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      Prologue

      
      How it all began …
      

      
      Thwack!

      
      The leather ball aquaplaned across the waterlogged turf, just managing one leaden bounce before it landed soggily at Gemma
         Greene’s feet.
      

      
      ‘Go Gemma, go!’ shrieked somebody from the touchline.

      
      Gemma couldn’t tell who it was; in fact she could hardly see the ball through the rain cascading down her face. Somewhere
         out on the right wing, Ruth was jumping up and down and waving her arms about, but she was too far away to risk a pass, and
         that big midfielder was galloping towards Gemma like a runaway carthorse. Shaking the sopping hair out of her eyes, Gemma
         belted the ball out of the puddle with an almighty scooping kick, and scrambled off after it towards the opposing goal.
      

      
      It was a wet Wednesday afternoon in December, there was freezing mud inside her knickers, and Gemma hadn’t had this much fun
         since she’d discovered the high-speed setting on the spin-dryer. The charity football match had developed into an annual event:
         the current Glevum Uni women’s first eleven versus Glevum Old Girls. True, these days Gemma and Ruth were starting to feel
         rather more old than girly, but what did that matter? If Bev Yates could still squeeze into a pair of football shorts at thirty-seven,
         they could manage it at twenty-five.
      

      
      Besides, this wasn’t just about football, it was about getting together with mates you hadn’t seen for a whole year, catching
         up on the gossip, getting plastered and forgetting for a few hours that you were supposed to be a responsible adult.
      

      
      The only trouble was that, with each year that passed, there were fewer familiar faces in the Old Girls’ boot room. This year,
         they had dwindled to three: Ruth, Tammy and Gemma – and they all met every Sunday anyway, turning out for Sandford Tigers.
         Andie was living in Beirut now; Caroline had six-month-old triplets; Jo was presenting a nightly talk-show on Belgian television;
         and Miriam was training to be a rabbi … And now even Ruth, good old independent, two-fingers-to-convention Ruth, had announced
         that she and Ally were getting hitched. Hitched! Suddenly it seemed like everybody in the world was getting married. Well,
         everybody but Gemma – because Gemma had more sense.
      

      
      Only another ten yards to the box. Gemma’s blood was pumping red-hot with exhilaration. Quick turn to the left, feint to the
         right, jump over the ball, quick pass to Bev then pick it up again … and run!
      

      
      ‘On me head, on my head!’ yelled Tammy. But the little fullback with the vicious streak brought her down with a neat foul
         when the referee’s back was turned, and Gemma was on her own again, streaking into the penalty box. She was only yards away
         from scoring the goal of her life.
      

      
      ‘Watch out, Gem … oh hell!’

      
      At first she didn’t understand what Bev was shouting. Then she saw the football boot hurtling towards her. It was on the end
         of a short, muddy, ruthless leg; and in about one second’s time it was going to make contact with her head. Some small, long-forgotten
         survival instinct made her slide over the top of it; and a moment later, she landed nose-first in the mud.
      

      
      A whistle blew. Gemma rolled over, blowing like a stranded whale. Ruth squelched across the pitch and hauled her to her feet.

      
      ‘Bloody brilliant, Gem!’

      
      ‘What!’ Gemma sneezed mud onto her sleeve. ‘Brilliant? What do you mean, brilliant?’

      
      ‘Fantastic dive.’ Ruth grinned. ‘Give that girl an Oscar.’ She tucked a wisp of ash-blonde hair behind her ear, and Gemma
         marvelled at the way Ruth Hargreaves always managed to be the only player whose shorts were still white at the final whistle.
         ‘Bev wants you to take the penalty.’
      

      
      And the next thing Gemma knew, it was one-nil to Glevum Old Girls.

      
      Tammy Winters hobbled across the changing room, holding a pad of blood-stained gauze against her knee.

      
      ‘Butchers,’ she seethed between clenched teeth. ‘That’s what that lot are – and what did that ref think he was doing? Did
         he leave his guide dog at home, or what?’
      

      
      Gemma and Ruth nodded their sympathy, and Gemma took a queasy peek at Tammy’s war-wound.

      
      ‘Ugh.’

      
      ‘Still,’ said Ruth, peeling off her shirt and dropping it into the laundry bin. ‘We won, didn’t we? And that’s worth getting
         crocked for.’
      

      
      ‘A couple of stitches and you’ll be fixed up,’ added Gemma encouragingly.

      
      ‘Huh!’ Tammy pulled a face. ‘You know, I’m seriously considering taking up something safer. Like white-water rafting.’

      
      ‘You say that every year,’ pointed out Gemma. ‘We all do. And every year we turn up.’

      
      ‘Well, this time I’m serious,’ insisted Tammy, lowering herself gingerly on to one of the benches and sliding the elastic
         band off her scraggy brown pony-tail. ‘Anybody got any TCP …?’
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry about Tammy,’ said Ruth, turning up the shower and stepping under the jet. ‘She loves it really. She’d never
         give up football in a million years.’
      

      
      Gemma wasn’t so sure. As the warm water began sluiching away the mud, grass and gravel, she wondered who’d be here next year
         to represent the class of ’93. Just Gemma and Ruth? Or maybe even just Gemma? A pang of sadness passed through her, so swiftly
         that she wasn’t quite sure that she had felt it.
      

      
      ‘She’s right though,’ commented Ruth, sticking out an arm and fumbling for the soap. ‘Those kids are butchers, I’ve never seen anything like those sliding tackles. And that centre half of theirs is reading Theology!’
      

      
      ‘Did we ever play that dirty?’ mused Gemma, soaping her arms. ‘I can’t remember.’

      
      Ruth stuck out her head, slicked back her wet hair and winked.

      
      ‘Only with the boys, Gem, only with the boys.’ She gave a dirty chuckle. ‘Do you remember that rugby fifteen we met in Aberystwyth?
         My but they were big lads …’
      

      
      ‘Well you won’t be playing away any more, will you?’ teased Gemma. ‘Not now you’re going to be an old married lady. I bet Ally won’t
         even let you turn out for the Tigers any more, in case some randy bloke sees you in your shorts.’
      

      
      Ruth snorted.
      

      
      ‘If I want to play football I’ll play football! Besides, Ally’s not the jealous type.’

      
      Gemma tapped the side of her nose.

      
      ‘Ah, you might think that now, but what if he changes after you’ve married him?’

      
      Ruth’s response was a gale of laughter.

      
      ‘Ally? Can you really see my Ally trying to chain me to the cooker?’

      
      Gemma tried. It wasn’t easy. Ally was a sweetie.

      
      ‘Well …’

      
      ‘Well nothing. I wouldn’t be marrying him if he didn’t meet all my exacting specifications!’ Ruth stepped out from under the shower and started towelling herself dry. ‘That Rory of yours
         though …’
      

      
      ‘What about him?’

      
      ‘Better snap him up quick, or you’ll end up an old maid …’

      
      ‘I will not!’

      
      ‘… with those knee-length nylon bloomers that grannies wear …’

      
      ‘Yeah,’ piped up Tammy from across the room. ‘And false teeth and a wig!’

      
      ‘Shut up!’ squealed Gemma, almost speechless with laughter.

      
      ‘It’s true!’ insisted Ruth. ‘Tell you what, if Ally fails the practical I’ll swap him for Rory.’

      
      ‘You bloody well won’t!’ retorted Gemma, suddenly very protective of the man who shared her M&S meals-for-two. And she turned
         the shower head on Ruth, who leapt back with a shriek and a curse, slipped on the soap and ended up on her backside in a pool
         of water.
      

      
      ‘Now, now, children,’ boomed Bev Yates in that distinctive PE-teacher voice of hers, her vast bulk looming in the doorway.
         ‘Let’s have a bit of hush.’ She reached over and turned off the shower, then tossed Gemma a towel.
      

      
      ‘Speech, speech!’ chorused voices to the sound of stamping feet. Bev put up her hands and magically the noise stopped.

      
      ‘I’ve only got one thing to say to you lot,’ said Bev, a slow grin spreading over her face. ‘Glevum Uni nil, Glevum Old Girls
         one!’
      

      
      Whistles and shrieks bounced off the walls as Bev pressed into Gemma’s hands the tiniest and tackiest trophy she had ever
         seen.
      

      
      ‘Player of the match,’ beamed Bev, clapping her on the back so hard that she nearly dropped the trophy down the drain. ‘Here’s
         to next year, everybody!’
      

      
      Somebody opened a bottle. Then another bottle. Then a couple of six-packs and a crate. Then they all jumped in the bath together
         and sang four choruses of the Good Ship Venus. It was wonderful. And in a funny way it was also utterly, profoundly sad. Even
         as she drank a toast to next year, Gemma was wondering if there’d be a next year. She had the strangest feeling that everyone else’s lives were moving inexorably on, and that she was being left
         behind.
      

      
      And she wasn’t at all sure that she liked it.

   
      
      Chapter 1

      
      

      
      ‘Ay-ay-ay-ay con-GA, ay-ay-ay-ay con-GA …’
      

      
      The conga line swayed drunkenly around Jas’s patio and back in through the French windows, shedding a few stragglers as it
         went. Gemma skipped smartly out of its way, just managed to avoid spilling her drink down the front of Vic’s reclaimed velvet
         dungarees, and ended up treading on her foot instead.
      

      
      ‘Ow!’ winced Vic, wriggling her bruised toes. ‘There’s no need to take it out on me.’

      
      ‘I’m not taking anything out on anybody!’ protested Gemma, snatching a sausage roll from a paper plate as it danced past.
         If she had to spend New Year’s Eve watching Rory’s mates get bladdered, she bloody well wasn’t going to starve while she was
         doing it.
      

      
      Vic laughed into her organic cauliflower dip.

      
      ‘Come off it Gem, you’ve been miserable all night. It is possible to have fun without a bloke.’ She sighed through a mouthful of crudité. ‘I should know.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, yeah, all right.’ A strand of auburn hair escaped from its moorings and Gemma flicked it irritably back into place.
         ‘I’m just a bit pissed off, OK?’
      

      
      Gemma knew she was over-reacting. It wasn’t Rory’s fault his stupid boss had sent the whole management team to the Lake District,
         to play ‘team-building’ games in the pissing rain while the rest of the world partied till dawn. It wasn’t his fault that
         his boss took a delight in buggering up everybody else’s social life, just because she hadn’t got one of her own. Lisa Hepworth,
         Gemma cursed silently, I hope you’re up to your neck in a freezing river, with a dead sheep on your head. This is the first
         New Year’s Eve we’ve spent apart in six whole years, and it’s all your fault.
      

      
      ‘Na-na-na-na NAH, HEY! Na-na-na-na NAH, HEY!’ Rory’s mate Jas dropped his pants as the conga-line hurdled the coffee table,
         provoking an outburst of raucous cheering. ‘Na-na-na-naaah, na-na-na-NAAAH …’
      

      
      ‘Pillock,’ said Gemma, helping herself to another sausage roll.

      
      ‘I don’t see what you’ve got to be so cheesed off about,’ said Vic reasonably, running a hand over the half-inch peroxide
         crop that passed for a hairstyle. ‘You’ve got a job and a house and a bloke. A nice, good-looking, faithful bloke who loves you to bits. Oh, and he’s loaded.’
      

      
      ‘Loaded!’ Gemma scoffed. ‘He’s the MD’s PA, Vic, not the MD.’

      
      Vic jabbed a courgette baton under her nose.

      
      ‘Listen, Gem. Anyone who buys all his bog roll at Marks and Spencer’s is loaded in my book. Hang on to him, he’s probably
         the only decent bloke in Cheltenham.’
      

      
      A twinge of guilt surfaced through Gemma’s self-pity. Poor Vic. She hadn’t had much luck with men, even in the days when she
         and Gemma were at school together. In fact, Vic’s love-life was the romantic equivalent of cowpox.
      

      
      ‘You’ve not really split up with Dave, have you?’

      
      ‘Yup.’

      
      ‘But I thought …’

      
      ‘It was after I got back from that last convoy to Romania. “Vic,” he says, “Orphans, alcoholic pensioners, disabled poodles
         – how come you’ve got time for everybody but me? Pack it in or I’m off.” Well I’m not standing for that, am I? So I kicked
         him out last Thursday.’
      

      
      ‘Oh Vic,’ groaned Gemma. ‘How are we ever going to get you fixed up with a bloke?’

      
      ‘Who says I want to be fixed up?’ demanded Vic, her small, solid body bristling defiance.

      
      ‘’Course you do.’ Gemma loved playing the matchmaking game. It was years since she’d been out on the pull herself, so she
         got her fun trying to pair off her single mates. Mind you, Vic was a challenge. It wasn’t easy trying to fix up a peroxide
         vegan whose idea of social life was serving hot soup to vagrants. She scanned the room. ‘Look, there’s loads of blokes here,
         there must be someone you like. What about … Jas?’
      

      
      ‘Oh yeah, I really fancy shacking up with an amoeba.’

      
      Right on cue, Jas came thundering past, a pair of false breasts strapped to his chest and a pair of knickers on his head.
         ‘Come on girls, who wants to feel my tits?’
      

      
      ‘All right, maybe not Jas. Gabriel?’

      
      Vic scowled through a mouthful of vegetables.

      
      ‘Come off it Gem, I’m not into necrophilia.’

      
      ‘Simon then.’

      
      Gemma’s green eyes followed Simon Welby across the room to Jas’s chaotic party spread, where he helped himself to a small
         glass of white wine and a cheese straw. Sweet. That was the word to describe Simon, thought Gemma. He’d been Rory’s best mate
         ever since primary school, and at twenty-six he still looked like an overgrown schoolboy.
      

      
      ‘Simon?’ Vic’s face registered disbelief. ‘Gem, he’s an estate agent!’

      
      ‘Yes,’ conceded Gemma, ‘but he’s a very nice estate agent.’

      
      ‘No such thing.’

      
      Gemma giggled. ‘Just think, he could help you find a nice flat to buy.’

      
      ‘I don’t want a nice flat! I want my grotty flat. And I don’t want to buy anything – I’m an anarchist, remember?’

      
      ‘Oh yeah, I forgot,’ smiled Gemma. ‘Does that mean you’re giving up Kit-Kats and donating all your Doctor Who videos to the poor?’
      

      
      ‘Piss off, Gemma. A girl’s got to have a few vices.’ Vic put down the last of the cauliflower dip and wiped her mouth. ‘God,
         that was foul.’
      

      
      ‘Then why did you eat it?’

      
      ‘Because it was free! And there’s nothing else to do but eat, is there? I mean, if you’re not into bouncing around to the
         Smurfs …’
      

      
      ‘You could cop off with Simon,’ teased Gemma.

      
      ‘I’ve told you,’ insisted Vic, ‘I’m leaving domestic bliss to you and Rory.’

      
      Gemma pulled a face. ‘You make us sound like an old married couple!’

      
      ‘Well you are!’ Vic retorted. ‘As good as. Just like Ruth and Ally.’

      
      ‘We are not!’
      

      
      ‘Yes you are. Just you wait – in a couple of years’ time Rory’ll be wearing zip-up tartan slippers and you’ll be doing cross-stitch pictures of fluffy kittens.’
      

      
      It was horrible, too horrible to contemplate. Gemma put her hands over her face and squealed.

      
      ‘Stop it! No way, no way, no way!’

      
      Jas chose that moment to come up and belch fondly in Vic’s ear.

      
      ‘Fancy a nibble of my baguette?’

      
      ‘Sod off.’

      
      ‘Please yourself.’ He leered squiffily at Gemma. ‘Lover-boy’s on the phone for you.’

      
      Gemma’s mouth fell open.

      
      ‘What – Rory?’

      
      Jas winked.

      
      ‘How many have you got? Yeah, you can take it on the one in the hall.’ He swayed slightly and put his hand right in the cauliflower
         dip as he lowered his voice to a confidential whisper. ‘He sounds pissed as a fart if you ask me.’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t.’ Gemma escaped into the hall and closed the door behind her, shutting out most of the zoo noises. She grabbed the
         receiver.
      

      
      ‘Rory? Rory, are you still there?’

      
      ‘H-hello Gemma. Are you having a good time without me?’

      
      Somewhere in the background, Gemma could hear crashes, bangs and the cacophony of distant merriment.

      
      ‘What the hell’s going on there?’

      
      ‘Some of the chaps are having a bit of a … party. Oh Gem, I’m missing you.’

      
      Gemma wished Rory was with her so she could box his ears for him.

      
      ‘How much have you had to drink, Rory?’

      
      She thought she caught the sound of a mournful hiccup.

      
      ‘Just a couple. I’m in the pub. Conding with my bo …’ Rory stopped and started again, choosing his words like a high-wire
         walker picking his way along a rope. ‘I’m … bonding … with my … co-workers. I think.’
      

      
      Gemma sighed. Pissed. As a fart. When would Rory learn that he simply couldn’t hold his drink? Tomorrow morning he’d have
         eyeballs like pickled walnuts.
      

      
      ‘Drink some water before you go to bed.’

      
      ‘What?’
      

      
      ‘Water. Lots of it. It’ll stop the hangover being too bad.’

      
      ‘Water? What about water?’

      
      She knew he was past taking anything in. ‘Oh please yourself, it’s your own lookout.’ Bless him, she thought with a sort of
         fond exasperation. He’s hopeless at taking care of himself. Well of course he is. He’s a man.
      

      
      ‘I’m missing you, Gem. Are you missing me too?’

      
      He sounded just like a little boy, thought Gemma, and she couldn’t keep the smile out of her voice.

      
      ‘Of course I’m missing you.’

      
      ‘Really really?’

      
      ‘Really really.’

      
      ‘Cross your thingy and … Gem, I can’t remember, what was I saying?’

      
      ‘Cross my thingy. What’s up, Rory?’ On the phone line, a woman shrieked with laughter, and then came the sound of running
         feet. ‘And what’s all that noise in the background?’
      

      
      ‘Nothing. Just a bit of messing about. Gem …’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘I’ve got a surprise for you. Do you want to know what it is?’

      
      ‘Go on then.’

      
      ‘It’s … I can’t remember …’ Suddenly the laughter became so deafening that Gemma could hardly hear Rory.

      
      ‘Rory?’

      
      ‘Get off, what are you doing? You can’t do that!’

      
      ‘Rory?’ Gemma frowned. ‘Rory!’

      
      And then there was a really weird gurgling noise, exactly like the sound of a mobile phone being flushed down the toilet.

      
      And then nothing.

      
      ‘Oscar. Oscar no, you can’t eat that!’

      
      The big white bunny rabbit looked up at Gemma with innocent pink eyes, chomping placidly on a hank of red tinsel. She gave
         up trying to dismantle the Christmas decorations and scooped him up in her arms. ‘Right, that’s it. You’re going in the kitchen
         till I’ve finished.’
      

      
      It was all very well having a house-trained bunny for a pet, but Oscar’s appetite for everything from cardboard boxes to electrical
         wiring made him hard work sometimes. Gemma carried him into the kitchen, shut the door on him and went back into the front room, moving very, very slowly because if she made any
         sudden movements it felt as though her head was about to topple off her shoulders. So much for the hangover cure she’d offered
         Rory – pity she hadn’t remembered to try it on herself. And that had been quite a party.
      

      
      The front room of Rory and Gemma’s little terraced house alternated between cosy disorder (when it was Gemma’s turn to do
         the housework), symmetrical tidiness (when it was Rory’s), and complete chaos (when neither of them could be bothered). Today
         it looked worse than usual. There were Christmas tree baubles scattered all over the new blue carpet, paper chains piled on
         top of the Ikea display unit, and the wooden zebra on the hearth was scarcely visible under all the withered holly and mistletoe.
      

      
      Normally, Gemma would have waited for Twelfth Night to take down the decorations, but this year Christmas felt as if it had
         finished early. She was due back at work the next day, and anyway it didn’t feel like Christmas without Rory complaining about
         pine needles in his underpants. Today, Gemma felt like sulking.
      

      
      He was coming home today. Gemma tried very hard to convince herself that she wasn’t really that bothered – after all, she’d
         managed perfectly well for these few days on her own, hadn’t she? She had her own friends, her own interests, her own life.
         Too right, she thought. And I’m not letting on to Rory that I’ve been completely miserable without him.
      

      
      She eyed up the mess around her. Five empty coffee mugs, a half-eaten Wispa and a few hairy strips of leg-wax. Could be worse.
         Bung the lot in a bin bag, hide it under the stairs and sort it out later. Whizz the hoover round, rearrange the dust a bit,
         Rory would never guess she’d spent the last four days slobbing out on the sofa.
      

      
      As she stood up she caught sight of herself in the mirror over the fireplace. Hmm. Daylight didn’t do her post-party face
         any favours. Her pale, lightly-freckled skin had the waxy translucence of dead cod, her unwashed hair was tied up in a pair
         of old knickers, and without a bra her bust looked more saggy than voluptuous. Was that a spot forming on the end of her nose?
         She leaned forward and stuck out her tongue. It was as grey and furry as the mouldy sausage she’d discovered behind the fridge.
         Face it Gemma, she told herself, you’re so sexy you’re dangerous.
      

      
      Just as she was cramming the last chocolate Santa into her mouth, she heard the back door open. Then Rory’s voice.
      

      
      ‘Hello Oscar. Give us a cuddle then.’

      
      Typical, thought Gemma. He’s been away for four days, and what’s the first thing he does? Snogs the rabbit.

      
      She didn’t call out to him, she wasn’t sure why – but she definitely didn’t intend playing second fiddle to Oscar. Besides,
         her mouth was full of chocolate. If Rory wanted her he could come and find her.
      

      
      There was a rustling noise, like someone rooting through plastic carrier bags, then a soft thump.

      
      ‘There, have a carrot. Gem? Gem, where are you?’ The sitting room door opened and Rory stuck his head in. ‘Oh Gem, you’re
         in here.’ His face split into a faintly nervous grin. ‘Don’t I get a kiss?’
      

      
      Gemma threw him a withering look.

      
      ‘I’m not sure you deserve one,’ she sniffed.

      
      Rory came into the sitting room and closed the door behind him. He looked worn out, thought Gemma. His jogging pants were
         stiff with mud and his rugby shirt was inside-out. His dark brown hair, which always had a mind of its own, had formed a ludicrous
         tuft on one side of his head, like a koala’s ear. His square-cut jaw was shadowed with stubble, and even his mischievous grey
         eyes had lost their twinkle. For once in his life, Rory the perfect PA looked perfectly helpless.
      

      
      ‘Oh Gem, I’m sorry about the phone call.’ He scraped his fingers through his hair. ‘That cretin from Purchasing swiped my
         mobile and threw it in the fish tank.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, right. So they don’t have telephone boxes in the Lake District then?’

      
      Rory winced.

      
      ‘I know, I know. I should’ve found a payphone and called you back. But I was a bit …’

      
      ‘Pissed?’

      
      ‘Completely. And the next day we got dragged up the mountain again, and by the time we came down it was today and I thought
         I might as well wait until I got back. I did try calling you from the motorway services, but you were out.’ Rory slipped his
         arms round Gemma’s waist. ‘Sorry.’
      

      
      ‘I should think so!’ Gemma let him have a grudging kiss and resisted the urge to drag him straight upstairs to bed.

      
      ‘I missed you.’
      

      
      ‘How much?’

      
      Rory grabbed her, engulfed her mouth with his and didn’t let her go until they were both gasping for breath. ‘That much.’

      
      Gemma gazed lovingly into his eyes. ‘Rory.’

      
      ‘Hmm?’

      
      ‘You smell of sheep.’

      
      ‘Do I?’ Rory sniffed his sleeve. ‘Don’t suppose it’s a turn-on, is it?’

      
      ‘It might be if I was a sheep.’ Gemma melted as she cuddled close against Rory’s stubbly cheek. ‘So where’s this surprise
         you were promising me? Or was that just the drink talking?’
      

      
      Rory shook his head vigorously.

      
      ‘Nope, it’s absolutely real.’

      
      ‘Where is it then?’

      
      ‘In the kitchen. Oscar’s got it.’

      
      Gemma drew back and gave Rory a funny look.

      
      ‘Oscar?’

      
      ‘Come on.’ Rory grabbed her head and dragged her towards the kitchen. ‘I want to show you.’ At the kitchen door he put his
         hands over her eyes, then nudged her forwards. ‘Right.’ He removed his hands with a flourish. ‘You can look now.’
      

      
      Gemma blinked. Rory bristled with anticipation.

      
      ‘Well?’

      
      ‘Well what?’

      
      ‘What can you see?’

      
      She looked round the kitchen. ‘Three days’ washing up and …’ She turned to see Oscar sitting on the kitchen table, placidly
         munching a carrot. ‘Oh Rory, you shouldn’t put him on the table, he might fall off and hurt himse— what’s that round his neck?’
      

      
      ‘Take a look.’

      
      Gemma bent over the rabbit. Round his neck was a red ribbon, with something shiny threaded through it, like a medal from the
         rabbit Olympics. As she realised what it was her heart began to thump.
      

      
      ‘Rory. What …?’

      
      ‘It’s a ring,’ said Rory helpfully.

      
      ‘I can see that, but …’

      
      ‘A ring, Gem. An engagement ring.’

      
      She stared at him, not sure whether to faint or burst out laughing.

      
      ‘Is this some kind of joke?’
      

      
      Rory looked dismayed. ‘OK, I’ll do it properly.’ Pushing a chair out of the way, he dropped to one knee, slipped on a smear
         of wet mud and ended up on all fours instead. ‘Gemma,’ he said, a lock of damp hair slipping down over one eye. ‘Gemma … will
         you marry me?’
      

      
      A couple of days later Gemma and Vic were having lunch at the Tipsy Fox café-bar, behind the theatre. Vic was hanging on Gemma’s
         every word.
      

      
      ‘Bloody hell. So what did you say?’ Vic’s mouth was open as she chewed and she looked, thought Gemma, like a miniature cement-mixer.

      
      Gemma picked an olive off her pizza and ate it.

      
      ‘I said, you’re pissed aren’t you? Well, Rory said he wasn’t but I said come off it, you must be. Then he said he’d just had
         a quick one at the Red Horse on the way home …’
      

      
      Vic’s face screwed up in exasperation.

      
      ‘But what did you say? About getting married?’
      

      
      ‘What could I say? I said I’d think about it.’ The corners of Gemma’s mouth twitched as she remembered the moment. ‘And then
         the next morning I came down to breakfast, and he’d spelt out WILL YOU MARRY ME GEM in alphabetti spaghetti, all over the tablecloth. Oh Vic, it was so cute.’
      

      
      Vic shook her head in disbelief.

      
      ‘Cute!’ She stopped in mid-munch, as if something terrible had just occurred to her. ‘You haven’t said yes, have you? Don’t
         tell me you’ve said yes!’
      

      
      Gemma laughed.

      
      ‘Of course I haven’t!’ She looked down and took an intense interest in a small chunk of pepperoni. ‘But I … er … haven’t exactly
         said no either.’
      

      
      Vic set down her knife and fork with grim deliberation.

      
      ‘Gemma …’

      
      Gemma glanced up.

      
      ‘I know, I know.’

      
      ‘Who was it said she’d rather slice off her own ears than get married? Who was it said Ruth and Ally needed their heads examining?’

      
      Gemma grimaced.

      
      ‘OK, it was me.’
      

      
      ‘Bingo. Give that girl a prize.’

      
      ‘But Vic … that was before Rory asked me to marry him. Suddenly everything feels so … different.’

      
      Vic rolled her eyes heavenwards.

      
      ‘Go on, this I have to hear.’

      
      ‘It’s just made me think, that’s all. About where our relationship’s going. It’s been six years, Vic. Maybe this is the right
         time to think about getting married. After all, we do love each other – and it’s not as if we’ve ever going to split up, is
         it?’
      

      
      Vic let out a small, fatalistic groan.

      
      ‘What did I tell you? Tartan slippers? Fluffy kittens?’

      
      ‘And I told you – no way! Besides,’ pointed out Gemma, ‘I haven’t made up my mind yet, have I?’

      
      ‘No?’ said Vic sceptically.

      
      ‘No. I need time to think. It’s a big decision.’

      
      ‘You can say that again,’ replied Vic darkly. She took a swig of Guinness. ‘Look Gem. We’re good mates, aren’t we?’

      
      ‘The best.’

      
      ‘I’m not trying to say you shouldn’t get hitched, OK? I’m just not sure you know what you’re getting into. Look at Ruth and
         Ally’s wedding.’
      

      
      Gemma had rather hoped Vic wouldn’t bring Ruth and Ally into it. Their wedding was turning into a perfect example of how not
         to do it – and there was still another four months of family feuding to get through before their big day. Who’d have thought
         such nice, normal, sane people could get so worked up over a few vol-au-vents and a white frock?
      

      
      ‘It needn’t be like that.’ Gemma wondered who she was trying to convince – Vic, or herself. She reached into her handbag,
         and took out the little cube-shaped box. She snapped it open. Inside, a solitaire diamond ring nestled on a bed of dark red
         velvet. On impulse, Gemma slipped it on to her finger and tilted her hand so that the stone caught the light from the reproduction
         carriage-lamps. ‘Look, Vic. Isn’t it beautiful?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, Gem. It is.’ Vic’s eyes lingered on the large, fiery-white stone, and for a second Gemma felt guilty to be flaunting
         it in front of her. Vic had been engaged once, at sixteen, and had never really trusted a bloke since. ‘And if you really
         want to get married, then I’m happy for you.’
      

      
      Gemma felt faintly let down by Vic’s reaction. She’d brought her here to share a bit of girly excitement, not to sit through
         a lecture. Maybe she should have confided in Ruth instead.
      

      
      ‘You don’t look happy,’ she said resentfully, slipping the ring back into its box. ‘I thought you liked Rory.’

      
      ‘I do! As blokes go he’s one of the better ones, you’re lucky to have him.’

      
      ‘Well then!’

      
      ‘But getting hitched …’ Vic shook her head, then raised her glass in a toast. ‘Oh well, it’s your funeral!’

      
      Gemma relaxed and started to enjoy herself again as Vic started a risqué story about a bride, a best man and a jar of Bovril.

      
      ‘No!’ giggled Gemma, out of breath from laughing. ‘You’re having me on!’

      
      ‘I’m telling you it’s true! He had to go to Casualty to have it taken out … what’s up?’

      
      Gemma nodded in the direction of the bar.

      
      ‘He’s seen me. The tall bloke in the grey suit.’

      
      ‘What – the one with the Bill Clinton haircut and the Jackson Pollock tie?’

      
      ‘That’s him.’ Forced to acknowledge him, Gemma managed a smile in his direction. He advanced towards her brandishing a bottle
         of Mexican designer lager.
      

      
      ‘Gemma, long time no see. Where’ve you been hiding yourself?’

      
      ‘Oh, you know. Nowhere special. Nice to see you again, Quentin,’ lied Gemma. ‘Vic, this is Quentin Rodbrook, he runs that
         PR agency HomeQuest did some work with last year.’
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ grunted Vic, never one for feigned enthusiasm.

      
      ‘Quentin, this is Vic Lamden. She runs the Ark – you know, the homeless people’s drop-in centre in town. When she’s not driving
         a lorry.’
      

      
      Quentin’s bushy eyebrows arched quizzically.

      
      ‘A lorry?’

      
      ‘I’ve just come back from a relief convoy to Romania,’ explained Vic, launching into a favourite topic. ‘The next one goes
         out in March – actually we’re looking for sponsors if you’re interested.’
      

      
      ‘Sponsors?’ If Quentin Rodbrook was caught off-guard he covered it up well. ‘Well … it’s good to meet you, Vic. Actually my agency’s done quite a bit of work with the homeless, haven’t we Gemma?’
      

      
      Gemma smiled politely. Rodbrook struck her as decent enough – for a PR man – but then PR was definitely not her bag. Their
         paths had only crossed because she worked as a copywriter for HomeQuest Southwest, a housing charity, and Quentin’s agency
         had involved them in one big, multinational, tax-deductible charity campaign.
      

      
      ‘You could say that,’ she replied. ‘And it was interesting working with you. Very different from what I usually do.’ That
         bit, at least, was true.
      

      
      ‘Glad you enjoyed it. So.’ Quentin took a swig from his beer bottle. ‘Have you had another think about that job offer?’

      
      ‘Sorry,’ demurred Gemma. ‘It’s flattering to be headhunted, but the answer’s still no.’

      
      Quentin took it with a good-natured shrug. ‘Can’t blame me for trying.’ He turned his attentions to Vic. ‘You know, Miss Lamden,
         your friend’s a bloody good copywriter, she’s got a real talent for matching words and ideas. She could make it in one of
         the big London agencies if she wanted to.’
      

      
      ‘Which I don’t,’ cut in Gemma hastily. She couldn’t think of anything more horrible than commuting to some stressed-out shark
         pool of a West End office where you might be flavour of the month one day and collecting your P45 the next.
      

      
      Quentin took this as his cue. ‘So why don’t you come and work for me and I’ll pay you a London wage? Can’t say fairer than
         that, can I Vic? Couldn’t you try and persuade Gemma to see sense?’
      

      
      Vic laughed into her Guinness.

      
      ‘Gemma? See sense? That’ll be the day.’

      
      ‘Like I said,’ repeated Gemma firmly, ‘thanks, but I’ve made my mind up.’

      
      ‘And once Gemma’s made up her mind to do something,’ added Vic, ‘she never ever changes it.’

   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      

      
      The Star of Bengal had been a part of Rory and Gemma’s lives for as long as they’d lived in Cheltenham.
      

      
      The Star had always been different, in an extravagantly kitsch kind of way. It was one of the reasons why Rory and Gemma loved
         it so much. Every time they came out for a meal it seemed to have sprouted some delicious new horror. Forget flock wallpaper,
         the Star had lurid jungle murals all over the foyer and a stuffed mongoose on the bar. The washrooms were done out in Egyptian
         hieroglyphics; and beside the bar a golden cherub peed rainbow-coloured water into a glass bowl filled with bemused goldfish.
         Best of all, the Star of Bengal was the only curry-house Rory knew that would happily serve up HP sauce with prawn tikka masala.
      

      
      ‘If I eat any more,’ announced Gemma as she tore off another hunk of naan bread, ‘I won’t fit into my football shorts.’

      
      Rory brightened visibly. ‘Does that mean you’ll have to give up kicking a ball around and spend all your spare time pandering
         to my every whim?’
      

      
      ‘No, it means I’ll have to buy a bigger pair of shorts. Anyhow,’ Gemma teased, ‘I’m not giving up football unless you give
         up golf.’
      

      
      She knew that had touched a raw nerve. A look of horror appeared on Rory’s face.

      
      ‘I can’t give up golf! It’s …’

      
      He was obviously having trouble finding the right word, so Gemma helped him out.

      
      ‘Stupid? Boring? Expensive?’

      
      ‘No, it’s fascinating! It really gets a hold of you, gives you this amazing buzz.’

      
      ‘Come on Rory, you’ll be telling me it’s a man’s game next.’
      

      
      ‘It is!’

      
      ‘Oh sure,’ scoffed Gemma. ‘A boring old man with a paunch and horrible trousers. I tell you, Rory, I’m starting to worry about
         you. If you start wearing Pringle sweaters I’m off.’
      

      
      Rory bit the head off a king prawn. ‘You won’t take the mickey when I’m a bigshot business executive and I’ve bought you your
         own football team.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve already got a Subbuteo set, thanks,’ retorted Gemma.

      
      They ate in silence for a few minutes. The speaker above Gemma’s head piped out ‘Sitar Disco Mix Volume 3’. Gemma spied on
         Rory over the top of her poppadom. It was no good him pretending to play it cool. She could feel the tension radiating out
         of him.
      

      
      ‘This is nice,’ he said edgily.

      
      Gemma put down the remnants of her poppadom. ‘What’s wrong, Rory?’ she asked, though she didn’t really need to.

      
      Rory played with the peas in his matta paneer. ‘Nothing. Except it’s been a whole week and you’ve still not given me an answer.’

      
      ‘Ah.’ Gemma flopped back in her chair.

      
      ‘Look Gem.’ Rory put his fork down. ‘If the answer’s no, why don’t we just get it over with and get back to normal?’

      
      Gemma’s heart thumped a little faster. Strange how you could spend a whole week going over and over something in your mind,
         be completely sure you’d made the right decision, and then – when the crunch came – your brain turned to jelly at the thought
         of it. She patted the ball smartly back into Rory’s court.
      

      
      ‘I know you want to marry me. But why? Why now?’

      
      Rory reached over the table and took her hand in his.

      
      ‘I told you, Gem. I want you to be my wife because I’m in love with you. And you love me too, don’t you?’

      
      It was such a silly question that Gemma was startled by it. ‘You know I do!’

      
      ‘So?’ When Gemma didn’t answer straight away, Rory’s face fell. ‘So you’re turning me down?’

      
      ‘No … I mean, I’m not exactly saying no and I’m not saying yes,’ replied Gemma slowly. ‘All I’m saying is, have we thought
         this out properly?’ The scared half of Gemma was secretly hoping Rory would conclude that, come to think of it, they hadn’t.
         ‘Is loving each other a good enough reason to get married?’
      

      
      ‘I can’t think of a better one. Can you?’
      

      
      ‘No,’ admitted Gemma. ‘But we’ve lived together for six years, why shouldn’t we just go on the way we are?’

      
      ‘If that’s what you want. But …’

      
      ‘Go on.’

      
      Rory squeezed her hand. It felt nice.

      
      ‘It’s hard to put it into words, Gem. I just want a chance to stand up in front of everybody and make a proper commitment
         to you. I want everybody to know how much I love you, and how proud I am that you’re with me.’
      

      
      Gemma felt a rush of warmth to her cheeks. Rory was a lovely bloke – clever, kind, sexy, warm – but it wasn’t like him to
         be so passionate, especially not in public. Over the years they’d relaxed into a kind of comfortable companionship, perhaps
         not quite pulsating with knicker-twanging lust, but happy and reassuring in its predictability. It almost frightened her now
         to know his feelings ran so deep.
      

      
      She tried to make light of it. ‘We’ve already got a twenty-five-year endowment mortgage. Isn’t that a commitment?’

      
      ‘It’s not the same as being married!’

      
      ‘True,’ conceded Gemma, ‘but it’s hard to get out of.’ She interlaced her fingers with Rory’s, savouring the closeness. At
         this moment they might be completely alone in the universe. No one and nothing else existed. ‘The thing is … I don’t want
         us to get married just because all our friends are, or because we can’t think of what to do next with our lives.’
      

      
      Rory’s response was to take both her hands in his and look straight into her eyes.

      
      ‘Gem, I want to marry you because I love you, not because of anybody else. Not because of Ally and Ruth, or Martin and Lottie,
         or anybody but you. But if you don’t want to marry me, that’s OK. I’ll still want to stay with you for ever.’
      

      
      There was a loud crash behind them as somebody dropped a stack of plates. Then the tape jammed in the middle of ‘Ra Ra Rasputin’.
         It wasn’t the perfect romantic backdrop, but as Gemma looked deep into Rory’s eyes she felt a huge surge of love.
      

      
      ‘Rory …’

      
      ‘Yes Gem?’

      
      ‘Your sleeve’s in the tarka dhal.’

      
      He drew back his arm with a muttered ‘Oh bugger,’ and Gemma set about wiping the oily beige goo off his jacket.
      

      
      ‘Who’s going to look after you if I don’t, eh?’ she said softly. ‘Who’s going to scrape the bogeys off your jumper when you’re
         a disgusting old man?’
      

      
      His eyes crinkled at the corners. ‘You’d do that for me?’

      
      ‘Guess I’ll have to if I’m your wife. Comes as part of the job description, doesn’t it?’

      
      ‘You mean …?’

      
      ‘Yes Rory,’ she said, finally plucking up the courage to voice the words she wanted him to hear. ‘It means I’ll marry you.
         Now put this ring on my finger before I change my mind!’
      

      
      They strolled back along the Promenade, between the double row of trees decked out with strings of white lights. Tonight it
         felt to Gemma as if they had the whole town to themselves; just them and the statues of the Minotaur and the Hare, watching
         them benevolently as they walked along, arm in arm, Gemma snuggled close against Rory’s fleece jacket.
      

      
      ‘I like this,’ she sighed. ‘Let’s not go home. Not yet.’

      
      Rory looked at her in surprise.

      
      ‘Don’t you want to go and huddle in front of the gas fire?’

      
      ‘I don’t feel cold tonight. I’ve got you to keep me warm.’

      
      The stars shimmered in the frosty sky as they turned into the empty High Street. Gemma felt light-headed, but it had nothing
         to do with the three bottles of Kingfisher she’d drunk.
      

      
      ‘Pinch me,’ she said.

      
      ‘Why would I want to do a horrible thing like that?’

      
      ‘Because I need to know if I’m awake or not. Did I really say I’d marry you?’

      
      Rory frowned. ‘Second thoughts already?’

      
      ‘No, of course not.’ She hugged his arm and gave him a kiss. ‘I wouldn’t have said yes if I didn’t mean it. But it’s just
         occurred to me that there’s going to be an awful lot to think about.’
      

      
      Rory looked innocent.

      
      ‘Is there? I thought all I had to do was buy a new suit and a sex manual.’

      
      Gemma swiped him with the end of her scarf.

      
      ‘You’ve seen what all this wedding business is doing to Ruth, she’s practically demented. It’s one crisis after another. Ruth’s
         mum’s not speaking to Ally’s mum because they both want to wear the same colour hat, one of the bridesmaids has lost all her
         front teeth, and the best man’s in a drying-out clinic. And that’s just this week!’
      

      
      ‘Yeah,’ said Rory, scratching his chin thoughtfully. ‘But it won’t be like that with us, will it?’

      
      ‘Rory, I’ve got a horrible suspicion it’s like that with every wedding!’ sighed Gemma. ‘It’s like a virus that sends whole families round the bend. One minute you’re perfectly nice, sane
         people, the next you’re ripping each other’s throats out over what kind of sparkling wine to have at the reception. I tell
         you, the one thing I’m dreading is telling your parents.’
      

      
      ‘It won’t be that bad,’ said Rory. ‘Will it?’

      
      Gemma took a folded banknote from her pocket.

      
      ‘Five quid says your mum wants to hire Westminster Abbey.’

      
      ‘Oh God,’ said Rory. ‘You could be right.’

      
      She might be making a joke of it, but Gemma’s stomach was turning over at the thought of announcing their engagement. Maybe
         that was one of the real reasons she and Rory hadn’t considered getting married before. Oh, it wasn’t that her family would
         be unreasonable – far from it. Gemma’s mum and dad had always said that they only wanted the best for their three daughters.
         The trouble was, money had been tight for the Greenes ever since Dad had been made redundant, and Philip Greene was a proud
         man, sometimes stubbornly so. Gemma had a horrible feeling that he would insist on footing the bill for a wedding he couldn’t
         possibly afford.
      

      
      And then there were Rory’s parents, Amy and Eric. Since Amy had won all that money on the Lottery, she seemed to think that
         nothing was worth having unless it cost an arm and a leg. And since Amy Mallinson had terrible taste and a burning need to
         be the centre of attention, things didn’t bode well.
      

      
      ‘We’ll have to keep it small,’ Gemma said firmly. ‘Small and cheap.’

      
      ‘Small!’ exclaimed Rory. ‘My mum’ll never stand for that, you know what she’s like.’

      
      ‘She will,’ replied Gemma, trying to convince herself that it was within the bounds of possibility. ‘She’ll have to. She didn’t
         make a big fuss about your Paul’s wedding, did she?’
      

      
      ‘No,’ agreed Rory. ‘But that was before she had any money. And it was Paul,’ he added, staring down at his feet.
      

      
      They both knew what he meant. Paul Mallinson was Rory’s elder by two years, and the two brothers had always been close, but
         the way Amy treated them, they might have come from two different planets.
      

      
      Amy and Eric were sixteen and eighteen when Amy’s dad frogmarched them down the aisle. Two months later she miscarried the
         baby, was told by doctors she’d never have another, and in desperation, she and Eric adopted Paul. Maybe the story would have
         had a happy ending if it had ended there, but a year later Amy was pregnant again … and along came Rory.
      

      
      Since that day, Rory had been his mummy’s golden boy, and it seemed to Gemma that Paul had gradually become surplus to requirements.
         The fact that his little daughter Molly had Down’s Syndrome had placed even more strain on an already crumbling relationship
         between mother and son.
      

      
      Poor Paul. Gemma sympathised wholeheartedly. She had the distinct impression that she wasn’t good enough for Rory either,
         not since her own parents’ fortunes had plummeted – well, not good enough in Amy’s eyes anyhow. But this was Rory’s wedding,
         and Amy was bound to seize any opportunity to show off. Gemma could feel her enthusiasm for wedded bliss beginning to evaporate.
      

      
      ‘She’ll want to throw her money around, won’t she?’

      
      Rory nodded. ‘Probably,’ he admitted.

      
      ‘And then my mum and dad’ll feel they’ve got to spend money they haven’t got. Oh hell, Rory,’ said Gemma, stopping at the
         corner of the street and turning to face Rory. ‘This isn’t what I want.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not what I want either.’ He put his hands on Gemma’s shoulders. ‘But maybe it won’t happen like that. Well, all right,
         maybe it will,’ he conceded. ‘But what can we do? Apart from not tell them …’
      

      
      Gemma’s ears pricked up.

      
      ‘Could we do that? No. No, we couldn’t.’
      

      
      Rory took her gloveless hand and tucked it into the warmth of his coat pocket, gently snaring it with his fingers as they
         turned the corner into Alexandra Terrace.
      

      
      ‘I don’t see why not. There was a bloke at Sublime who got married in the Seychelles and didn’t tell his folks till they got
         back from honeymoon.’
      

      
      ‘What happened?’
      

      
      ‘They didn’t speak to him for six months, but they’re OK with him now. I think.’

      
      ‘Oh,’ said Gemma doubtfully.

      
      ‘It’s our wedding Gem, not anybody else’s. We don’t have to go through all this pantomime Ruth and Ally are going through,
         not if we don’t want. We can just get a licence, book ourselves in at the register office, pop down in the lunch hour …’
      

      
      Gemma felt a slight queasiness she couldn’t quite define.

      
      ‘In the lunch hour?’

      
      ‘People do it all the time. OK, so maybe it’s not very romantic, but …’

      
      She must have had horror written all over her face, because Rory laughed.

      
      ‘It was just an idea. I don’t mind what we do, I just want to marry you. The wedding can be any way you want it to be.’

      
      Gemma fought to get her head round the idea.

      
      ‘But if we didn’t tell my parents they’d be really upset, I’m sure they would. And what about yours!’

      
      ‘In orbit,’ nodded Rory. ‘But that’s their problem.’

      
      Rory’s calmness astonished Gemma.

      
      ‘Doesn’t it bother you?’

      
      ‘Not as much as it’d bother me if they took over the whole thing and ruined it. It’s our day, Gem. If they can’t handle that,
         well – bollocks to the lot of ’em.’
      

      
      As they walked towards their little red front door, with the brass lion’s head doorknocker and the letter box that sliced
         the ends of your fingers off if you didn’t whip them away sharpish, Gemma’s mind whirled with possibilities. An hour ago,
         she’d been young, free and single. Now she was engaged, confused and feeling more decrepit by the minute. Could they – should
         they – get married on the quiet? Or give in and go for the full horror of weeping bridesmaids, feuding cousins and drunken
         uncles?
      

      
      At last her brain began to clear.

      
      ‘I don’t think I want to get married in a register office,’ Gemma said as she rummaged in her bag for the front door key.
         ‘It wouldn’t be like being married at all.’
      

      
      ‘How about a stately home or something then? Or a hotel?’

      
      Gemma considered.

      
      ‘I dunno … I’m not sure if it would feel right.’

      
      ‘You want to get married in church?’ Rory looked surprised. ‘But we’re not religious.’
      

      
      ‘No,’ sighed Gemma. ‘No, I suppose not. But that doesn’t really matter, does it? I mean, how many people who get hitched in
         church actually go to church?’
      

      
      Rory snapped his fingers. ‘I’ve got it!’

      
      ‘Got what?’

      
      ‘Why don’t we get married in our old college chapel – we could get my mate Kevin to do the honours.’

      
      ‘Could we?’

      
      ‘Of course we could.’ Rory was really on a roll now. ‘Loads of ex-students get married there. And Kevin wouldn’t mind about
         us being a pair of heathens, he’s the least holy vicar I’ve ever met. Think about it, Gem, it’d be really romantic.’
      

      
      Gemma thought back to her very first meeting with Rory, when they were both first-year students at Glevum Uni. She smiled
         as she recalled the boozy candlelit carol service when she’d tripped up the chapel steps and emptied hot candle-wax into Rory’s
         lap. A few months later Rory had jacked in his degree course to train as a secretary, but he and Gemma had stuck together
         through thick and thin. Six whole years had passed since then, and they were still together. That must mean they were doing
         something right.
      

      
      ‘You know,’ she nodded, ‘I think you’ve got something there. It’d be brilliant, really special.’ Then she imagined the look
         on her mum and dad’s faces when she and Rory turned up on the doorstep and announced, “Guess what? We got married yesterday.”
         ‘But – oh, I’m not sure, Rory. What about Mum and Dad?’
      

      
      ‘You want them there when we get married?’

      
      Gemma nodded. ‘And yours too. If only they could all just turn up and not interfere.’ She turned the key in the lock and the
         door swung open.
      

      
      ‘Weeell.’ Rory clicked on the hall light and stooped to pick up a folded piece of paper from the doormat. ‘I suppose we could
         organise everything ourselves but keep it all really quiet.’
      

      
      ‘What – you mean tell people at the last minute, when it’s too late to interfere?’

      
      ‘That kind of thing, yeah.’

      
      ‘But how … we’d have to tell somebody.’

      
      ‘Only a few friends who could keep their mouths shut.’

      
      Gemma closed the door and followed Rory down the hall. ‘If we left it to the last minute, people might not be able to come!’
      

      
      ‘We could find a way round it, I’m sure we could. If that’s what you want – a quiet wedding with just a few friends and family.’

      
      ‘It is,’ said Gemma, taking off her coat and flinging it over the back of a chair. ‘It really, really is. If you think it
         could work …’
      

      
      ‘I don’t think. I know.’ Rory glanced at the piece of paper in his hand. ‘This is for you, don’t recognise the handwriting.’

      
      ‘Give it here then.’

      
      ‘Not until I get a kiss.’

      
      ‘Rory!’ She made a grab for it but he whisked it out from under her nose.

      
      ‘No kiss, no dice.’

      
      ‘Blackmailer.’

      
      Rory closed his eyes as Gemma moved in for the big smooch, but she dodged aside at the last moment, snatching the paper with
         a giggle and running off into the kitchen with it. Rory ran after her and they chased around the house before finally collapsing
         in a tangled heap on the sofa, Gemma fighting him off as he tickled her through her sweater.
      

      
      ‘Get off Rory, get off! I’m trying to read … oh look, it’s from Ruth.’

      
      ‘Stop wriggling then, it’s like trying to read on a bouncy castle.’ He held her hand still and read out aloud. ‘“Gem, wedding
         dress fitting 1 p.m. Saturday, match rescheduled for 2.30 p.m. aargh! Be there! Bring boots, you’re in the team. Ruth. PS
         Going mad, please bring chocolate.” Yeah, that sounds like Ruth.’
      

      
      ‘Poor Ruth,’ said Gemma, rolling off the sofa. ‘I’d better ring her.’

      
      As Gemma dialled she felt for Ruth, of course she did. But inside she felt just a tiny bit smug. Because her wedding wasn’t
         going to be anything like Ruth and Ally’s. Her wedding was going to be just like Gemma herself: small, but perfectly formed.
      

      
      ‘Ruth! Ruth love, are you all right in there?’

      
      Ruth’s mum called nervously through the door that led into the washroom at the back of the wedding dress shop. The middle-aged
         showroom assistant looked on with an air of suppressed panic, the six-hundred-pound dress cradled in her arms as though Ruth’s
         very presence might contaminate it.
      

      
      ‘Bloody garlic prawns,’ moaned Ruth’s disembodied voice from inside the toiletbowl. She retched again, with a mournful sound
         like the mating call of a solitary whale.
      

      
      ‘I told you they looked dodgy,’ said Tammy, haplessly swabbing flecks of pink vomit off the front of her white T-shirt. ‘You
         should’ve had the lasagne.’
      

      
      ‘But that was a week ago!’ protested Ruth, emerging tousled and red-faced from the lavatory. ‘Those bastard prawns ought to
         be out of my system by now. Give us something to wipe my face will you, Gem?’
      

      
      Gemma wet a couple of paper towels and handed them to Ruth.

      
      ‘Don’t you think you ought to see a doctor if it’s been going on this long?’

      
      Ruth gave her the evil eye. ‘Not bloody likely. He’d only sign me off work and I need the overtime.’

      
      ‘Don’t swear, Ruth dear,’ urged her mother in a stage whisper that could have travelled from Pittville to Montpellier and
         back. ‘It’s not nice. She’s not usually like this,’ she added for the assistant’s benefit. ‘It must be the stress.’ But the
         assistant’s granite expression didn’t crack.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps if madam is unwell, madam would prefer to come back another day for the fitting.’

      
      ‘No,’ said Ruth, peeling a strand of damp hair off her cheek as she came back into the showroom, looking pale and self-conscious
         in her boil-washed M&S bra and Ann Summers knickers. ‘Madam would rather get this whole ghastly business over with.’ She took
         one look at the dress the assistant was holding up and grimaced. ‘No way.’
      

      
      ‘But Ruth,’ pleaded her mother, ‘it’s gorgeous.’

      
      ‘It’s horrible!’

      
      Gemma could see what Ruth meant. It looked like an overblown fairy costume, the kind of thing Lily Savage might wear in panto.

      
      ‘At least try it on …’

      
      ‘No, Mum.’ Ruth gave her mother a half-hearted hug. ‘I did say no meringues, didn’t I? Didn’t I Gem?’ she said, appealing
         to Gemma who would much rather have been left out of the argument.
      

      
      ‘Gemma,’ said Ruth’s mum. ‘You’re a sensible girl, tell her to try it on.’

      
      ‘I … well … they’re all lovely, aren’t they?’ said Gemma, her fingers crossed behind her back. ‘I expect Ruth’s spoilt for
         choice.’
      

      
      Ruth stuck out her tongue at Gemma the moment her mother’s back was turned, and mouthed ‘Ta very much!’ Gemma shrugged helplessly.
         She’d only come here to be measured for her bridesmaid’s dress, and here she was being asked to referee between Ruth and her
         mother. It was enough to put anybody off getting married, ever. Well, almost. She felt ever so slightly smug as she watched
         the situation spiralling out of control. At least her wedding was going to be free from all this hysterical nonsense.
      

      
      ‘How about a nice Jasper?’ suggested the assistant, pulling a Jasper Conran off the rail. ‘Ivory duchesse satin, beaded bodice,
         tulle underskirt …’
      

      
      Ruth considered it critically.

      
      ‘Hmmm … no, not quite … What’s that one next to it?’

      
      The assistant’s expression lightened considerably.

      
      ‘Ah, the Oldfield? The white silk strapless with bolero jacket and hand-stitched pin tucks? Very popular with our more exclusive
         customers.’
      

      
      Ruth stroked it lightly. Gemma could tell she was utterly besotted.

      
      ‘How much?’ demanded Ruth.

      
      ‘One thousand, nine hundred and fifty pounds,’ smiled the assistant. ‘But of course, one is prepared to pay for quality couture,
         isn’t one?’
      

      
      Ruth’s mother went pale. Tammy whistled. Gemma blinked. Ruth’s hand went to her mouth and she made a bolt for the loo. The
         assistant sighed and put the dress back on the rail. She glanced accusingly at the clock.
      

      
      ‘I have another fitting in twenty minutes. Perhaps if we were to begin with the bridesmaids’ dresses? We have some quite attractive
         crinoline styles.’ She glanced critically at Gemma’s slightly disproportionate chest. ‘And of course, simpler lines for the
         more … womanly figure.’
      

      
      Gemma tried turning a basilisk stare on the assistant, but it just bounced off.

      
      ‘I’ll see to Ruth,’ said Gemma, wondering if there was any chance of absconding through the toilet window.

      
      She found Ruth staring frustratedly down the loo.

      
      ‘You OK?’ asked Gemma.
      

      
      ‘I’ve lost an earring down the loo. I must’ve flushed it down.’

      
      ‘No! Shall I phone for a plumber?’

      
      ‘It’s OK, it was only a cheap one.’ Ruth rubbed her stomach. ‘I keep wanting to be sick but I can’t. There’s nothing left.’
         She took deep breaths. ‘I’ll be all right in a minute. Dunno how I’m going to get through the match though, my legs are all
         wobbly.’
      

      
      Gemma perched on the washbasin.

      
      ‘Angie’ll have to play instead.’

      
      ‘Angie! Against Gloucestershire Traffic Wardens? They’ll put six past us.’

      
      ‘It’s only a game.’

      
      ‘Wash your mouth out with soap and water, Gemma Greene.’

      
      Voices floated out from the showroom.

      
      ‘… and we have these delightful full-skirted ballerina styles in buttercup yellow or lilac …’

      
      ‘Lilac tutus!’ exclaimed Ruth’s mother. ‘Oh yes, lilac would be lovely.’

      
      Gemma grimaced. Ruth retched.

      
      ‘Over my dead body,’ she moaned.

      
      ‘And the way things are going,’ commented Gemma, ‘it might just come to that.’

      
      Gemma was starting to feel guilty about her own wedding plans. It was one thing having the wedding she and Rory wanted – but
         when did standing up for what you wanted turn into being just plain selfish?
      

      
      The next day, Sunday, was her father’s birthday, and Gemma got up early to drive over to Stroud. As she drove she wondered
         if she’d be able to keep the secret. It wasn’t that her family would sit her down and interrogate her, but Gemma felt as if
         she might burst if she didn’t tell somebody soon – and Vic had disappeared to Albania on yet another relief convoy.
      

      
      As she sat waiting for the lights to change, Gemma felt for the chain around her neck, and the engagement ring hanging from
         it. A little part of her kept wondering if it was fair to keep such a very big secret all to herself. Then she remembered
         the lilac tutus and suddenly it didn’t seem so bad.
      

      
      Gemma liked Stroud, but she didn’t like the bit her parents lived in. Was it snobbery, she wondered, that made her heart sink
         whenever she drove into Rodborough Street? Or just nostalgia for something precious that had gone forever? Lighten up Gem,
         she scolded herself. You’re supposed to be here to cheer your dad up. She squeezed her little white Metro into a gap on the
         pavement, halfway down the hill, and grabbed her father’s birthday present from the back seat.
      

      
      Rodborough Street was a far cry from the converted farmhouse the Greenes had lived in when she was a child, with the eighteenth-century
         stable block and the orchard that led down to the stream, where the warm air buzzed with dragonflies. In those days, every
         day had seemed like summer.
      

      
      Not now though, thought Gemma, as the gate squeaked and she walked up the path to her parents’ front door. Rodborough Street
         clung glumly to the side of a windy hill, anchored at one end by an undertaker’s and at the other by a kebab shop. Number
         forty-nine was a tall, thin, grey house in the middle of a long, thin, grey terrace, which hardly ever seemed to catch the
         sun because of the glowering facade of the nonconformist chapel across the way. A length of guttering was coming away from
         the wall, there were big cracks in the brickwork and the scent of Mrs Greene’s delicious baking never quite masked the background
         smell of damp.
      

      
      The door was on the latch and she pushed it open and walked straight in. Old photographs lined the hallway: generations of
         Fairfaxes and Greenes, old farmers and their stern-faced wives, rosy-cheeked children, sheepdogs and prize pigs. In pride
         of place hung a colour photograph of three little red-haired girls, so alike that they were obviously sisters. And yet they
         could hardly be more different. Christine was the eldest, domineering and bright, but lazy. Gemma, the middle sister, was
         the tomboy, stubborn and impulsive. Which left Sarah: the baby of the family maybe, but always the one with the most common
         sense. Gemma smiled to herself. How had they ever managed to look so innocent and angelic?
      

      
      ‘Dad?’ Gemma wriggled out of her jacket and hung it on a hook by the door. ‘Anybody in?’

      
      A head popped out of the kitchen door, the red hair cut fashionably short and spiky.

      
      ‘You’re early!’

      
      A voice behind her called out: ‘Is that Gemma?’

      
      ‘Yes Mum.’
      

      
      ‘Get her to babysit your father will you? He’s like a lost soul.’

      
      Sarah laughed. ‘Dad’s in the garden with his leeks, I don’t think he knows what to do with himself. Here, give him this.’
         She handed Gemma a mug of tea. ‘He’s hopeless when there’s nobody to entertain him.’
      

      
      Gemma found her father sitting on the wooden bench at the bottom of the garden, contemplating a pile of dead leaves. A lump
         came to her throat as he turned and gave her a smile. He’d aged so much in these last few years that he was scarcely recognisable
         as the brilliant aeronautical engineer who’d designed the wings for the Burford Flash. His face had sagged and almost all
         the dark brown had gone from his hair, leaving a wispy grey thatch that barely covered his scalp. Poor Dad, she thought as
         she hugged him. He’s hardly Dad any more. He’s turning into an old man.
      

      
      ‘Still too damp to burn,’ he commented, prodding the leaves with the end of his fork.

      
      ‘Never mind Dad, I’ve brought you a nice cup of tea.’ She sat down beside him on the garden bench. ‘And this.’ She plonked
         the parcel on his lap. ‘Happy birthday, Dad. It’s not much …’
      

      
      ‘Not much? If you chose it, it’s bound to be lovely.’

      
      ‘Go on then, open it!’

      
      He tore off the paper and Gemma’s spirits soared as she saw his face light up with pleasure.

      
      ‘An ME-101 and a Heinkel!’ He beamed at the two Airfix aeroplane kits. ‘You shouldn’t go wasting your money on me, love.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be silly, Dad. Besides, Rory said that was what you wanted, I was just hoping he hadn’t got it wrong. By the way, he
         sends his love. He’s sorry he couldn’t come but he’s got to play golf with some important Japanese client.’ She let out a
         little explosion of breath. ‘Honestly, I wish I’d never bought him those golf clubs.’
      

      
      Philip chucked her under the chin. ‘Now you know you don’t mean that, Gemma. Rory’s a good boy, he works really hard. And
         I know he’s taking good care of my little girl.’
      

      
      Gemma cringed. ‘Dad, I’m twenty-five years old!’

      
      ‘I know, I know. But you’re still Daddy’s little girl to me. And every father wants to see his daughters settled down.’

      
      ‘Yes Dad,’ said Gemma, feeling suddenly like a guilty five-year-old who’d almost been found out. She yearned to tell her father all about the wedding, but how could she? He’d always made such a point of telling people that nothing was too good
         for his daughters, that he was going to make sure they had the best of everything, no matter what he had to do to find the
         money. With Chris already married and Sarah never likely to be, the onus was very much on Gemma to tie the knot in style.
         No, she told herself; for now she must keep the secret.
      

      
      She went back into the house and poked her head into the kitchen.

      
      ‘Room for a little one?’

      
      Sarah’s elegant, opera-singer partner Fran bustled past her with a saucepan full of something brown and treacly. ‘Hi Gem.’
         She dotted a kiss on Gemma’s cheek. ‘Can I just get to the sink, my caramel’s on the turn.’
      

      
      Gemma looked around her. Her mum was frantically stirring something on the stove, and Sarah was sifting flour into a bowl.

      
      ‘Anything I can do?’

      
      Sarah thrust a pinny into her hands. ‘Yeah, you can put this on and grate me some cheese.’

      
      Gemma looked doubtfully at the big hunk of cheddar. Cooking was not her strong point. ‘How much shall I do?’

      
      Sarah looked at her as if she was mad. ‘How much? I dunno … a handful.’

      
      ‘How’s the birthday boy?’ enquired Gemma’s mum Lauren, tucking a wisp of wiry reddish-blonde hair back under her hairband.
         At forty-eight, she still retained the pink-faced, healthy look of a farmer’s daughter, her face dominated by friendly hazel
         eyes that twinkled when she laughed – which was often. ‘Still moping about looking for chocolate biscuits?’
      

      
      Gemma tied on her apron. ‘Drinking his tea like a good boy. Sarah, am I doing this right, it’s coming out all funny.’

      
      Sarah looked up. ‘What? Gemma, you’ve got it upside-down!’

      
      ‘Have I? Oops. Sorry.’

      
      ‘Tell you what,’ said Fran. ‘Why don’t you give that to me and you do the washing-up?’

      
      Gemma accepted gratefully. Washing pots was something she could handle with confidence. Rolling up her sleeves, she grabbed
         a greasy pan and gave it a liberal squirt of Fairy Liquid. ‘Where’s Chris?’
      

      
      Lauren, Sarah and Fran exchanged looks.

      
      ‘She rang up half an hour ago to say she couldn’t come,’ said Fran. ‘Something about Terry.’
      

      
      Sarah grunted. ‘It’s always something about Terry.’

      
      ‘I think they’re having one of their bad days,’ said Lauren diplomatically.

      
      ‘Bad years more like,’ muttered Sarah. ‘I don’t know why she puts up with him.’

      
      Gemma slooshed clean water over a gleaming pie dish. ‘What you mean is, you don’t know why they put up with each other.’

      
      ‘Gemma, that’s not nice,’ said Lauren sharply, but they all knew it was true.

      
      Gemma had often tried not to think badly of her elder sister, but it took a lot of effort. Since Chris had ditched her A levels
         and run off at sixteen to marry jobless Terry Bond, she seemed to visit her mum and dad only when it suited her. And more
         often than not, those visits coincided with one of her and Terry’s regular bust-ups.
      

      
      ‘I suppose this means Chris’ll be round here tomorrow, trying to dump the kids on you at five minutes’ notice,’ said Sarah
         wearily.
      

      
      ‘Again,’ added Gemma.

      
      Lauren shook her head.

      
      ‘Don’t be like that, you know things aren’t easy for Christine. Besides, they’re my grandchildren, I’m always happy to see
         them.’
      

      
      That wasn’t easy to believe. Chris’s kids would’ve driven Mary Poppins to the gin bottle. There might only be four of the
         little beggars, but somehow it always felt more like twenty. During their last weekend visit they’d managed to burn down next
         door’s garden shed.
      

      
      ‘Anyhow,’ said Fran, ‘shall I get on and lay the table?’

      
      ‘If you’re sure you don’t mind,’ said Lauren.

      
      ‘’Course I don’t. Just point me at the cutlery drawer.’

      
      Gemma liked Fran a lot. By some miracle Philip and Lauren were fond of her too. Gemma knew it hadn’t been easy for them, accepting
         that their youngest daughter was gay and welcoming her lover into the family; but Fran and Sarah had been together for two
         years now, and Gemma could hardly remember a time when Fran hadn’t been part of the family.
      

      
      ‘Tell you what,’ said Fran as she set out the knives and forks. ‘Shall we go for a walk after lunch?’

      
      ‘What a good idea,’ nodded Lauren. ‘Let’s take your father over to Slad and buy him a drink in the Woolpack. I know he misses
         it sometimes.’
      

      
      And that was how the Greenes came to be hiking round Gloucestershire in the drizzle, Fran and Sarah belting out ‘Wake Me Up
         Before You Go-go’ at the tops of their voices. Lauren strode out in front, hands in the pockets of her well-worn Barbour jacket,
         head down. She didn’t look exactly depressed but Gemma could tell that there was something on her mind.
      

      
      Philip walked by Gemma’s side, telling stories about the old times.

      
      ‘You see that ridge? Over there, behind the trees?’

      
      Gemma followed her father’s pointing finger and saw a dark line of leafless trees, and beyond it the black, knife-sharp curve
         of a steep ridge, silhouetted against the wintry sky. She nodded.
      

      
      ‘Is that where they tested your plane?’

      
      ‘That’s right.’ Philip’s voice softened. ‘Well, it wasn’t my plane, not really, but the wings were all mine.’

      
      Gemma trudged on, listening not so much to her father’s words – for she had heard the story many times before – but to the
         way his voice rose and fell as he spoke.
      

      
      ‘Of course, they started off as nothing more than lines on a piece of graph paper, there was no computer-aided design in those
         days. Those wings were beautiful … sounds stupid, doesn’t it? Just a couple of lumps of aluminium, but they were works of
         art to me.’
      

      
      Something in the changing note of her father’s voice made Gemma turn to look at him.

      
      ‘Dad?’

      
      ‘Only they never got past the prototype stage. All those years’ work, wasted …’

      
      ‘Dad!’ Gemma suddenly realised, with a jolt, that her father wasn’t just reminiscing about old times. He was grieving. There
         were tears in his eyes and a wet streak smeared across his cheek. ‘Dad,’ she said gently, ‘what’s wrong?’
      

      
      He wiped his face with the back of his hand. ‘I’m a silly old man, aren’t I?’

      
      ‘No, Dad!’ She leapt to his defence, refusing to let him believe what he was saying. ‘You’re not silly, and you’re definitely
         not old. You’re hardly even middle-aged!’
      

      
      ‘Don’t you ever let go, Gemma, do you hear?’
      

      
      She looked into his sad eyes, puzzled.

      
      ‘Let go, Dad? I don’t understand.’

      
      ‘If you have something that’s yours, if you want it enough – don’t ever let anybody take it from you. Fight for it. That’s
         where I went wrong, Gem. I didn’t fight hard enough.’ He took Gemma’s hand. ‘Come on, let’s go and find your mother.’
      

      
      By the time they all caught up with Lauren, she was sitting on a farm gate by the main road, swinging her legs and watching
         the occasional car swish past through the puddles.
      

      
      ‘What are you doing here, Mum?’

      
      ‘Hello love,’ Lauren said as Gemma jumped up beside her. ‘Awful weather, isn’t it?’

      
      Gemma slipped her arm through her mother’s.

      
      ‘Who cares? It’s nice here, Mum. We should come here more often.’

      
      Lauren laughed, but she looked uncharacteristically ill at ease.

      
      ‘What’s funny?’ asked Fran.

      
      ‘Oh nothing. It just so happens I’ll be coming past here rather a lot from now on. Did I tell you I’ve got myself a new job?’

      
      ‘No!’

      
      ‘Well, two mornings a week in the post office weren’t bringing in enough. I thought I’d better get myself fixed up with something
         full-time.’
      

      
      ‘Full-time?’ Gemma stared at her mother. ‘Doing what?’

      
      Lauren pointed across the road. At first Gemma wasn’t sure what she was pointing at. There was nothing there but a hedge,
         two sparrows and a bus stop.
      

      
      ‘A bus driver,’ said Lauren with a nervous smile. ‘I start next week!’

   
      
      Chapter 3

      
      

      
       ‘Come on Rory you tightwad,’ laughed Simon. ‘Get ’em in.’
      

      
      Jas slid his empty glass across the table.

      
      ‘Make mine a treble.’

      
      ‘Get stuffed Jas, you’ll have a lager and like it.’

      
      Rory jostled his way through the crowd to the bar. It was only Tuesday, but these days the Red Horse was packed every night,
         now there was all this live football on satellite TV. Not that the quarter finals of the Swiss FA Cup were everybody’s idea
         of football.
      

      
      Tuesday was Lads’ Night Out – always had been, for as long as Rory could recall. He wondered if all that would change, now
         that he and Gemma were …
      

      
      He reached the front of the swarm.

      
      ‘Fill ’em up will you, Tony? Oh, and I’ll have some of those peanuts.’

      
      The barman directed a reverential nod at the giant TV set in the corner.

      
      ‘Marvels of modern technology eh? Bleeding amazing I call it.’ He counted the change on to the bar top, sticky with spilt
         beer. ‘And forty-five pee … ten quid.’
      

      
      ‘Amazing, yeah,’ agreed Rory without much conviction. He stuffed the bags of peanuts into his trouser pockets and picked up
         all four beer glasses at once – it was a skill he’d had plenty of practice in. Back in the old days, the lads used to call
         in at the Red Horse on their way back from watching Cheltenham Town lose five-nil. Ninety minutes of mental and physical torture,
         huddled on the freezing terraces with a couple of hundred other sad young men. Now that was football: the wind, the rain, the camaraderie, the cold pies. Of course, these days the Robins were rather good, and the pies were hot, and it just wasn’t the same. In fact, a lot of things weren’t quite the same as they used
         to be. But that was progress for you.
      

      
      Rory’s brother Paul was deep in heated conversation with Simon.

      
      ‘I tell you it was offside!’ Paul’s callused fingers, still grimy from another day working on other people’s cars, dealt beer
         mats on to the tabletop like playing cards. ‘That’s the striker there … and those green ones are the defenders. Now look,
         he’s coming up the wing like this …’
      

      
      Simon shook his head vigorously, making his angelic mop of light-brown curls quiver. Estate agent or not, he had the body
         language of an Andrex puppy.
      

      
      ‘No, you’ve got it all wrong,’ he insisted, switching two of the beer mats round. ‘Hasn’t he, Rory?’

      
      Rory gingerly lowered the glasses on to the table.

      
      ‘Hasn’t he what?’

      
      ‘Got it wrong. It was never offside, was it Jas?’

      
      Jas grabbed his drink and downed a quarter of it in one gulp.

      
      ‘Don’t ask me, I’m a rugby man.’

      
      ‘Upper-class tosser,’ grunted Paul good-naturedly.

      
      ‘At least I don’t play fucking golf,’ retorted Jas with a look of disgust at Rory.

      
      Rory sat down, tucking his long legs under the table. On the screen, twenty-two muddy men in shorts gave up trying to get
         a kick of the ball and kicked each other instead. Servette 0, Grasshoppers 0, two sent off, three injured and four bookings.
         Not the greatest football game in the world.
      

      
      ‘We could’ve been at the match tonight,’ mused Paul.

      
      ‘What – in Geneva?’ demanded Simon.

      
      ‘Swindon. It’s only thirty miles away.’ His eyes flitted to the wall-clock above the picture of Red Rum. ‘Still, who am I
         kidding? If I’m not back before ten Sandy’ll start ringing round the hospitals.’
      

      
      Jas’s face registered disgust.

      
      ‘Christ, the joys of married life. Who needs ’em, eh? You want to watch that wife of yours, Paul, she’ll have you breastfeeding
         the kids next.’
      

      
      ‘Piss off, Jas,’ said Paul.

      
      ‘At least he’s got a wife,’ commented Simon.
      

      
      ‘Yeah,’ said Paul. ‘Who’d marry you eh, Jas?’
      

      
      Jas gave a dirty chuckle.

      
      ‘Who wants a wife when you can have totty on tap?’

      
      Rory shuffled his feet under the table, and wondered why he felt slightly sick. He blew a hole in the froth on his lager,
         and stared down through the clear amber liquid to the bottom of his glass. Come on Rory, he told himself, you bungee-jumped
         off Clifton Suspension Bridge once, this is nothing. All you have to do is tell your mates you’re getting hitched.
      

      
      ‘I’ve … er …’ He cleared his throat. ‘I’ve got an announcement to make.’ It sounded ludicrously ominous, like Chamberlain
         announcing World War Two. Nobody took any notice anyway, so he banged his beer glass on the table. ‘Oi!’
      

      
      Jas and Simon, who’d been improvising tabletop football with a peanut, stopped and stared at him.

      
      ‘Keep your hair on mate, Jas’ll get ’em in when he’s found the key to his wallet.’

      
      ‘Shut up Simon,’ said Paul. ‘What is it mate?’

      
      ‘Look lads,’ said Rory slowly. ‘I’ve got something to tell you, but it’s just between us, OK? I promised Gemma it wouldn’t
         go any further.’
      

      
      Jas’s jaw hit the deck.

      
      ‘He never has!’

      
      ‘Has what?’ demanded Simon.

      
      ‘Got Gemma up the duff!’

      
      Rory felt his cheeks burn scarlet.

      
      ‘No I blasted well haven’t! What do you think I am?’ He took a swig of lager. This was harder than he’d expected, a lot harder.
         Harder even than giving that Sunday-morning presentation about strawberry yoghurt cookies to a bunch of hungover sales reps.
         ‘You know Gemma and I have been together six years …’
      

      
      ‘And it don’t seem a day too long,’ carolled Jas, flicking the last peanut into his mouth.

      
      ‘Belt up, Jas. Like I said, we’ve been together six years and we thought … well, we thought we’d make it legal.’

      
      ‘What?’ said Paul.

      
      ‘Legal. As in married. We’re getting married.’ He looked round the semicircle of stunned faces. ‘Well go on then, say something!’

      
      ‘Married!’ squeaked Jas.

      
      ‘This is a wind-up, isn’t it?’ said Simon. ‘God Rory, you nearly had me going then.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah,’ said Jas, looking relieved. ‘Good joke, nice one Rory.’

      
      Rory felt extremely uncomfortable as he remembered all the rude remarks he had ever made about married blokes, estate cars
         and golf. Suddenly all he needed was the estate car for a full house.
      

      
      ‘Look, it’s not a wind-up, I’m serious, I know I’ve never been that keen on the idea of marriage but this is, well, this is
         different. This is Gemma. I love her.’
      

      
      ‘Good on you, Rory,’ said Paul, clapping him on the back. ‘I thought you’d never get round to it.’

      
      ‘Yes, congratulations,’ agreed Simon. ‘Give Gemma my best.’

      
      ‘She’s pregnant,’ declared Jas, finishing his pint and wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘You mark my words.’

      
      Rory took a deep breath and resisted head-butting Jas off his bar stool.

      
      ‘Listen, Gemma is not pregnant, I am not insane and we are getting married. OK?’

      
      Heads nodded silently.

      
      ‘What’s more, we’re doing it on the quiet and we’re keeping it small. Just close family and a few friends. We’re organising
         it ourselves and not telling the folks until just before the wedding – so I don’t want any of you breathing a word of this
         to anyone. Got that?’
      

      
      ‘Yeah,’ said Paul.

      
      ‘Whatever you say, mate,’ nodded Simon, miming a zipper across his mouth.

      
      ‘Bananas,’ said Jas, shaking his head.

      
      ‘Jas,’ repeated Rory with a threatening glare.

      
      ‘Yeah, yeah, sure, my lips are sealed.’

      
      ‘Right.’ Rory bought another round of drinks and set out the plan. He felt better now that he’d dropped the bombshell, more
         confident that what he was doing was right. ‘Paul, I wondered if you’d be my best man.’
      

      
      ‘Me!’ Paul looked surprised. ‘What about Simon, he’s your best mate.’

      
      ‘Sorry Si,’ said Rory. ‘But Paul’s a married bloke, he knows the ropes.’

      
      ‘Sure,’ shrugged Simon. ‘Whatever, I don’t mind. Besides, I’m hopeless at making speeches.’

      
      ‘I thought you and Jas could be ushers or something.’
      

      
      ‘Doesn’t sound like there’ll be anybody to ush,’ commented Simon. ‘But sure, why not?’

      
      ‘Do I get to snog the bridesmaids?’ asked Jas brightly.

      
      ‘At your peril,’ laughed Rory. ‘Gemma’s having Ruth and Vic.’

      
      Jas groaned.

      
      ‘Sporty Spice and the Mighty Atom. Just my luck.’

      
      Simon whistled.

      
      ‘So you’re really not going to tell your parents until the last minute?’

      
      ‘Uh-huh. That way, they can’t ruin it.’

      
      ‘I’ve got to hand it to you, Rory, you’ve got balls.’

      
      ‘He won’t have for long,’ retorted Jas. ‘Not if his mother finds out what he’s up to.’

      
      It was much, much later when the taxi deposited Jas outside the Old Spot in Prestbury; and as he stumbled out into the cold
         January air he had to admit that he was quite a bit drunker than he’d bargained for. Still, you had to celebrate when a mate
         told you he was getting married, didn’t you? Even if you thought he was off his trolley.
      

      
      Jas lived at the other end of the street, on the ground floor of a beautiful old Tudor house which would have been considerably
         more desirable if it wasn’t opposite the Chinese chippy. The existence of a chip shop, Chinese or otherwise, was something
         that the residents of genteel Prestbury preferred not to discuss.
      

      
      It wasn’t far to Jas’s house, just a couple of hundred yards. But as the taxi glided up the hill and the Old Spot hove into
         view, he knew he couldn’t possibly go home without popping in for a nightcap.
      

      
      He swayed slightly as he stepped into the warm, smoky fug, but managed to steer a reasonably straight course to the bar. There
         was just one person sitting there, a middle-aged bloke in a pink and yellow golf sweater, hunched over a half-drunk pint of
         mild. For a man whose wife had recently won one million five hundred and four pounds, thirty-two pence, Eric Mallinson looked
         remarkably morose.
      

      
      Jas greeted him like a long-lost pal, with a hearty slap on the back that sent his pint skidding along the bar top.

      
      ‘Eric, mate! How’re you doing? Let you out for good behaviour has she?’
      

      
      ‘What? Oh – Amy, you mean? Yeah.’ Eric managed one of his old Jack-the-lad grins. ‘Yeah, just thought I’d nip out for a swift
         half while her back was turned.’
      

      
      ‘Get you another can I?’

      
      Jas flopped on to the stool next to Eric’s, and before he had a chance to say no, summoned up another mild and a pint of Pils.
         Jas decided it was Eric’s lucky night. Rory’s dad looked like he needed cheering up, and Jas was just the man to do it.
      

      
      ‘Cheers.’ He tried to clink glasses but missed. ‘How’s tricks, me old mate?’

      
      Eric shrugged.

      
      ‘Oh, you know.’

      
      ‘Crap jumper this,’ Jas observed, plucking at Eric’s diamond-patterned Pringle. ‘Must’ve cost a bomb though. Bet you’re enjoying
         all that lovely dosh, eh?’
      

      
      ‘Mmm,’ said Eric. ‘Matter of fact we only got back from Las Vegas a couple of days ago.’ Jas was too drunk to notice Eric’s
         lack of enthusiasm.
      

      
      ‘Fucking brilliant, eh?’ Jas grabbed Eric’s wrist and examined his Rolex with a drunk’s attention to detail, tapping it with
         a wavering finger. ‘See that? That’s a nice watch that is.’
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