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‘Hello?’

There was a pause. ‘Hello. Could I speak to Max, please?

It was a woman. ‘Oh,’ I said, disappointed. ‘I’m afraid he isn’t here. Can I take a message?’

‘A message?’ the woman asked. ‘I don’t know. To whom am I speaking, please?’

She sounded rather strange.

‘You’re speaking to Jessica Wild,’ I said. ‘His fiancée.’

‘His fiancée? Oh my. Oh my goodness. You’re his fiancée?’

She sounded flustered, shocked even, and I found myself getting rather warm all of a sudden.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘His fiancée. And who is this?’

‘This? Oh. Oh.’ There was another pause and then the line went dead.
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For my parents, David and Patricia, with love




To cancel one wedding might be considered misfortune. 
To cancel two weddings looks like carelessness . . .




Chapter 1

‘WE’RE REALLY GOING TO GET MARRIED?’ I snuggled into Max’s chest. Max, my fiancé. Max, the man with whom I was going to spend the rest of my life.

‘We really are,’ he confirmed, grabbing the remote control from where it had fallen under the duvet. Our duvet. I was still getting used to the idea, still pinching myself on a regular basis to check that I wasn’t dreaming.

‘So I’m going to be Mrs. Wainwright?’

‘You will if you decide to change your name.’

‘If?’ A line of concentration was creased into Max’s brow, which I scrutinized. What was he trying to say? ‘You don’t think I should?’

Max shrugged, kissed me, and looked back at the television. ‘It’s up to you. Personally I like your name. I think it would be a shame to change it.’

I digested this for a few minutes, letting my paranoia dissipate slightly. I wasn’t naturally a paranoid person. Then again, I’d never really been in this territory before. In love, I mean. I’d thought I was immune to the whole concept until I met Max; thought it was a sign of weakness, an irrational response to the influence of romantic novels and make-up ads. But recently, things had changed somewhat; in the space of a few months, I’d gone from workaholic and determined singleton to love-sick fiancée, which meant that new rules were required - I just had to  figure out what they were. It was simply a matter of adjustment.

‘I guess I’ll think about it,’ I said, lightly. Max nodded; he seemed unconcerned. Me . . . I was concerned. This time, I wanted to get everything right, unlike the last time I walked down the aisle. I wanted this marriage to be perfect.

Not that I’d been married before. Just . . . you know . . . nearly married.

Actually, it’s kind of a long story. And not the kind of story you tell at dinner parties, unless you’re forced to.

‘So what are we doing this weekend?’ I asked. ‘Why don’t we go out for dinner tonight? I can tell you all about the meal plans I’m considering for the reception. And we need to think about the wedding list, too.’

‘Tonight?’ Max turned to me, a flicker of worry on his face. ‘Actually, tonight’s not that great for me, I’m afraid.’

I looked at him accusingly. ‘And you’re telling me this now?’

He shifted uncomfortably. ‘Something’s come up. I got a call last night . . .’

‘I knew it!’ I thumped him. ‘You said that call was nothing. I knew you were acting funny afterward.’ He had, too. His mobile had rung at ten and he’d walked out of the room to take it, which was normal, but when he’d come back in he’d been . . . I don’t know. Shifty. Guilty. And now I knew why.

‘I’m sorry, Jess. You know these things happen.’

‘Sure I do.’ I felt a thud of disappointment, but pushed it aside. Max didn’t have to spend every moment with me, after all. Even if it was Saturday night.

‘It’s a business thing,’ Max said with an apologetic shrug. ‘A client dinner.’

I nodded with what I hoped was an understanding look.  I could be strong and in love, I told myself firmly. The two could go together quite nicely if I tried hard enough, in spite of what Grandma used to say. Grandma hadn’t been a great believer in love. Love had been the downfall of my mother, she’d told me again and again. False hopes, irrationality, weakness, and a loss of moral compass - these were the things that love achieved. Mum died in a car crash, but that didn’t stop Grandma from blaming her love of lipstick, her determination always to raise her skirt hem just a little too high, her weakness for tall, dark, handsome strangers, for her untimely death. ‘Mark my words,’ she’d say at least once a week, ‘hard work and independence are the only things that will get you anywhere in life. View romance as your enemy, Jessica. You may not notice it at first, but eventually it will bring everything crumbling to the ground.’ Of course, it didn’t help that Grandpa left her around the time that I was dumped on her as a young child. She blamed that on my mother, too. And me. And men in general. To be honest, growing up hadn’t been a whole lot of fun. ‘Fine,’ I said. ‘I mean, that’s no problem. I’ll just . . . I was hoping for an early night, anyway.’

‘I thought you wanted to go out to dinner?’

Max was looking at me curiously, a little smile playing on his lips.

‘I was just being polite,’ I said defensively.

‘You could go out with Helen,’ Max suggested.

‘I could,’ I agreed. And he was right, I could. But I didn’t want to go out with Helen; I wanted to go out with him. Lately, he’d been so busy - dashing out regularly to go to the office or to visit a client after work - and I’d offered to help a million times but he just brushed me away and told me not to worry, that everything was fine. And everything  was fine, more than fine, actually. ‘I just, you know, wanted to spend the evening with you.’

Max nodded. ‘I know. I’m sorry. I’d like nothing more than to spend the evening with you, too. It’s just . . . you know. I’m managing director now. I have to make this work.’

‘I know,’ I said despondently. The truth was that Max was determined to succeed in his new role and it was taking up all his time. Which was fine by me, particularly since it was kind of my fault that he was heading up the firm in the first place. And my fault that he had fallen out with his best friend, Anthony, who used to run the firm instead. He always told me that it was the best thing that ever happened to him, but still . . . the least I could do was to be supportive.

‘So why don’t I come with you?’ I perked up suddenly. After all, if it was his client, then it was my client, too. I was an account director at Milton Advertising now - had been for four months. Max had eventually promoted me after being assured by everyone in the company that it wouldn’t smack of favoritism.

‘No, it’s . . .’ Max frowned. ‘It’s a potential client. Not that sort of . . . I mean, it’s just me and him. I think he was hoping for a . . . for just the two of us. I’m sorry, Jess.’

‘Oh, right.’ I bit my lip. ‘No, actually that’s fine. Absolutely fine.’ I looked around the room. It was fine. I’d spent plenty of Saturday nights without Max before we got together and I could do the same now. I could catch up on some work. Read a book. Read one of the current affairs magazines that were piling up on the kitchen table. I could . . . I sighed. I didn’t want to do any of those things. ‘Actually I think I’m going to get up now,’ I said, pulling myself out of bed, a slightly sulky tone creeping into my  voice. ‘I’m going to make some breakfast. You carry on watching the news if you want.’

‘Don’t be like that. I’m really sorry about tonight,’ Max said. ‘How about we go out to breakfast instead? You can tell me about the wedding stuff.’

‘Out to breakfast?’ I thought for a moment, weighing my annoyance against my desire to make the most of the few hours I got with Max each week. ‘Fine,’ I relented. ‘But it has to be a long leisurely one. And you’re not allowed to read the newspaper. Deal?’

‘Deal,’ Max grinned. ‘But first you have to come back to bed and help me build up an appetite.’

‘And how am I going to do that?’ I said, but my last word was muffled as Max grabbed my arms, pulled me back under the duvet, and answered my question.

‘So,’ Max said. An hour later, and we were sitting at a small table in a little brasserie, drinking mugs of steaming hot coffee and dipping croissants into puddles of jam.

‘So?’ I asked, covering my mouth a little too late and spraying the table with croissant crumbs.

‘So tell me about the wedding,’ Max said, pushing back his chair. ‘Isn’t this what the breakfast was all about?’

I swallowed my mouthful and shrugged. ‘I guess. Although I do have other things to talk about, you know. It isn’t all about the wedding.’

‘Of course it isn’t,’ Max said, seriously. ‘So what else is new?’

I thought for a moment. ‘There’s the launch of Project Handbag. I’ve been . . .’

‘No, you’re not allowed to talk about work. It’s the weekend.’

‘Right. Of course,’ I nodded. Project Handbag was my big account at work. It was actually a financial fund, not  anything to do with bags really. Chester Rydall, chief executive of Jarvis Private Banking, was launching an investment fund aimed at successful, affluent women, and I’d won the pitch by arguing that we had to make investing as exciting and accessible a concept as buying a new handbag. Amazingly, he’d totally gone for it. ‘Okay, well . . .’

‘Well . . . ?’ There was a mischievous glint in Max’s eye. ‘You want to discuss the situation in Gaza instead? Or whether fiscal instruments can stem the tide of deflation?’

‘Sure,’ I said, defiantly. ‘In fact, that’s exactly what I’d like to discuss.’

‘Good,’ Max said, sitting back in his chair, the corners of his mouth pointing upward.

‘Great,’ I agreed.

‘Go on then.’

I opened my mouth, ready to spout everything I knew on U.S. politics and economics, then closed it again. I never thought I’d be one of those girls who got obsessed with weddings, who equated thinking about world affairs with pondering the tricky decision of what to give wedding guests as a wedding favor. But here I was, and all I could think about was the beautiful venue I’d found, about a gorgeous little spot I’d discovered in the South of France where I hoped we might go on honeymoon.

‘Or I could tell you about the wedding?’ I suggested in a small voice.

He laughed. ‘Please do, Jess. I really want to hear.’

I shot him a little look. Max teased me incessantly these days, which was funny because he used to have a reputation for not having a sense of humor at all. The trouble was, sometimes I wasn’t sure if he was taking things seriously or not. ‘I’m not telling you anything if you’re going to laugh.’

‘I wouldn’t dream of it,’ Max assured me.

I looked at him carefully. He’d made it absolutely clear early on in the planning stages that organising the wedding was something that he would be terrible at; that he trusted - indeed wanted - me to make all the decisions. Which was fine with me. But I still wanted to run things by him, check that he was happy. ‘It is your wedding too,’ I reminded him.

He smiled broadly. ‘And that’s all that matters. To me, I mean. That we’re getting married and that you’re happy and that everyone has fun.’

‘Okay, so you’ll listen without cracking any jokes?’ I asked him.

He nodded, po-faced.

‘I will be very serious. It is, after all, a serious business. More serious than global warming, than the prospect of worldwide recession, even more serious than Project Handbag.’

‘Project Handbag?’ I said, raising an eyebrow and allowing myself a little smile. ‘Well, now you’re just being silly. Nothing’s more important than that.’

Max grinned. ‘Glad to hear it. For a moment there I was worried you’d been kidnapped by aliens and I’d been left with some kind of clone.’

‘Well, I’m not a clone, I’m me,’ I said sternly. ‘And the fact that you are ditching me tonight for some boring client is making me reconsider whether I actually want to marry you after all. However, assuming that I do go through with it, shall I update you on the progress of the event, or are you going to make more silly jokes?’

‘No more jokes,’ Max promised. ‘Although I don’t know what you’ve got against them. Jokes are the building blocks of a healthy relationship.’

‘I’m sure they are, but a marriage is not built on jokes alone. So, I was thinking about salmon for the meal.’

‘And what were you thinking about it?’

I started to smile in spite of myself. ‘Salmon and asparagus, ’ I continued, rolling my eyes. ‘With apple pie afterwards. And no starter - just canapés with the champagne after the ceremony.’

‘Sounds lovely,’ Max said appreciatively.

‘Really?’

He nodded. ‘Jess, it’s going to be wonderful, I know it is. I really can’t wait.’ He was looking at me intently, his eyes so warm and genuine that they made me blush.

‘I know it is,’ I nodded.

‘Good.’ He leaned over the table and squeezed my hand. ‘So come on, then, what’s happening after the apple pie?’

I grinned. ‘It doesn’t matter. I’ll tell you another time.’

‘No, I want to know,’ he said. ‘I want to discuss the wedding cake, the first dance, what you’re wearing, what I’m wearing, what the bridesmaids are wearing, what color the napkins are . . .’

‘I can’t tell you what I’m wearing,’ I said, smiling. ‘But fine, if you really want to know.’

‘I really want to. Really.’ He was holding my hand again and for the millionth time in the past three months since Max had proposed, I found myself thinking that I really was the happiest girl in the whole wide world. The luckiest, too. Other people didn’t really get Max, didn’t see how wicked and funny and deeply loyal he was. But I knew. And he was mine. It made my heart flutter every time I thought about it.

‘Well, good,’ I said, trying my best to stay focused. ‘Because the cake’s going to be chocolate, not fruit, and for the first dance . . .’

‘Yes?’

‘I thought . . . well . . .’

‘What?’ Max looked at me curiously, then took a gulp of his coffee.

‘I thought we could do the dance from Dirty Dancing. You know, the routine they did to “I’ve Had the Time of My Life.”

‘What?’ he repeated, spluttering this time, and spraying coffee all over the table.

‘You don’t want to?’ My eyes widened in disappointment and my lower lip started to protrude ever so slightly.

‘Don’t want to? No, I mean, look, it’s not really my . . . Oh God, really?’

I looked at him uncertainly, swallowed, then started to giggle. ‘No, darling Max. But like you said, jokes are the building blocks of a good relationship, right?’

‘Joke? Oh thank God,’ Max said, wiping his forehead and looking at me incredulously. ‘You’re mean,’ he said. ‘You could have given me a heart attack.’

‘Actually I think you’d make quite a good Patrick Swayze if you put your mind to it,’ I grinned.

‘You are a dangerous woman, Jessica Wild. Dangerous and tricky and . . .’ His phone started to ring.

‘And what?’ I giggled. ‘Dangerous and tricky and what?’

‘And . . .’ He winked. ‘And hold that thought,’ he said, then picked up his phone. ‘Hello? Max speaking.’ His face creased into a slight frown and his eyes flicked up at me. Then he shot me an apologetic smile before getting up and walking away from the table. ‘No,’ I just caught him say as he disappeared out of the brasserie. ‘No, don’t be like that. I just . . .’

And what, I asked myself, stirring my coffee. Dangerous, tricky, and annoying? Dangerous, tricky, and obsessed with all things wedding-related? I looked out of the window; a glossy-looking couple was standing outside. They looked as  though they’d just stumbled out of a Sunday magazine, with gleaming blond hair and perfect clothes, and smiles full of white teeth. They reminded me of Anthony, reminded me how incredulous I’d been when he’d appeared to fall in love with me, how uncomfortable I’d felt around him and his friends. I’d thought then that relationships were transactional, that white teeth and nice hair would lead to a handsome rich boyfriend. But now I knew different. Max loved me for who I was, not how white my teeth were. And I loved him, too, more than I could put into words; it was like a glow that started in my stomach and bathed the whole of my body in light. It kept me warm. It made me smile at inopportune moments.

And the truth was, I’d come very close to losing Max. Or rather, never having him in the first place. You see, six months ago, I came into some money. Lots of money, actually, only it had strings attached. My friend Grace, this old lady who’d been in the elder-care home with my grandma, left it to me along with a lovely house in the country. But before she died, Grace got it into her head that I should get married. Wouldn’t stop going on about it. And eventually I found myself telling her that I had a boyfriend just to shut her up. I probably should have guessed that she’d be so excited she’d never want to talk about anything else; at the time I thought it was the easy thing to do. But it wasn’t easy. I had to fabricate dates, weekends away, conversations I’d had with this imaginary man - basically I’d had to fabricate a whole relationship. And eventually, I found myself engaged to this imaginary boyfriend. Then married. I know, it sounds crazy. It was crazy. But it made her so happy for the few hours I spent with her each week.

Of course I didn’t plan on her leaving me a small fortune when she died. And I certainly didn’t plan on her leaving it  to Jessica Milton. Mrs. Jessica Milton. Oh, I probably should have mentioned, I told Grace I was going out with my boss, Anthony Milton. Max’s friend. See, Max works at Milton Advertising, too. Actually, he runs the place now, since Anthony’s gone traveling. He left straight after the wedding. The wedding that didn’t happen. Marrying Anthony was the only way I was going to be able to claim the money, so Helen and I set up Project Marriage, a campaign to convince Anthony to fall madly in love with me. But I couldn’t go through with it, not when I realized I was in love with Max.

The perfect couple appeared to be arguing over the menu of the brasserie; eventually, they turned and disappeared down the street.

‘And beautiful,’ Max whispered into my ear, making me start slightly; I hadn’t noticed him come back in.

‘What?’ I asked, confused. ‘What’s beautiful?’

‘That was the “and,” ’ he said, kissing me on the head.

‘Beautiful?’ I shook my head incredulously. ‘Don’t be silly.’

‘I’m not,’ he said, looking at me intently; I found myself blushing.

‘So who was that?’ I asked, changing the subject, because I was never that great at accepting compliments.

He rolled his eyes and poured us both some more coffee. ‘Oh, nothing. Just a . . . tricky client. I’m afraid I’m going to have to dash off in half an hour. But in the meantime, I’m thinking we might need some more pastries with these coffees. What do you think?’

‘You really have to go so soon?’ I asked. I could feel my face fall. ‘But you’ll be out tonight, too.’

Max looked at me awkwardly. ‘I know. Look, I’ll make it up to you, I promise I will.’

‘No need,’ I said, forcing myself to smile. It wasn’t Max’s  fault. It was a tricky client. Just because I wasn’t a workaholic anymore, just because now that I had Max I didn’t want to do anything but spend time with him, didn’t mean Max felt the same way. I mean, of course he felt the same way, but . . . but . . . it just didn’t matter, that’s all. We loved each other and that’s what counted. ‘It’s really no problem. So, pastries. Let’s get a whole pile of them.’




Chapter 2

‘YOU HAD THREE PASTRIES? What happened to your pre-wedding diet?’

I frowned at Helen and rolled my eyes. It was Saturday night and I was determined to have an enjoyable night with my best friend and to not think about Max once. Well, not too much, anyway. Just the amount that a strong, independent woman who also happened to be head over heels in love would think about him. My frown deepened at the idea of some other strong independent woman being in love with Max and I shook myself. ‘I’m not on a pre-wedding diet,’ I reminded her. ‘I’m happy as I am.’

‘Really?’ Helen wrinkled her nose. ‘But no one planning a wedding is happy as they are. The whole point is to change yourself, isn’t it?’

‘Helen!’ I shook my head in irritation. Ever since Helen had forced me into a tight pencil skirt and high heels and got her hairdresser to flood my hair with golden streaks in order to attract Anthony Milton during Project Marriage, she’d been convinced that this new look was the ‘real me’ and that ‘letting myself go’ (reverting to my more natural self) was just bad form. ‘I don’t need those things. Max loves me for who I am. He doesn’t like me with swooshy hair and high-heeled shoes. Max isn’t Anthony, okay?’

‘I know,’ Helen said slightly defensively. ‘But this is your wedding. You have to make a bit of an effort.’

‘I am making an effort,’ I said staunchly. ‘With the venue. With the flowers. With the food.’

‘Yes, but what about your hair? You have to go to Pedro. Please? He’ll be crushed if you don’t let him do something with it.’

‘Pedro?’ I looked at her uncertainly. The last time I’d been to Pedro, it had been at the start of Project Marriage and I hadn’t had a choice in the matter - Helen had dragged me there, told Pedro to do his best, and left him to get on with it. ‘His best’ meant transforming me into someone I didn’t recognize. She’d been pretty, but it had still been disconcerting seeing a stranger every time I’d passed a mirror.

‘You don’t even need to have it colored,’ Helen nodded enthusiastically. ‘He could just put it up. You know, and give it a trim . . .’

She took the ends of my hair in her hands, her eyes disapproving.

I moved away, quickly. I had nothing against glossy, groomed hair. Not really. It’s just that I couldn’t really handle the maintenance. It seemed vain somehow. And superficial. Actually, it wasn’t that - it was that swooshy hair reminded me of the girl who’d been Anthony Milton’s fiancée. The girl who was now almost unrecognizable to me. The girl who’d lied and deceived people and nearly lost the man she loved. Now that I had Max, I wasn’t going to jeopardize anything. Although I guessed a haircut wasn’t going to turn Max off completely. I guessed I was still allowed a bit of basic maintenance.

‘Fine,’ I relented. ‘He can cut one inch. No more.’

Helen made a little ‘yay’ expression. ‘So what are we doing tonight?’ she asked. ‘Painting the town red? Dancing until the wee hours? Or watching CSI reruns?’

She grinned as my eyes lit up at the last possibility. ‘We can go out,’ I said, a bit reluctantly.

‘It’s okay,’ she said, sighing and draping an arm around my shoulders. ‘I’m sure staying in is the new going out anyway.’

‘It is?’ I asked, interestedly.

Helen shook her head incredulously. ‘No, Jess. Going out is the new going out. But I’ve kind of reconciled myself to the fact that you are never going to be a party girl, no matter what I do. And you’re my friend, so if you want to stay in and watch people get murdered, then that’s absolutely fine by me.’

I laughed in spite of my attempt at indignation. ‘How about I pay for the takeout?’ I proposed.

‘Oh, that’s okay, I can cook,’ Helen said, then wrinkled her nose. ‘What am I saying? I keep forgetting you’re rich. Yeah, let’s order in curry. I’ve got some menus somewhere. And let’s get champagne.’

‘Champagne? With curry? Are you sure?’ I giggled. I forgot that I was rich on a regular basis, too. I mean, to be honest, it never really seemed to come up that much. It wasn’t like I was going to give up work or start buying ridiculously expensive shoes, however much Helen had encouraged me. The truth is I was still in slight denial about the money Grace had left me. I just had no idea how to begin spending it. So I’d given most of the money to Grace’s lawyer to look after for me, and the rest was just sitting in the bank twiddling its thumbs, waiting for me to figure out what to do with it. A bit like Grace’s house, in fact.

Helen nodded firmly. ‘We’re celebrating,’ she said. ‘And everything goes with champagne. In fact I know just the place to get some. It’s about twenty minutes away.’

‘Twenty minutes? There’s a liquor store just around the corner,’ I protested.

‘Yes, but this place is better,’ Helen said authoritatively.

She wasn’t looking at me and I raised an eyebrow. ‘Better how? Helen, is there something you’re not telling me?’

‘No!’ Helen exclaimed, her face a picture of innocence. ‘Not at all. I just, you know, think that if we’re going to have champagne we should get the good stuff. Don’t you agree?’

I shrugged. I was never any match for Helen when she got fixed on something. ‘Sure, why not?’

‘Cool!’ Helen grinned and we pulled on our coats, trudged our way down the stairs and out to the street, schlepping our way through various side streets until we were on the main road.

‘Now, I hope you like this champagne, because I think you should have it at your wedding,’ Helen said, linking her arm around mine as we walked. ‘It’s pink, which is much better than the normal stuff. I mean, white champagne is just getting a bit . . . old hat, don’t you think?’

‘It is?’ I asked, uncertainly.

‘Definitely. Pink champagne on the other hand . . . can you remember the last time you had any?’

I shook my head. I didn’t remember ever having any. ‘You don’t think it’s a bit . . . girly?’ I asked.

‘Not at all.’

I pulled a face. ‘I don’t really know,’ I said.

‘Trust me,’ Helen said, determinedly. ‘Pink champagne is the way to go.’ We were at a wine shop; she opened the door and we walked inside. There was a guy standing at the counter who grinned at Helen, but she shot him a look and dragged me over to the champagne section. ‘See? Look.’ She pulled down a bottle of pink champagne. ‘Isn’t it pretty?’

I looked at the bottle. It had flowers embossed on it. I  figured that now probably wasn’t the time to tell her that the caterers were going to be taking care of the drinks - champagne included. But something told me that there was more to this than just champagne. And anyway, I owed Helen. Feigning excitement in a pink fizzy drink was the least I could do. ‘It’s pretty,’ I conceded. ‘But what does it taste like?’

The guy from the counter had come over and was hovering behind us. ‘Hello,’ he said.

‘Hi,’ Helen said, smiling warmly. ‘We’re just . . . this is Jess. My friend. The one I told you about. The one who’s going to buy the champagne.’

‘I am?’ I’d forgotten how bossy Helen could be when she got a bee in her bonnet. ‘Look,’ I said. ‘I should probably check with Max. I don’t need to make a decision now, do I?’

Helen folded her arms. ‘No, no of course not.’ She thought for a moment. ‘So why don’t you call him?’

‘Now?’ I frowned. ‘No, Max is busy. He’s getting ready to have dinner with a client. I’ll ask him tomorrow. There’s no rush, is there?’

Helen squirmed slightly and my eyes narrowed. ‘What’s going on, Helen?’ I demanded. ‘Tell me.’

She looked at me for a moment, then she sighed. ‘Fine,’ she relented. ‘Sam here . . .’ She motioned to the guy, who smiled goofily at me. ‘He and I . . . well, anyway, the pink champagne’s on a promotion. If he sells twenty-four bottles he gets a long weekend in the Champagne region as a bonus. With a plus one.’

I looked at her incredulously. ‘And you’re the plus one?’

She smiled, coyly. ‘The champagne’s really nice,’ she said. ‘Perfect for weddings.’

I shook my head in disbelief, then opened my bag and  took out my phone. ‘I’ll ask him,’ I said. ‘But if he says no, I’m not pushing it. Okay?’

‘Okay.’ Helen nodded gratefully.

I accessed my phone’s address book, then stared at my phone in confusion. Who was Henry? And why did I have Stuart Wolf’s number? He was Milton Advertising’s head of finance. I’d barely ever spoken to the guy. My eyes narrowed. There was something wrong with my phone. It even looked different. And then I realized what the problem was.

‘Shit. I took the wrong phone.’

‘Wrong phone?’ Helen asked. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean this is Max’s phone.’

‘So you can’t call him?’ Helen looked crestfallen.

‘I can try him on my phone,’ I said quickly. I couldn’t bear that look. Helen always got her way with me when she pulled it.

She nodded enthusiastically, but before I could dial my number, the phone started to ring. Assuming it would probably be Max, I answered without even looking at the name flashing up.

‘Hello?’

There was a pause. ‘Hello. Could I speak to Max please?’ It was a woman. ‘Oh,’ I said, disappointed. ‘I’m afraid he isn’t here. Can I . . . take a message?’

‘A message?’ the woman asked. ‘I don’t know. To whom am I speaking please?’

She sounded rather strange.

‘You’re speaking to Jessica Wild,’ I said. ‘Max’s fiancée.’

‘His fiancée? Oh my. Oh my goodness. You’re his fiancée? ’ She sounded flustered, shocked even, and I found myself getting rather warm all of a sudden.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘His fiancée. And who is this?’

‘This? Oh. Oh.’ There was another pause and then the  line went dead. In shock, I pulled the phone from my ear and looked at the caller ID. Number withheld. Of course it was.

‘What’s wrong?’ Helen asked, walking toward me. ‘You look awful. Who was that?’

I didn’t know what to say. Didn’t know what to think. ‘That?’ I said uncertainly. ‘Oh, no one. Just someone for . . . Max.’

‘So you haven’t spoken to him yet?’

I shook my head. I felt hot and uncomfortable; felt like I’d just eaten something that didn’t agree with me. ‘I’m just going to. Call him, I mean.’ I turned away, telling myself not to get worked up. This was Max. Lovely, good, honest Max. That woman was probably some mad old bat who had a crush on him. There was really nothing to get worried about. Quickly I searched back through his address book, looking for my name. Nothing. I stared at the phone indignantly. He had Stuart Wolf’s number and not mine? He had Gillie, our receptionist’s number and not mine? Crossly, I scrolled through the list, shaking my head as name after name appeared. And then I stopped. Because there it was. Darling. I was there under Darling.

Seconds later, Max picked up. ‘Hello?’

‘Max!’ I felt so relieved to hear his voice.

‘Are you okay?’

‘Yes! Yes, totally,’ I said, immediately feeling better, immediately forgetting all the stupid doubts and worries that had clouded my head. ‘But I took your phone.’

‘Ah, that explains it.’

‘Explains what?’

‘I pressed redial and I got a very strange man who wanted to talk to me about flowers.’

‘Ah, Giles,’ I said, giggling. Giles was my florist and my  new gay best friend. He cared about flower arrangements the way politicians cared about winning the next election. ‘Sorry about that.’

‘No problem. So, having fun with Helen?’

‘We’re buying pink champagne,’ I said. ‘She thinks we should have it for the wedding.’

‘Pink? Really?’ he asked, dubiously.

I smiled, feeling the usual warm glow that talking to Max gave me. ‘She says that normal champagne is old hat.’

Max laughed. ‘An entire region dismissed. I love it. Well, pink champagne sounds lovely. At least I think it does,’ he said.

‘Great. I’ll get some then. So, I’ll see you later?’

‘Can’t wait. Oh, and Jess?’

‘Yes?’

‘It’s no big deal or anything, but it’s probably best if you turn my phone off.’

‘Turn it off?’

‘Yeah. It’s just . . . you know, I get a lot of business calls.

Probably easier if they go straight to voice mail. So you don’t end up taking a whole load of boring messages.’

‘Oh, right,’ I said, uncertainly. ‘Well, okay then.’

There was a pause. ‘No one’s called already, have they?’

‘No!’ I said, not sure why I was lying, why I wasn’t telling him about the woman. ‘No, no one called.’

‘Good. Well, see you later.’

‘See you.’

‘So?’ Helen asked, rushing over.

‘So what?’ I snapped.

‘The champagne,’ Helen said, looking slightly taken aback. ‘The pink champagne.’

‘Oh, right,’ I said, shaking myself. Warm glow. Think warm glow. ‘He says it’s fine.’

Helen clapped her hands together. ‘Oh fabulous. Sam, Jess is going to buy the champagne!’

She pulled Sam out from behind the counter and he shot a lopsided grin in my direction. ‘You won’t regret it,’ he said. ‘It’s great stuff. I call it happy champagne. You can’t not be happy when you drink it. So how much do you want?’

‘Actually, I’d like to taste some first. If that’s okay.’ I felt very strange, like I’d slipped into an alternate reality where everything was the same . . . except it wasn’t. Because in this reality, Max got weird phone calls, and told me to turn his phone off when in my world, he couldn’t bear to miss a call.

‘Taste some? Sure,’ Sam said, agreeably. He opened up a bottle, the cork making a satisfactory low pop rather than shooting up to the ceiling. ‘Here.’

He handed me a plastic glass and I took a sip. ‘It’s nice,’ I agreed. And it was, too. I drank the rest of it very quickly.

‘See? Bet you feel happy now, right?’ Sam asked, taking a sip himself, his grin widening.

‘Maybe,’ I said. The warm glow was returning. Not quite the same as before, but a warm glow nonetheless. ‘Can I try some more?’

‘I want some, too,’ Helen said. ‘Let me try.’

Sam dutifully poured us both a glass. Helen took a sip and nodded. ‘See? I knew it would be good. Isn’t it lovely?’

‘Very lovely,’ I agreed, as it made my head slightly soft, made that woman on the phone seem somehow less real. I saw Helen’s face light up and it made me feel even better. Who cared if we didn’t need champagne for the wedding? I could store this stuff in the apartment. We could have pink champagne aperitifs every evening when we got back from work. ‘I guess twenty-four bottles it is.’

‘You’re a diamond,’ Sam winked. ‘It’s for your wedding, right? Well, you’re doing the right thing. Weddings are big things. You’ve got to know you’ve made the right choice, right?’

I looked at him for a moment, thinking of Max, of lovely Max who’d never lied to me or done anything to hurt me in any way. Then I nodded. ‘I know,’ I said, smiling. ‘And I have. I’ve definitely made the right choice.’

Sam wrapped up one bottle for us to take home and agreed to deliver the rest. Then Helen gave him a little kiss on the cheek, which turned into something a bit more, and I turned around awkwardly, wondering whether I should wait outside or whether that might just encourage them further, and then the door opened and a familiar-looking man walked in. We made eye contact.

‘Jessica Wild?’

I jumped slightly; I hadn’t expected it to be someone I knew. I studied his face more carefully. ‘Hugh?’

‘Well remembered. Gosh, how are you?’

It was Hugh Barter. Hugh ‘Thinks-He’s-Smarter,’ as we used to call him, rather pathetically, I’ll admit - ‘we’ being most people at Milton Advertising. He used to work there, ages ago, when I’d first started. Only he always acted like everything he did was beneath him, like he was far too big a fish for such a small firm. Max, naturally, had blamed Anthony because Anthony had hired him, and Anthony defended him constantly for the same reason. The problem was, he was really good - at his job, at least. Clients loved him. And he always delivered - mainly because he’d tread on anyone and anything to get what he wanted, but clients didn’t care about that. Everyone was relieved when he finally left to join a bigger firm called Scene It, even though he stole all our client lists when he went.

I could see Helen pulling away from Sam to check Hugh out and moved slightly to block his view of her. I didn’t want to encourage him, after all. He already thought he was the best thing that ever happened to the world.

‘I’m fine, thanks. You?’ I asked, my voice slightly stilted.

‘Great,’ he said easily. ‘I’m account director at Scene It now and pretty much the number two. You know we won an award last month? That was me.’

‘How nice,’ I said unenthusiastically. Helen had now completely untangled herself from Sam and was looking at me expectantly. ‘Hugh used to work at Milton Advertising,’ I said, shooting her a tight smile. ‘He works at Scene It now, another firm. Hugh, this is my friend Helen. And Sam.’

Helen grinned; Hugh didn’t seem to notice. He just nodded in their direction then turned back to me. ‘I hear Anthony has left Milton. Weren’t you two getting married or something?’

I cleared my throat, trying not to smile. When Hugh worked at Milton Advertising, some people used to call him ‘Mini Me’ because he aped Anthony so much. Okay, maybe I started it, I can’t remember. ‘Yes, he’s left. Gone away, that is. For a bit. Or, you know, maybe longer. And yes, we were getting married. But we . . . we decided not to. I’m marrying Max now.’

‘Max?’ Hugh looked at me like I was about to finish the joke. Then his eyes widened. ‘You’re serious?’

I nodded. ‘Yes. Completely.’

‘And he’s the new managing director of the firm?’

I nodded again, a bit more defiantly this time. Hugh emitted a low whistle. ‘Interesting. Didn’t you get promoted?’

‘That’s right.’

Hugh grinned. ‘Well, well done you. Nice work. Didn’t think you had it in you, but for what it’s worth, I think  getting rid of Anthony was a stroke of genius. Max is far better. Far more of a threat to us, of course, but that’s the fun of it, isn’t it? If you’re going to fight a battle, make it one that’s worth winning.’

My eyes narrowed. ‘I didn’t get rid of Anthony. He left. But you’re right about Max - he’s brilliant.’

Hugh shrugged. ‘Brilliant might be an exaggeration, but he’s good, I suppose, in his own way. So, what’s the gossip? Any new clients? Anything I should know about?’

‘No,’ I said, suspiciously, still wondering what he’d meant by ‘in his own way.’ It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Hugh, it was more that . . . Okay, I didn’t trust him. Not at all. And I didn’t trust his firm either. It had history with Max, competing with Milton over every pitch, using whatever underhanded methods it deemed worthwhile to steal business. As Max had told me many, many times, Scene It stood for everything he didn’t; every time he saw them mentioned in the advertising press he got this look on his face that made everyone keep a low profile around him. Scene It was, according to Max, singularly responsible for all the problems in the advertising world. They were scheming, overpriced, they lied, they spread malicious gossip, and worse, much worse, they once nearly bought Milton Advertising without Max even knowing about it. It had been years before when Anthony had been drinking and gambling and had gotten himself into trouble. The chief exec of Scene It had made him an offer to pay off his debts and install him as non-exec with a cushy salary; in return he would lay off all the staff and pass all his business to Scene It. Max had only found out in the nick of time, but the memory had stayed with him - the underhandedness of it all, the lack of integrity showed by all involved. Hugh moving there and taking a whole load of clients with him  hadn’t helped much either. Actually, that had probably been the last straw, the beginning of the feud between the two firms.

‘I mean, no news that you’d be interested in,’ I added.

‘Oh I bet that isn’t true,’ Hugh said, moving closer to me, smiling a little. ‘I bet there’s loads going on within those walls. I’ve heard all about your Project Handbag campaign, for one thing. Sounds very impressive. It’s your first big campaign, right?’

‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘I won the pitch, so, you know, it’s . . .’

‘Your deal. Absolutely,’ Hugh said, his smile warming. ‘Clever Jess. I always knew you had it in you.’

‘You did?’ I looked at him carefully.

‘Told Max all the time. I probably told Anthony, too, but I knew he was only interested in who he could shag so there wasn’t much point . . .’ He met my eyes and grinned awkwardly. ‘I mean, I thought there wasn’t much point. I didn’t realize that you and he would . . . Well, anyway . . .’ He looked from me to Helen and back again. ‘Anyone want to help me out of the hole I’m digging here?’

I found myself laughing in spite of myself. ‘I think you’re too far in,’ I said, ‘but thanks for the sentiment. At least I think you were trying to say something nice. Right?’

‘Right,’ Hugh said quickly, with a look of relief. ‘So, anyway, great to see you, Jess.’ He looked at me intently, and I found myself averting my eyes. When I looked back at him, his eyes were twinkling, his mouth back to its laid-back smile.

‘Yes. And you,’ I said, brightly. ‘But we should go. Hel?’

‘Right,’ Helen said. ‘Sure. Bye Sam. Bye Hugh.’ She blew a kiss to Sam and gave Hugh a long look, then followed me out of the shop.

‘What was that all about?’ she asked, as soon as we were outside.

‘That?’ I asked. ‘That was Hugh Barter.’

‘I know that,’ Helen said impatiently. ‘I want to know why he was looking at you like that, all gooey-eyed.’

‘Gooey-eyed?’ I asked, reddening slightly. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Suit yourself,’ Helen shrugged. ‘I suppose when you’re madly in love you don’t notice other men checking you out. Must be nice. He certainly didn’t notice me.’

As she spoke I realized that I’d completely forgotten about Max’s odd behavior, about the strange woman on the phone.
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