the bar.


Reuben groaned at Deano. ‘Could you have been any more obvious about trying to get into her knickers?’


‘I was doing no such thing!’ protested Deano. ‘I was merely making conversation. That’s what human beings do.’


‘She was barely eighteen! You dirty old perv!’ chuckled Degsy. ‘You’re old enough to be her geography teacher!’


‘Are you lot going to be like this the whole weekend?’ sulked Deano. ‘You’re seriously cramping my style.’


‘If this is you in action I can safely say that you won’t need us to cramp your style, you’re killing it as it is.’


Deano and Reuben’s bickering seemed to set the tone for the rest of the afternoon, and as the ice-cold lagers arrived and the light-hearted banter continued, Phil thought their afternoon together was one of the best they had enjoyed for months. Everybody seemed on good form, the conversation as always veered between vaguely intelligent political debate and downright silliness, and the heat of the sun made everything perfect.


Some hours later as the afternoon gave way to early evening Phil made his way back to the table from what felt like his hundredth trip to the loo when it occurred to him that if he hadn’t handed his phone over to Simon, about now would have been when he would have paused to send Helen a text telling her how well things were going. It felt odd not being able to undertake this small but important act and even more odd that he’d only now realised how important these daily interactions with Helen were to him. Some of his friends might interpret such a desire as an indication that he was under the thumb, but he wasn’t all that bothered. Whether he was just about to be awarded the Nobel Peace Prize or had snagged a fingernail on his favourite jumper, there was one person in the world to whom the news would be equally important as it was to him.
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