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Angie was trying her best to talk Judy out of getting married.

‘You don’t really want to,’ she said persuasively.

‘I do,’ Judy insisted.

‘You wouldn’t if you really thought about it.’

‘I have thought about it.We’re getting married on Saturday - it’s hard to think about anything else.’ Indeed, she had spent many hours that morning worrying over the place settings for the meal. There was one particular uncle with whom absolutely everybody had fallen out and it looked like they would have to organise a table for him on his own.

‘Ah, yes,’ Angie went on knowledgeably, ‘but you’re only thinking of the nice bits like walking up the aisle, and Barry unpeeling your dress inch by inch on your wedding night, and two weeks in Barbados rubbing sunscreen into each other.’

Judy made a mental note: put sunscreen down on the blessed list. Then: where was the blessed list?

‘That sounds lovely,’ Ber chipped in dreamily. ‘And having breakfast in bed and skinny-dipping in the Jacuzzi before having lots of squelchy, wet sex!’

Angie gave her a stern look. ‘Contain yourself.’

‘Sorry,’ Ber said humbly. She tended to get very involved in other people’s weddings. She maintained it was good practice for her own. She had already earmarked a wedding dress, even though it would be a register office marriage, obviously, and decided on a menu for the meal - prawn cocktail followed by duck à l’orange. The only trouble was, it was all taking rather longer than anyone expected and the dress had begun to look not so much last season as last century. And nobody really ate duck à l’orange any more, although prawn cocktail had made a comeback. Still, it wasn’t as though she had put down a deposit on the dress, as she had told the girls, and she could always change the menu. Really, she was quite lucky, if you wanted to look at it that way.

Angie fired up a fresh cigarette and looked at Judy kindly through the clouds of smoke. ‘You see, right now you’re blinded by romance.’

‘Am I?’ Judy thought, oh great, something else to impede her progress up the aisle. The four-inch satin wedding shoes were already proving quite a challenge. She had worn them around the house yesterday to get used to them, at one point pitching dangerously towards the television screen.

Angie nodded. ‘Well, of course - look at you!’ Judy did, warily, or at least at her knees. ‘Giddy with love hormones. Senses awash with passion and longing. Half crazed at the prospect of getting that ring on your finger and galloping off into the sunset!’ She wagged a finger at Judy. ‘In fact, you haven’t said a sensible word since you arrived here today.’

Judy had that pain in her forehead again. Yesterday, when she had gone to investigate it in the mirror, sure it was a big boil coming on - please, God, not four days before the wedding - she had discovered her whole forehead pleated in big wrinkles, right up to her hairline, like that woman out of Star Trek. She had taken a few deep breaths, along with several sniffs from a bottle of tea tree oil given to her by a friend who had herself survived a wedding, and her forehead had relaxed back down again.

People told her it was perfectly normal. Weddings were right up there with birth and death in the greater scheme of things (thank God they had bought the house five years ago or she would have been moving, too). Like childbirth, nobody told you how bad it was going to be because there was no sense in frightening the life out of you, and you’d find out for yourself soon enough in any case. Besides, the happiest day of your life doesn’t come cheap, she had been vigorously warned; naturally, there were gallons of blood, sweat and tears to be shed first. Judy didn’t know if there was a direct correlation between the degree of stress endured in the run-up and the happiness of the day itself, but if there was, hers should be off this planet.

‘The point is that you’re unbalanced,’ Angie finished up gently. ‘Incapable of making a rational decision.’

Judy had felt a bit unbalanced for several weeks now. She had put it down to the list-making and the endless entertaining of little-known relatives who dropped by with big lumps of Waterford glass. But if what Angie was saying was true, it wasn’t wedding stress at all that was waking her up in the dead of night in a cold sweat, but pure, unbridled happiness and lust.

‘Barry and I have been living together for the last five years. We’ve known each other since we were children,’ she pointed out cautiously. ‘Do you not think we’re over all that kind of thing?’

‘Not at all,’ Angie said. ‘If anything, long relationships increase your longing for each other.’

‘She’s right,’ said Ber vigorously, and she should know.

‘Face it, Judy, love has turned your head completely. And I wouldn’t be your friend if I didn’t strongly urge you to look beyond the glamour of the wedding to the grim reality ahead.’ Angie’s voice dropped to a new, gloomy low. ‘The back-breaking mortgage, the horrible mother-in-law, having to pop out babies one after the other while desperately trying to hold on to your career. You putting on weight and him losing his hair, or the other way around. Next thing you know, you won’t be able to find a single thing to say to each other.’

There was a depressed silence. Outside, the sun retreated behind a big black cloud.

‘Bloody hell.’ Even Ber’s relentless optimism had deserted her for once and she looked a bit fed up.

For two pins now, Judy was thinking darkly, she nearly  would change her mind. Let them all swing! The whole shooting lot of them! She included in this the hairstylist who had imprinted her ear with a pair of tongs last week during a test run, and Granny Nolan whose de luxe wheelchair was too wide for the church ramp and whom Barry said might have to be airlifted in.

Then, at the very last minute, she giddily realised that this whole conversation wasn’t about her and Barry at all, but the Big Ignorant Fucker From Orlando, or Biffo for short.  Of course! She went limp with relief that everything was fine after all, and that she was still getting married on Saturday.

To lovely, lovely Barry. Last night he had spent a whole hour coaxing her shoulders down from her ears, massaging them with his big warm hands, and murmuring soothing things like, ‘Don’t worry, I’m just going to give you a little jab,’ and, ‘You’ll be fine, we’ve got your finger on ice.’ (He had just come off a ten-hour shift at the surgery and it always took him a while to come down.) But she had felt a lot better afterwards, even without a jab.

Barry had that effect on people. He had been born with a bedside manner, his mother maintained, and had cheerily gone through childhood trying to push people down stairs and in front of cars so that he could see what the damage looked like. While other children were busy punching the stuffing out of each other, Barry could be found putting a plaster on Action Man, or inserting a thermometer up various cuddly toys. For a while they had been worried that he would turn out odd, like those silent, bearded men you see in documentaries about the unravelling of DNA, but thankfully they caught him under a bush with the girl next door at fifteen, and it wasn’t her tonsils he was having a look at.

He never grew a beard either, except for a charity event once. In fact, he had turned out quite handsome and was easily the most popular doctor at the surgery, although the competition, Dr ‘Hairy’ Stevens and Dr Yvonne Jacobs, who was permanently sick herself, wasn’t that intense. He was particularly liked by older people - he had a genuine fascination with digestive systems - and could hardly venture into the local supermarket without being set upon immediately by gangs of elderly patients delighted to see him and asking  if he could read the price on packets of fig rolls. When Judy would collect him half an hour later, having done the entire weekly shop, he would sheepishly extricate himself, and apologise to Judy. But his cheeks would be all pink - whether from pleasure, or from being squeezed by old folk, she was never quite sure.

Nobody ever accosted Judy in the supermarket. In fact, she tended to have the opposite effect. They all knew her from the library and they would flush guiltily upon seeing her and back away quickly whilst making stuttered excuses about books being eaten by dogs or gerbils or vacuum cleaners.

Barry joked gently that when she made her grand entrance to the church on Saturday afternoon, half the congregation would suddenly remember overdue library books and gallop out.

‘I’ve been talking to the wall, haven’t I?’ Angie said sadly now, taking one look at Judy’s rosy, love-stricken face.

‘Yes,’ Judy admitted sheepishly. ‘I’m sorry, Angie, but I love Barry and I’m getting married to him on Saturday!’

Ber clapped enthusiastically.‘Hurrah!’ She confided to Judy, ‘I was never really worried there.’

But there was still the problem of Biffo. He had left the country over a year ago now, although a bottle of his aftershave was still in Angie’s bathroom cabinet. An oversight, Angie had explained when confronted, but Judy had her suspicions. Also, Angie had kept one of his Liverpool T-shirts, ostensibly as a duster, but Ber told Judy that she had once caught Angie sniffing it.

‘Look, Angie,’ Judy said, ‘I know things might be slightly awkward on Saturday.’

Angie managed to look incredibly vague. ‘Sorry?’

‘You know who I’m talking about. Biffo.’ His name landed on the lunch table like a stink bomb. Ber’s nose wrinkled up and she began hunting around for a tissue.

For a moment Angie did a very good impression of not being able to place the name. ‘Ah!’ she said eventually. ‘Biffo.’

And her mouth did a little wobble. Judy and Ber exchanged fearful looks - surely she wasn’t going to break down in those terrible, keening sobs that were so heartbreaking that the whole café would be in floods along with her. She had drenched hundreds of ham sandwiches last summer, and a computer at work, which hadn’t functioned since.You never saw such tragedy in your life, not even in Terms Of Endearment.

Of course, things hadn’t been going so well for a while. Angie had spoken darkly of silences, and inexplicable black moods, and wild nights out with the lads. Sex had dwindled off. Then dried up altogether. Even the most civil inquiry as to what the hell was going on was met with a defensive shrug and a ‘nothing’. In a last-ditch attempt to salvage the relationship, she’d splashed out on a hideously expensive trip to Rome, hoping that they could thrash things out. ‘Oh, typical!’ Biffo had said, cryptically, when she’d presented the tickets.

That very night he had announced that things weren’t working out and that he was off. She had thought it was just from her apartment. But apparently she had driven him further than that: all the way to America, to be precise. By the end of the week he had handed in his notice at work, and his company white van, and had left the country without a backward glance.

It was impressive how Angie managed to smile wryly now  and say, ‘Judy, I appreciate your concern, but I think I can just about cope with meeting my ex at your wedding.’

‘Of course you can,’ Ber told her encouragingly.

‘I’m sure we’ve both moved on,’ she went on efficiently. ‘I mean, I’m with Nick now.’

Ber gave a nervous little start. Nick was a stockbroker, like Angie. Every time they met him he tried to talk them into investing in plastics as a pension. ‘You’re not going to stay young forever,’ he would say sternly. Recently, he had amended this to ‘youngish’.

He and Angie had been seeing each other for four months. She didn’t laugh like she used to with Biffo, and he hated football, but things seemed to be going well enough.

But Judy had further news to break. ‘Biffo is bringing someone to the wedding, Angie.’

Something crossed Angie’s face briefly. But then she said calmly, ‘He’s perfectly entitled to bring anyone he wants to the wedding. I’m bringing Nick. I’m not saying it won’t be awkward, but I think we can manage to be civil to each other.’

‘I’ll put you at opposite ends of the dining room,’ Judy promised her. ‘With your backs to each other.’

Angie waved this away as though it were entirely unnecessary. ‘So who is she, anyway?’ she asked brightly. ‘His date?’

‘Her name is Cheryl.’ She didn’t want to reveal anything else, such as the fact that she was a 26-year-old with legs like Barbie.

Ber didn’t know about the legs, and said to Angie consolingly, ‘She’s probably dog ugly.’

‘Oh, I’m sure she’s not,’ Angie said. She was very nice like that. Even despite everything.

‘Well, he’s not exactly an oil painting himself, is he?’ Ber went on belligerently. ‘Unless you were thinking along the lines of Rubens.’

You had be very careful how far down that road you went, for a number of reasons, and so Judy said neutrally, ‘She’s American.’

‘Well, I suppose I’ll meet her on Saturday,’ Angie said, putting an end to the conversation.

‘Me too,’ Ber said stoutly. ‘And I’ll have Vinnie warned not to let me drink too much.’

‘Will Vinnie definitely make it along then, do you think?’ Judy inquired.

Ber gave a little sigh. ‘Well, we hope so.’

‘How is Vinnie Junior’s jaw anyway?’ Judy hoped that she sounded concerned.Vinnie Junior was Vinnie’s teenaged son.

‘All right.They’ve wired it together but he can only drink out of a straw. And he can’t talk at all,Vinnie says, but you’d hardly notice because he never really said anything anyway. All the same, Vinnie is keen to stick close to home.’

‘Well, of course,’ Judy murmured, thinking of the bout of gastroenteritis that had invaded Vinnie’s house last month and curtailed his freedom, and his wife’s unexpected summons to jury duty last year, or any of the serious rugby injuries that seemed to plague his two sons on a weekly basis.

But nobody ever said these things, of course. In fact, the whole thing had been going on for so long now that nobody even thought them any more. It was just the way things were, and they weren’t likely to change at any time in the near future, no matter how optimistic Ber remained.

She was obviously thinking along the same lines because  she said to Judy, rather enviously, ‘What does it feel like? To be getting married?’

The list popped into Judy’s head again and her stomach rose in revolt. But then there was Barry at the end of it all, and so she smiled and told Ber, ‘Great. It feels great.’




Chapter Two

 



 




Judy and Barry had known each other since they were three and a half. They would run into each other in the local shop, both of them stuffed into buggies, while their mothers engaged in endless pleasantries over their heads. They would look balefully at each other, Judy all buttoned up properly in her little red coat, and Barry sticky-faced and sulky that he wasn’t allowed a lollipop. After about five minutes he would start squirming in the buggy and screeching that he wanted to go, NOW, and his mother would sigh and say that she wished to God she’d had a nice quiet girl like Judy instead of a thug like Barry who was up three times every night and wouldn’t eat any vegetable only blessed turnips and that if she had to cook another one she’d puke (that was before she became chronically ill in later years and completely dependent upon Barry for a variety of pink and red pills).

When they were older, maybe nine or ten, she and Ber would sometimes run into him down on the beach after their  mothers had bustled them all out of the door, saying, ‘Go out and play - here ye are, living in a seaside town, and you never bloody well get out and enjoy it,’ even though it would be blowing a gale-force wind down on the beach, and lashing rain, and the seagulls wouldn’t even chance it. The adults, of course, would settle down to an afternoon of telly by the fire.‘And don’t come home till dinner time,’ they would order.

Shivering amongst the sand dunes, Barry would perform urgent imaginary surgery on Judy and she, bookish even then, would read aloud passages from works such as She LovedToo Much and His Wicked Way, pilfered from her mother’s bedside cabinet.

These books had pictures on the covers of big dark men towering over wisps of women, many of whom were inexplicably in their nighties, even though it was plainly freezing outside. Neither would ever look particularly happy; generally the men scowled and the women looked like long streaks of misery.

‘“He looked at her out of dark, brooding eyes, and she felt a tremor run through her,”’ she would read out earnestly over the howling wind.

Barry would laugh nervously, before telling her gently, ‘I’m afraid we’re going to have to amputate your leg.’

While he was doing this, using a stray shell as a kidney bowl, Judy would continue with her reading.The carry-on of the lovers was something else: him pretending to be in love with another woman, her letting on she hated his guts. Judy couldn’t imagine how they were ever going to get it together. She would fret and worry as each new twist would drive them further apart, until it seemed that he would zoom off in his power boat to Tunisia just as it was beginning to dawn on  her that she mightn’t loathe him as much as she did ten minutes ago. But then, miraculously, the whole thing would come together and they would fall into a passionate kiss, usually promptly followed by the requisite marriage proposal. It would all have been worth it in the end, and Judy would be greatly relieved and think, well, that was another pair sorted.

When the summer finally came, and the sun ventured out from behind the clouds, the big amusement rides would roll into town and set up all along the pier. They had names like Twister and Wild Thing and Boogie Blaster. At night the whole place was lit up with fantastic flashing lights, accompanied by the thunderous beat of ‘I’m Too Sexy For My Shirt’. ‘It’ll corrupt them all,’ the town elders warned.

By the time they were seventeen, Judy and Ber were certainly open to corruption, or at least tried to look as if they were, by wearing short denim skirts and lots of glittery eye shadow that kept getting into Judy’s eyes and semi-blinding her. They would brazenly hang around the steps of the busier amusements, even though they had no money to actually get on them.

Barry did, though. He was an only child and because his father was the local auctioneer, everybody knew he was swimming in money.

That night, his chin was rather raw and red looking, with a lump of tissue paper stemming blood from a nasty little nick. Somehow it touched Judy’s heart, and she felt all funny and tender inside.

‘He fancies you,’ Ber said, always alert to these things.

‘Shut up, Ber.’ She was scandalised yet thrilled at the same time. Even though they had known each other forever, she and Barry had found simple communication difficult of late,  what with Barry looking at his shoes and Judy trying to fight down boiling blushes.

Finally Ber left Judy at the steps of one of the amusements to go and buy a bag of chips between them.

Barry made his move. ‘Do you fancy a ride?’ he asked Judy.Then the colour drained from his face.‘I didn’t mean . . . I meant on the helter-skelter.’

That was where they had their first kiss, that very night. It was lovely and intimate until the ride started to pick up pace, propelling Judy inexorably upwards in her seat until she ended up latched onto his eyebrow.

Their blushes were saved by Barry’s departure a week later to Dublin, and medical school. Judy went to Dublin too, to get her degree as a librarian, but she never ran into Barry in all her years there.The two of them dated fellow students, goths, political activists, a couple of nurses in Barry’s case, and they didn’t really meet again until they were both back in Cove in their mid-twenties.

One Christmas in the local pub he got drunk and blurted to her, ‘I still think about that night in the helter-skelter.’

When Judy didn’t immediately reply, he moaned, ‘Oh my God. You obviously don’t. Shoot me, somebody.’

‘No, I do. Not all the time, obviously.’

‘I’m so embarrassed,’ he said miserably. ‘And I diagnosed somebody with a heart attack today when it was only indigestion. I think he’s going to sue.’

‘He won’t,’ she found herself reassuring him.

‘Really?’ He locked his lovely, friendly brown eyes onto hers hopefully. ‘I suppose you’re going out with somebody.’

She was, but she wasn’t that interested in him - he sniffed all the time, which was off-putting.

‘Not really,’ she said.

They went on a date the following week. It was easy and fun, with none of that getting-to-know-you awkwardness. They had already known each other all their lives.

‘Do you think maybe we know each other too well?’ she asked cautiously when, after a good few dates, sex loomed. ‘Maybe there won’t be any spark.’

‘I’ll make sparks all right,’ Barry cried lustfully, and bore her off to bed.

They became such a familiar sight around town that people began referring to them as childhood sweethearts, even though Judy would point out that they hadn’t dated properly until their twenties.

‘Yes, but it’s obvious you were meant for each other,’ people would say, and after a while Judy didn’t bother with the technicalities. She just began to believe it.

 



At the library they had hung a big sign up over the door:  Good Luck To Judy!


‘It’s not very clear. People keep asking whether you’re having an operation or something,’ Annette fretted. She was head librarian and took these worries upon herself.

‘I love it,’ said Judy. She was embarrassed and pleased they had gone to the trouble.

‘We have a bit of a party organised for you at coffee break,’ Annette told her. Judy must have looked hopeful because she clarified quickly, ‘There’s no drink or anything, just some sandwiches and a Tea Time Express cake.’

‘You shouldn’t have,’ said Judy, meaning it; she had her final dress fitting this evening.

‘Yes, well, it’s not every week you get married,’ Annette  said.‘And I’ve done a whip-round of the staff, they all chipped in.’ She handed over an envelope. ‘It’s just a bit of cash for your honeymoon.’

‘Thanks, Annette.’ Judy was really touched now.

‘Where are you going, Judy?’ Marcia, the trainee, inquired chirpily.

‘Barbados.’

‘You should have gone to Ibiza,’ Marcia advised earnestly. ‘The clubs are great.’

Judy had seen the documentaries, and could just imagine herself and Barry leaping around a club to music that wasn’t music at all, and then being covered with foam to cap it all off. Barry would probably go into doctor mode and try to save people from drowning, while she would flap about searching for her handbag. But then they weren’t twenty-two any more.They were heading for their mid-thirties.They could still do the whole club thing any time they wanted, of course, but now it might also be a question of being let in, as Barry had pointed out.

‘Maybe next year,’ she murmured to Marcia. Secretly, she hoped that next year they might be heading to Butlins, or some equally family-friendly place. That was jumping the gun a bit, she knew, but they had talked about babies already, usually after a bottle of wine. Judy optimistically wanted four, while Barry declared himself happy with two. Then they would finish off the discussion by having a ‘practice session’.

The afternoon passed quickly in the library. There was kids’ club in the corner, with lots of little heads bent industriously over homework, although occasionally a lump of wet paper would land on the librarians’ desk and Judy would  go over with her arms folded sternly and root out whoever had the catapult.

It was holiday season too, and people were stocking up on books to lie on the beach with: fiction and romances mostly, but some people would insist on taking away big tomes on rebellions, and long-dead world leaders, as if to punish themselves for lolling on the beach.

‘Is this any good?’ a woman demanded, holding up a Barbara Cartland from 1962.

Judy explained, politely, as she did a couple of times a week, that neither she nor the rest of the staff had time to read all the books.

‘Really?’ The woman looked at Judy and Annette and Marcia, amazed, as though they were somehow reneging on their job descriptions.

But mostly people were nice, and a lot of the regulars came up to the desk to wish her well. ‘Big day on Saturday!’ they would joke. Or, ‘It’s not too late to change your mind!’ That was from Mr Foley, who always gave Judy a little wink.

‘Thanks, but I think on reflection I’ll probably go through with it,’ she had joked back.

Mr Foley got very serious then. ‘You’ve got a good man there, Judy. The best.You could tell him anything, and you’d know it wouldn’t go any further.’

It was as high a compliment as he could give, it seemed.

‘That’s true,’ Judy assured him. ‘I can’t get a single thing out of him about what goes on in that surgery.’

Mr Foley nodded in approval. Mind you, some of Barry’s other patients didn’t seem so sure. They obviously suspected that Barry rang Judy the minute they were out the surgery door to whisper down the line to her about their various  aches and pains and dysfunctions, because they always hung back in the hopes that Annette or Marcia would step up. When they were landed with Judy, they would stare in mortification at some point above her head, and give monosyllabic answers to her innocent questions about whether they wanted to put their name down for the new John Grisham that had just come in.

‘I just heard the long-term forecast. It’s going to be a beautiful day for you on Saturday, Judy!’ Bill, the security guy, said as he passed by on his way back to the lobby.

The wedding photographer would be delighted. He didn’t often get seaside weddings, he said. They would go straight to the beach from the church, just her and Barry, and do a shoot there. The photographer had arranged for a small boat and everything, it was going to be very romantic. ‘Just cross your fingers that we’ll get the weather,’ he had warned, ‘or else it could look like bloody Jaws’.

If she could, she would get him to take a photograph of her and Barry on the helter-skelter, just for old times’ sake.

Barry loved the summer best, with the crowds and the buzz around the town, the whole place taken over by people in shorts. He always got a bit depressed around September time.After the excitement of the summer, he would complain that everything felt very flat and there was nothing to look forward to at all.Then there would be an outbreak of measles or something, and he would be in great demand, and he would be back to his old self again in no time at all.




Chapter Three


Barry’s old school friend Lenny was flying in especially from Australia for the wedding, although he had declined to let anybody know the precise time of his arrival. Then there was confusion over the flight number. It was equally possible that he would arrive via Amsterdam or Paris. Again, no forward communication had been received.

‘Do we even know what he looks like?’ Judy inquired rather grumpily. All her earlier good humour had been lost in the terrible race from the library to the dress shop, where she had finally taken possession of the wedding gown, along with some helpful hints on how to enhance her assets on the day using dark powder, although Judy had thought that providing cleavage was the designer’s job. God knows the dress had cost enough.

‘Oh, he’s absolutely gorgeous,’ Barry declared. It was unlike him to be so ebullient, especially about other men’s looks. He added, carelessly, ‘If you like that sort of thing.’  Then, rather darkly, ‘I haven’t seen him in fifteen years. He’s probably put on three stone and lost most of his hair.’

She noted that his own hair was combed carefully over the crown of his head.

‘Barry,’ she said,‘why have you still got your white coat on?’

‘What? Oh, I was, ah, cold.’

Usually he wouldn’t be caught dead in it outside the surgery, because he believed it made him look as if he was delivering bread.To dispel any such confusion today, he wore his stethoscope over the coat rather ostentatiously, and kept eyeing the crowd importantly in case anybody looked in need of resuscitation. Nobody did, except Judy.

‘Do you really not remember Lenny at all?’ he asked.

Judy could honestly say she didn’t. But then she hadn’t gone to Barry’s secondary school, nor hung around on the usual street corners. She was always off to tuba practice or hockey practice or choir, for all the good any of it had done her. There she would be, lugging that great lump of a tuba past the gang of girls and lads outside Daly’s shop, closing her eyes to the muffled giggles. ‘Can I give it up, please?’ she would implore her father, but he would never let her, not when she had begged for the blasted tuba in the first place, and for which he’d had to get out a Credit Union loan.

‘I can’t put a face to him at all,’ she told Barry now. Lenny was obviously an unmemorable character who had probably grown into one of the grey, bland-looking businessmen who were filing out from international flights now, blinking owlishly and clutching briefcases and looking around hopefully in case somebody would step forward and claim them. Usually nobody did, and they would sigh and drift out towards the car parks.

In his crisp white coat Barry looked rather dashing in comparison (she sometimes imagined him in medical dramas like Casualty or Holby City) and she was overcome with a fit of amour and she took his arm cosily and squeezed it.

‘What?’ he said, alarmed.

‘Nothing. Just that we’ll be back here on Sunday, that’s all.’

In her new, red, going-away outfit.

‘I suppose,’ he said, rather muted. Possibly he had had Mrs Mooney back in with her ingrown toenails.

So she planted a little kiss on his cheek, and added, ‘Going on our honeymoon. To the Bella Vista Hotel.’

‘“Where every room is full of love.”’ He said it with a silly French accent, even though the hotel was in Barbados.

Cross, she dropped his arm. ‘I don’t know why you’re being like this.’

‘What?’

‘Laddish.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. I wouldn’t know how to be laddish. I’m a lovely, sensitive fellow, everybody says so. Mrs McBride admitted yesterday that sometimes she pretends to be sick just so that she can come into the surgery and talk to me. And I’ll bet that goes for some of the others too.’

Judy was watching him suspiciously.‘What’s that thing that you’re doing with your hips?’

‘What thing?’

‘You’re thrusting them out.’

‘You’re imagining it.’

‘I am not! You’re doing something all macho and weird with them!’

He reined them back in quickly.Then a second later, when  he thought she wasn’t looking, he reached down and butchly adjusted himself the way you see rappers doing on MTV videos.

‘Barry, has all this got something to do with Lenny?’

‘Lenny!’ He laughed, unconvincingly. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. No, I just needed to . . . let in a bit of fresh air down there, that’s all.’

Judy wondered whether the wedding arrangements were unhinging him, too. It was possible. ‘Barry, you don’t seem yourself.’

‘Me? What about you?’ he yelped. ‘The language out of you last night when we were going over the list! Fecking this and fecking that. And then drinking all that wine.’

‘It was just to help me sleep.’

‘A whole bottle?’

Anyway, it hadn’t even worked. She had jerked upright in bed at 3 a.m. having had a terrible premonitory dream about fake tan - and that had only involved Barry. She herself had been falling from a very high place in the dream, a cliff or something, and as soon as that was over, she had fallen from a crane, and then from a hot-air balloon. In fact, there wasn’t much she hadn’t fallen from in her sleep last night.

‘When was the last time we had sex?’ she asked suddenly.

She didn’t know who was more startled, herself or Barry.

He looked around. ‘Jesus Christ, Judy, we’re in a public place.’

‘Sorry. I was just wondering.’

‘About sex? Have you not enough else to be worrying about, what with the wedding on Saturday?’

‘It’s just that Angie has set me thinking.’

Barry shook his head. ‘I don’t know what kind of conversations you lot have at all.’

She persisted, ‘Surely four days before we get married we’re supposed to be a bit more, you know, passionate and excited and not able to think clearly because we’re off our heads on hormones?’

‘What?’ Barry was looking at her very oddly, the way he did when he was sizing up patients for a course of Valium.

‘Maybe the arrangements are doing our heads in,’ Judy said bluntly. ‘Maybe we’re too bogged down by it all.’

‘I know, the whole thing would sicken you,’ Barry agreed heartily, ‘but it has to be done, Judy. And anyway, isn’t the honeymoon supposed to be for sex?’

‘So we have to wait until then?’

He laughed. ‘Come on, it hasn’t been that long.’

‘Which takes me back to my original question. When exactly was the last time we had sex?’

He could see she wasn’t going to let it go, and eventually he hazarded a guess. ‘Tuesday week ago?’

‘Try last month.’

He looked shocked. ‘No!’

‘It’s true.’

His brow furrowed. ‘Did we not do it that night we got the Indian takeaway?’

‘You fell asleep on the couch.’

‘If you cast your mind back, I think you’ll find we did it just before I nodded off,’ he persisted.

‘I’m positive.’ In fairness, he had been in the surgery all day. ‘Look, it doesn’t matter.’

‘Oh, Judy.’ And he threw his arms around her in a comforting hug, and said, teasingly, ‘We certainly can’t have  you going without sex now, can we? So let’s rectify the situation at once. Immediately!’

And he looked around as if searching for a suitable place to have sex, but it was all very open plan, unless they were going to go into the toilets, which was a definite turn-off.

‘Tonight,’ he decided, masterfully. ‘There’ll be no talk at all about weddings - well, all right, fifteen minutes, max - and I won’t take a single call from a patient convinced that they’re having a heart attack. We’ll open a bottle of wine, have something nice to eat, and then I think it’s an early night for you, Judy Brady. Doctor’s orders.’

He always said this rather smuttily and with a lewd wink, and Judy giggled. There was nothing wrong between them at all.They had just been too busy, both of them.They would have a lovely, cosy night tonight as a timely reminder of what all this wedding torture was really about.

Then Barry’s face froze.‘I’ve just remembered. I told Lenny he could stay with us.’

‘What?’

‘You’re going to kill me, aren’t you?’

‘Yes, Barry.’

‘I’m really sorry, it’s just for one night, I promise.’

Judy thought of her tights drying on the radiators all over the house, and the spare room that would have to be made up, and the list on the table. She thought of her romantic night in with Barry, gone now. Oh, he might be lovely, but sometimes he was as thick as a plank.

‘Can he not stay in a hotel?’ she said. ‘Or with friends or something?’

‘What, Hammer Moran and that lot?’ Barry said incredulously.

At that, Judy placed Lenny. Hammer Moran, so named because of his habit of getting hammered on cider, had been the head of a group of local wide boys who used to drive up and down on the promenade on a rickety old motorbike, until one of them eventually drove it into a wall.There was one summer when Barry had briefly become infatuated with them and had tried to join up, and had even bought a pair of black leather pants, but he couldn’t even smoke properly, and had been promptly kicked out. Judy remembered Lenny as a thin, dark boy who hung on the fringes of the group watching out of cynical eyes as everybody else fell about oafishly.

‘They were such a bunch of losers,’ she said to Barry.They used to whistle rudely at her and Ber and their crowd on the beach, and ask the colour of their knickers. Ber, the big eejit, used to tell them.

Barry immediately cheered up. ‘They were a bit, weren’t they?’

‘I don’t know what you ever saw in Lenny at all.’

‘He was all right in school, when you got him on his own,’ Barry said loyally. But he was looking more and more cheerful, right back to his old self, and he stopped adjusting his privates, and swinging his stethoscope around.

‘What does Lenny do with himself now?’

‘He didn’t say,’ Barry confided. ‘But I gather he dropped out of college and was on the dole for a while. He’s been in Australia for years now. For all we know, he could be a beach bum.’

Judy thought that might be going a bit far. She didn’t even know why Barry had invited him to the wedding. It was obvious they hadn’t had much meaningful contact since  their school days. But Barry was diligent like that, keeping up old acquaintances. She herself ended up guiltily writing hasty notes on the inside of Christmas cards, such as, ‘I can’t believe another year has passed without seeing you!’ Or speaking on the phone or anything else, despite promises in the previous year’s Christmas card.

‘I suppose it gives him an excuse anyway to come back,’ Barry said with largesse. ‘The wedding.’

‘I’m sure he has family and friends here still that he’d like to see too,’ Judy said, not knowing why she was defending a boy she had hardly known and certainly hadn’t liked.

‘Well, yes, of course,’ Barry said.

There was a shout across the terminal. ‘Barry!’

They craned their necks towards Arrivals. But there were only two women coming out, and some flight attendants.

The shout came again. Judy ascertained it was coming from somewhere above them and she turned.

An escalator was smoothly bearing down upon them from the upper floors, carrying aloft a tanned, black-clad man who seemed quite used to being high above the masses. He had a holdall slung casually over one shoulder. Judy wouldn’t have recognised him except that he sardonically raised two fingers to his forehead in a mock salute at Barry.

She disliked him on sight.

Barry didn’t appear to recognise him immediately either. Far from having put on three stone and gone bald, Lenny had remained trim and was the proud possessor of a full head of thick, dark hair. Also, for someone supposedly with no job, he was wearing a great deal of expensive clobber, most of it fine black leather. Designer sunglasses, a laptop  and a mobile phone into which he murmured a few words before hanging up completed the effect.

Barry remained rooted to the spot for a moment, his stethoscope hanging rather limply, before he galvanised and galloped to the bottom of the elevator to greet their guest.

Judy walked much more slowly. She checked her watch discreetly - so much to do still - and stood at a polite distance as Barry and Lenny engaged in hugs and some rigorous backslapping. ‘Great to see you, man,’ Barry said. Man? Judy rolled her eyes.

‘Barry,’ Lenny said warmly, and without the kind of fawning that Barry was doing. ‘I hope I didn’t drag you from surgery.’

‘They can do without me for one afternoon,’ Barry said, very magnanimous. ‘And you, what are you up to?’

‘Oh, this and that. I’ll fill you in later.’

And he looked past Barry at Judy. ‘Hello,’ he said, with the kind of blank look that said he didn’t remember her at all.

‘Hi,’ she said briskly, and reached out to shake his hand. But he was already smoothly coming forward to kiss her, and she somehow ended up planting her hand on the crotch of his trousers.

She was mortified. ‘Sorry.’

He wasn’t put out at all. Very possibly he was used to women trying to get into his trousers because he just gave her a charming smile and said, ‘I hope I didn’t keep you waiting.’

She thought of her lovely wedding dress in a heap in the boot and said, ‘Well, actually—’

Barry waved it away. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

‘I nipped up to the bar for a pint of Guinness,’ Lenny  confessed. ‘I’ve been dreaming of one for about ten years now.’

Barry chuckled appreciatively. Judy tried to see the funny side too, even as she wondered whether she had taken out that big oily wrench from the boot before she’d put the dress in.

‘I’ll take you out tonight,’ Barry said, red-faced with pleasure. ‘We’ll have a few pints.’

‘Well, we’ll see how it goes,’ Lenny said. Then, presumably tossing a bone to Judy, he said, ‘I’m sure you’re up to your eyes in wedding stuff.’

Stuff? thought Judy. This had been her life for the past eight months.

But Barry waved a hand and said, ‘Oh, it’ll keep.’

And he and Lenny exchanged a the-things-us-men-have-to-do look, and Judy was at this point quite sick of the pair of them, and she said loudly, ‘Actually, we’re very busy, yes. We have a hundred and fifty place names to handwrite, about two dozen phone calls to make and Barry has yet to write his wedding speech. If he’s going to do one at all, that is.’

There was a little silence. And Judy thought, oh God, was there really that much to do yet? She felt the spasms start up again, and a warning tingle in her forehead.

She found Lenny giving her one of those looks that men reserve for women who they believe are half cracked, or premenstrual, or otherwise scary. She didn’t care. She was a woman who was getting married on Saturday and it was going to be the happiest day of her life if it bloody killed her.

‘We’ll give the pub a miss,’ Lenny told Barry.

But Judy didn’t want to be too ungracious - Lenny was  one of Barry’s oldest friends, after all - and so she reluctantly offered, ‘I can go on home by myself if you two want to go back up to the bar and catch up.’

But Lenny said,‘Thanks anyway, but we’re both a bit tired.’

She was wondering how Lenny knew Barry was tired; surely he didn’t look that haggard. But then Lenny turned to look back up the escalator with the kind of nakedly lustful look that made Judy feel embarrassed.

A woman was coming down it. Or rather, a vision, with long, black glossy hair, and exotic eyes. She was about six feet tall, most of it legs, and Judy felt squat and midget-like beside her. The woman was wearing what Judy could only describe as a negligee, but then again she herself was obviously hopelessly overdressed for the occasion in jeans and T-shirt. Under the negligee, the woman wore shiny vampish boots and had the kind of nails designed to leave big long scratches down men’s backs.The false nails Judy had decided on for the wedding, and had thought rather risqué, were only stubs in comparison.

Beside her, Barry gawked, his eyes like saucers. He had described seeing such women to Judy before, but only in certain magazines.

The elevator disgorged the vision at their feet, and Judy was forced to take a step backwards or else be speared by the heel of one of the vampish boots.

‘This is Charmaine,’ Lenny announced, putting an arm round her, and letting his hand drop to rest on her bottom. Well, of course. She certainly wasn’t going to be a Helga or an Assumpta.

Charmaine flicked lustrous, dark, disinterested eyes over them. ‘Hi,’ she said, in Americanised English.

Barry shot a fearful look at Judy, and then said to Lenny, ‘You didn’t tell me you were bringing somebody with you.’

‘Oh, we just hooked up in Bangkok yesterday,’ Lenny said easily.

‘I’m dying for a cup of tea,’ Charmaine confided to Judy.

There was a little silence, then Barry said,‘Um, right! Well, let’s go then!’

And he and Lenny set off across the terminal, leaving Judy and Charmaine to trail behind.

 



‘She’s looking for lemon in her tea,’ Barry told Judy in the kitchen.

‘What?’ Judy’s face was red and her hair wild from a quick dash around the house putting away embarrassing items while Barry stalled Lenny and Charmaine in the car with a lengthy description of what they intended to do to the garden once they had finished paying for the wedding. Which should be around 2014.

‘She’s lactose intolerant,’ Barry explained.

‘So, what, a drop of milk brings her out in lumps?’

‘I have no idea, but I’d rather not find out,’ Barry said. Of course he wouldn’t, especially as his tongue was nearly hitting the floor every time she recrossed her giraffe-like legs on the couch in there. They mightn’t look so nice covered in big red boils, Judy thought with uncharacteristic ire.

She hurled open the fridge. Lemons were not high on her shopping list at the best of times. Anyway, the fridge was full of make-up, after the girl who was going to do it for her on Saturday morning had advised her that the fridge was the best place for it. Ber said that that was rubbish, that it was only nail polish you put in the fridge, and so Judy  had put all that in too. There was scarcely room for a carton of milk. Which Charmaine couldn’t have anyway.

‘I’m sorry about this,’ Barry said, for about the fifth time. The more he apologised, the crosser Judy got, which was irrational, but so was looking for a lemon four days before her wedding.

She eventually found half of one at the back that looked to have been there since pancake day. Barry cut off the mouldy end, sliced it, and then found two beers for himself and Lenny.

‘They’ll just have to take us as they find us,’ he declared. Then, in the next breath, ‘Have we not got any crisps?’ He looked around as if expecting a packet to jump up at him from the worktop, along with a selection of delicious dips.

Judy could see their guests through the kitchen door: Lenny was sitting in the big armchair, one ankle propped on the other knee, as if he owned the place. Charmaine was perched on the very edge of the sagging couch and looking around as if she couldn’t believe she had found herself in such pedestrian surroundings.

They were a difficult pair to entertain. Judy had tried to strike up a conversation with Charmaine in the back of the car - the two men had sat in the front and talked about sport - at one point mentioning her job in the library. Charmaine had cut that one short by saying, ‘Oh, I don’t read.’ What she herself did was as yet unclear, but judging from the amount of expensive luggage Barry had had to stuff in the boot - on top of the wedding dress - it involved a fair bit of travel.

Lenny was no better. In the sitting room just now, Judy had asked about the flight and the weather in Australia, normal  sort of questions, and he had answered them pleasantly enough, but with a little sardonic smile, as if he was more used to conversations about music or the stock exchange or the meaning of life, and that she, while pleasant enough, was a rather boring sort of person. He hadn’t asked a single question of his own, not even about the wedding, which was an obvious conversation filler. The effort of it all had driven Judy’s forehead up even further, making her look permanently startled.

She found two packets of Chipsticks in a press and hurriedly tipped them into a bowl. It wasn’t great but it would keep them going till dinnertime. She hadn’t yet figured out what she was going to feed everybody. Possibly Charmaine had other intolerances that had yet to come to light.

She handed the Chipsticks to Barry.‘Tell them they’ll have to find somewhere else to stay tomorrow.’

He looked a bit wounded by this. ‘You might be a bit more welcoming, Judy. He’s my oldest friend.’

‘You’ve hardly spoken to him in fifteen years.’ Well, it was true.

‘That’s not the point. He’s come all the way back for our wedding. The least we can do is show our appreciation.’

That did it. She turned to face him. ‘Barry, right now I don’t have time to show Lenny and Charmaine my appreciation that they landed on me the week of my wedding. In case you haven’t noticed, we have a big long list on that table over there, full of things waiting to be ticked off in red!’

‘Oh?’ he challenged. ‘Earlier, you said you wanted to have sex!’

‘I did not!’

‘You complained that we were far too bogged down in detail and that we should put it all to one side and indulge in some hormonal madness!’

‘You’re twisting my words.’ She elbowed past him and into the fridge again, where she dug out a jar of salsa left over from the Mexican evening they’d had ages ago. There was a thin layer of mould on the top of it. Maybe she could scrape it off.

‘You were up for it, though, when I suggested that we get naked,’ Barry said, in that annoying way he had of always wanting the last word.

‘Well, I’m certainly not now!’ Judy hissed. ‘In fact, sex is the very last thing I feel like at this moment. And it might just be the very last thing I feel like on my wedding night!’

There was a noise by the door. Lenny stood there, hands dug casually into his pockets.

Barry was the first to recover. ‘Beers are just coming up!’

‘And the Chipsticks,’ Judy interjected. Her face was very hot. She wondered how much he had heard. He was the kind of person who wore an all-knowing expression whether they actually were or not.

‘If you don’t mind, Charmaine and I are going to hit the hay,’ he said. ‘Jet lag and all that.’

‘Sure,’ said Barry, in that eager way that was beginning to grate on Judy’s nerves.

‘I hope you haven’t gone to any trouble,’ Lenny said.

‘Not at all!’ Barry assured him. He realised he was holding the two opened beers. ‘I’ll drink these myself.’

‘And I’ll have the lemon,’ Judy said. She was trying to be funny, but Lenny just looked at her as though she was already sour enough.

‘Goodnight,’ he said. ‘And thanks for putting us up. It’s tough getting a hotel in a resort town at this time of the year. But we’ll try in the morning.’

Judy felt this was directed at her, which she thought was very unfair given the effort she had gone to.

‘No rush,’ Barry said magnanimously.

Lenny did that two-finger salute thing to Barry again, who attempted to do it back, but he wasn’t any better at it than he had been at smoking, and he gave up.

Charmaine didn’t bother saying goodnight. A moment later they heard the hall door closing, and then the bedroom door.

Judy and Barry looked at each other, surrounded by lemon, beer, Chipsticks and mouldy salsa. After a moment, Judy laughed. Barry did too.

‘God, sorry, Judy.’

‘Me too.’

‘I just didn’t think.’

‘No, it’s me, I’m in a heap about the wedding. Give me one of those beers.’

They kissed and drank some beer and then Judy got down to the list. But she kept looking at the hall door through which Lenny and Charmaine had disappeared, which annoyed her, and in the end she got up and moved seats, so that her back was to the door. Opposite her, Barry was writing his speech, blinking at the blank page like someone who had wandered out of a cinema into the middle of a cold, drab afternoon.




Chapter Four

 



 




‘I refuse to be intimidated at your wedding,’ Biffo declared.

‘Good,’ said Judy. ‘Because I need you to bring up the gifts in the church, and make a speech after dinner.’

Biffo swiftly backtracked. ‘Although perhaps it might be better if I stayed in the background. Given the circumstances that are in it. I mean, it’ll be all Angie can do to make it through the day, without me standing up and making speeches at her. She might break a bottle over my head or something.’

‘If you weren’t my brother I’d break a bottle over your head myself right now.’

‘I can see where your loyalties lie.’

‘There are no sides in this one, Biffo.’

‘There are always sides,’ Biffo said darkly.‘And we all know which I’m on - the wrong one. Which Angie will no doubt go out of her way on Saturday to make perfectly clear to everybody.’

It was doubtful whether Angie would even recognise him. After a whole year selling luxury waterfront apartments in  Orlando, Biffo was tanned a deep, mahogany brown. His mousy brown hair had, in contrast, got lighter in the sun. Startlingly, the hair on his chest had disappeared altogether, even though Angie used to complain bitterly about his big rug. Every time he smiled, his cosmetically whitened teeth nearly blinded Judy. And he was so clean and smooth that you could nearly eat your dinner off him, as their father Mick had commented.

Several women had given him looks at the airport when he’d arrived.Toned, tanned men of any description were rare in Ireland, never mind reasonably good-looking ones. Privately, Judy thought he looked like a young George Hamilton.

She wondered what Angie would make of him. He didn’t look much like the slightly slobbish, beer-guzzling, football-watching Biffo of a year ago, that was for sure. America had changed him, in more ways than one.

‘I wouldn’t worry too much about Angie on Saturday. She’ll be too busy with Nick to bother denigrating you.’

Biffo scarcely flinched. ‘And I’ll be busy with Cheryl. Did I tell you she used to be a cheerleader?’

But for a man who was dating an ex-cheerleader, he looked very gloomy indeed.

‘No offence,’ he admitted to Judy, ‘but I’m dreading your wedding.’

‘I know,’ Judy commiserated.‘In fact, I don’t know a single person who’s actually looking forward to it.’

Biffo said, more animated, ‘Well, of course not. Weddings are a total pain in the arse. There’s the expense for starters: the present and the rig-out, and the overnight stay in the hotel, the volumes of drink that have to be bought. And you  always get stuck at a table beside some woman who only talks about her children the whole meal. Then the food is usually brutal, and the wine runs out after the starters, and you have the whole night to go through yet. The DJ, the little sausages on sticks, dancing to “Eye Of The Tiger” at three o’clock in the morning - it would turn your stomach. Then you stagger to bed after making a total fool of yourself in front of the staff, only to have to face them three hours later at breakfast. No, I can honestly say that most people can’t stand weddings.’ He saw her face. ‘You were only joking, weren’t you?’

‘Yes, Biffo.’

He winced. ‘Sorry. Put it down to jet lag. Anyway, Mum’s looking forward to it. She’ll have enough enthusiasm for everybody.’

It was true that Rose was delighted about the whole thing. She had gathered Barry and Judy into her big warm generous bosom, and cried. Then she had dried her tears and declared happily, ‘I suppose I’d better go on a diet.’ She had been on twenty-four diets in the past ten years, and had managed to gain two pounds on average with each one. You could tell which diet she was on by opening the fridge; it might be stuffed with cottage cheese, or nothing but eggs or, once, box upon box of strawberries, after she read that each strawberry contained ten calories but took thirteen to digest - it was a win-win situation, she had declared (she had gained three pounds on that one).

But she was never too downhearted, and everybody agreed that her little failures only made her more substantial and homely.

Judy’s wedding gave her fresh impetus, though. She wanted  to be able to stand proudly by her beautiful daughter and not have to suck her stomach in as usual for the photos. For three whole weeks she stuck rigidly to a grapefruit and ice cream diet she found on the Internet. Apparently the citrus in the grapefruit negated the calories in the ice cream so it was the same as if you were eating nothing at all. Unfortunately she managed to gain another two pounds. She gave up, saying to Judy cheefully, ‘Ah, I’m fine the way I am,’ and everybody relaxed again.

Judy’s father Mick was much more muted about the wedding. And Judy his only daughter, the apple of his eye! And himself and Barry got on reasonably well too, although it was a poor man who didn’t know how to change a washer or unblock a U-bend in his own toilet, Mick had declared. Still, it was handy that help was only around the corner in the shape of himself, and he would make Barry stand over him and watch, so that he would know for the next time. He similarly advised Barry on cars, and investments, and what he should do with his garden if he ever got around to it. Barry always managed to look grateful, and everybody thought Mick would be delighted at the engagement, and the prospect of many more years of imparting his vast knowledge.

But his reaction had been unexpected. ‘Getting married? Don’t be ridiculous. You’re far too young.’

‘Dad, I’m thirty-three.’

‘What? You are not.’

‘I am. I was thirty-three in January.’

You could see him doing the sums in his head, and not liking it.

He changed tack. ‘That doesn’t mean you should rush  into anything. You should be out there enjoying yourself!’ Then he’d suddenly looked worried.‘You won’t be producing children straightaway or anything, will you?’

‘Oh, yes,’ Judy told him. ‘Loads of them. I’m hoping you’ll look after them while I’m at work.’

But Mick’s sense of humour had deserted him. ‘If you do have any, I don’t want any of this “Grandad” nonsense. They can call me Michael.’

Rose said not to mind him, that he had been a bit off since some form had arrived in the post for him advising him that he would shortly be eligible to apply for a travel pass.

And then Biffo flying home from the States first class and looking like he’d stepped straight from Men’s Health, making everybody else feel even more ancient and boring. Not to mention his new girlfriend, who didn’t look much out of her teens. Mick’s back, already bad, had begun to ache much more, apparently, and everybody was sick listening to him.

‘And there’s Barry’s family,’ Biffo went on now, obviously anxious to make amends. ‘They’re only dying for Barry to get married. Mrs Fox dropped by the house yesterday to tell Mum what a lovely girl you were.’

‘Really?’ Judy was surprised. Mrs Fox had never given much indication that she was overly fond of her. But then Mrs Fox’s health was so precarious that she didn’t have much time to spare on anybody but herself.

‘So what’s she been saying about me behind my back then?’ Biffo burst out. It had obviously been bugging him since he’d arrived two days ago but he had managed to refrain from asking so far.

‘I take it you mean Angie.’

‘Oh, I know exactly what goes on when women get together and drink wine, and call their exes terrible names and make fun of their sexual skills,’ he said accusingly.

‘If you must know, the very odd time your name does  come up, I actually try to defend you,’ Judy told him. ‘As your sister, I’m in a bit of a difficult position, Biffo.’

‘Stop calling me Biffo,’ he complained.

‘When you and Angie were together, I wasn’t allowed to say a bad word against you, and now that you’ve broken up, I can’t say a good word. So I’ve decided I’m better off saying nothing at all.’

That wouldn’t do either, obviously, judging by the way Biffo shuffled around discontentedly in his seat. ‘What’s this Nick fellow like? Just so I know for Saturday. He doesn’t have any defining features like only one eye or a pronounced limp or anything?’ He looked hopeful.

‘He’s nice,’ Judy said kindly. ‘He’s a stockbroker too.’

Biffo nodded as if all this was only mildly interesting to him. ‘Good, good. So she’s still selling those share things?’

It was hard to know whether he was feigning it or whether his vagueness was genuine. After all, he hadn’t even known Angie had a job until about a month after they’d hit it off at a party in Judy’s. He’d thought she was on the dole, because she certainly didn’t act like someone who had somewhere to go in the mornings. Then one day he picked her up early for a date and nearly had a heart attack when he’d found her dressed up in all that scary stockbroking gear. ‘It’s only for show,’ she had reassured him gently, and changed smartly into her jeans.

Afterwards, he was a bit embarrassed at how he’d tried to impress her in the pub by going on about his trainee job in  the real estate business, and how they’d just given him his own white van. But Angie was always very interested in his work, far more than she ever appeared to be in her own, and Biffo soon relaxed back into his nightly monologues. He got a bit of a kick in the beginning telling his mates in the pub that he was dating a stockbroker, and he and Angie had had a few memorable nights out on the strength of her bonuses. Which were vast. And frequent. They had started saving them with a view to buying one of those big posh houses on the hill with a view of the sea. And a big driveway, with plenty of room for her big black shiny SUV, and his little white van.

‘I own a few shares myself now,’ he announced suddenly, and loudly. ‘In the company that I work for in Orlando. If it floats on the stock exchange, I’ll be worth a fortune. Not that I’m not already. We flew home first class, did I tell you?’

About four times.

‘It’s a good life over there, Judy,’ he lectured, even though she hadn’t asked. ‘People look after themselves. Everybody works out, eats properly, they’re at their desks at half past seven. There’s focus, and drive and success if you want it. And the sun! No, moving out there was the best thing I ever did.’ But he looked a bit gloomy again. ‘I suppose she hates my guts. Angie.’

‘I think she was more confused than anything.’

‘I didn’t mean to hurt her, you know,’ he said defensively. ‘It was just best for everybody.’
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