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Chapter One


I knew that Adam hadn’t planned to say it. It wasn’t one of those moments where the man takes his beloved out for a meal and drops a ring in a glass of champagne when she’s nipped to the loo. And it wasn’t down on bended knee, eyes brimming with tears, either. Instead, it was a rainy Saturday at Alton Towers.

We had driven up for a day out, wanting to go before the kids broke up for the summer and the queues doubled in length. It was years since either of us had been to a theme park and from the moment we arrived its lively atmosphere took over and we regressed to a teenage state of mind. We messed around, teasing and chasing each other, laughing at everything and snacking on junk food.

It drizzled for most of the morning but we didn’t mind, our clothes were damp anyway from going on the water rides and the weather had kept away a lot of the crowds.

The sun made an appearance after lunch, warming us up as we made our way to an area of the park where some of the biggest rides were. I had managed to avoid the white knuckle rides until then. I wasn’t a fan. I couldn’t see the point when they just scared me sick, gave me big hair and distorted my face until I looked like a Wallace and Gromit character. Fortunately Adam didn’t seem to mind; there were plenty of other things to do, but the moment he saw Air glinting impressively in the sunshine as steam rose up from its metal railings, he decided that we had to go on it.

It looked like my idea of a nightmare; a ride where you hung in a Superman-style position and shot around the track as if you were really flying, sometimes only a few inches from the ground. Just watching other people on it was making my knees weak.

Adam was relentless in his pleading, convinced that I would love it once I’d tried it. Eventually, after much mental anguish, I gave in. I didn’t want him to see me as a cowardly, girlie type and decided that if Adam thought I was a brave, try-anything-once kind of girl he might just find me irresistible.

When the restraints came down and the ride tilted us forwards into a hanging position ready to start, Adam looked over at me.

I could feel my cheeks growing red as the blood began to rush to them and my curly brown hair was hanging all over my face. I was just dangling, petrified, and trying desperately hard to think like Lara Croft. A voice on the tannoy warned ‘Prepare for Air’, as the floor dropped away and we were bathed in blue light.

Adam was looking at me really strangely. He was smiling, making me wonder if he was going to take the mickey out of my new upside appearance, but he didn’t. Instead his face softened and he reached out for my hand. Then, out of the blue, he called out, ‘Will you marry me?’

I didn’t hear what the voice-over said next. Instead, Adam’s words were echoing around inside my head, trying to find a space in my consciousness to lodge into and failing abysmally. My face must have been a picture of shock as my mouth was gaping like the tunnel that lay ahead of us. The couple dangling next to us must have heard as they were leaning forward, looking at me with expectant faces.

The ride was about to start, I had to give him an answer. ‘Oh God, Adam … Yes!’ I said at the same time as the voice-over said ‘Now!’

Suddenly we were off, about to be flung down a steel track at speeds of up to seventy kilometres per hour, as Adam had delighted in telling me whilst we were waiting in the queue.

I couldn’t keep hold of his hand. My instinct was to clutch the rubber grab-handles until my knuckles went white. I couldn’t even look at him as I’d squeezed my eyes shut tight, trying to block out the sight of the ground below me. I couldn’t think straight, the gravitational force on my body was too overwhelming and adrenalin was flooding through my veins. I knew I’d heard Adam correctly but it wouldn’t sink in. It was so unexpected. Getting him to talk about the future was usually an impossible task. He’d get fidgety and start scratching himself, as if he were having an allergic reaction or something. We weren’t even living together yet. Adam rented a tiny, one-bedroom house that was stuffed from floor to ceiling with his things. He needed somewhere bigger but he always put it off. I had a feeling that was because when the time came he’d have to decide if we were buying together or separately and it was easier for him to stay put than answer that question.

A minute into the ride I managed to prise my eyes open and sneak a peek at him. He was laughing, arms stretched out and a look of elation on his face. I closed my eyes again, the image of Adam staying in my mind, and I had that same feeling I get when I take a sip of Baileys on an empty stomach; a deliciously warming sensation, spreading through my body like a velvet drug. It was an amazing feeling knowing Adam wanted to marry me.

When the ride finished the man next to Adam shook his hand, congratulating us. We thanked him then walked jelly-legged away from the crowds, holding hands tightly until we were out of earshot from passers-by.

What if he didn’t mean it? I wondered, coming back down to earth. What if he’d been carried away on an adrenalin high and regretted saying it as soon as the words were out.

‘Did you mean it?’ I asked, preparing myself to laugh blithely and say ‘me too’ if he said no.

‘Of course I meant it.’ He laughed, squeezing my hands tightly. ‘Did you?’

I nodded.

‘It doesn’t mean we have to do it straight away though, does it? We can just take our time. Play it by ear.’

Here we go, I thought. I knew it was too good to be true. ‘But it’s official, right? We can tell people and stuff?’

‘Sure! If you want to.’ He grinned at me. ‘Come here.’

We held each other tightly and I wished I could freeze time, convinced that I’d wake up and find that the whole thing had just been a bizarre dream.

Lying awake I listened to the sound of Adam breathing. It was eight o’clock on Saturday morning, the first day of the bank holiday weekend, and I had been lying awake for almost an hour and a half. Why was it I was never this awake on a workday? Usually it took three hits of the snooze button before I could even lift my head off the pillow and then I would fumble around with glazed eyes, my head in a cloud of early morning fug until I arrived for work. As soon as it was possible for me to lie in until lunchtime then order pizza from the comfort of a king-sized bed, I turned into Brer-bloody-rabbit and woke up all bright-eyed and bushy-tailed.

I looked over at Adam, who was still unstirring from a heavy, dreamless sleep. There was something endearingly masculine about the way he slept. He would lie out on his back and that would be it. No fidgeting, duvet wars or sleep pedalling (Adam’s term for my restless feet, which I unconsciously rub together under the covers).

I gently lifted up the duvet, careful not to wake him and peered down his body. As I suspected, the brain was unconscious, but the body, clearly, had its own mind.

Glancing up again I spotted Adam’s new suit hanging from the wardrobe door handle and slid out of bed, feeling naughty, to fetch the jacket off its hanger.

It felt cool and silky against my bare skin and I held the lapels, rubbing the fabric between my fingertips. It drowned me of course – Adam’s broad shoulders required jackets the width of most doors – but I liked the way it made my own body feel tiny by comparison. The jacket only just skimmed the top of my knees, and it hung heavily on me as I walked over to Adam’s side of the bed. I slowly pulled the duvet off him and he moaned, his eyes flickering as he began to wake up.

‘Hey,’ I whispered, lying down next to him and placing a leg, seductively, over his hips.

‘Mmm.’ He smiled lazily and reached out for my bottom.

We kissed for a minute then he broke away. ‘What time is it?’

‘Just gone eight.’ I snuggled into his neck, my hand exploring his body.

‘I’ve got to get up.’

‘Tell me about it,’ I whispered naughtily.

‘No Gem, really. The lads will be here at nine and I’ve not even packed my bag yet.’ He started to sit up, rubbing his eyes.

‘Oh, you’ve got ages yet.’

As his eyes began to focus, he looked at me, blinking. ‘Are you wearing my jacket?’

I grinned.

‘You’ll get it all dirty.’

‘Promises, promises …’ I nibbled his ear.

‘Oh Gem, not this morning. You wore me out last night, and you know I haven’t got time.’

I pouted. ‘You might not want me, but your body does.’

‘I do want you, you daft moo. Just not right now.’ He got out of bed and stretched, scratching his chest.

‘But you’ll be gone all weekend. Don’t you want to make the most of it while we still can?’

Adam feigned boredom. ‘Yeah, yeah, been there, done that.’

He went to give me a playful pat on the bum but I pushed him away, tutting. ‘Sometimes you can be really … mean!’ I finished lamely and waltzed out of the room.

‘If you’re making a coffee I wouldn’t say no,’ he called after me, laughing as I started down the stairs.

I sighed to myself, disappointed that my plan hadn’t worked. And surprised, of course, because a plan to tempt Adam into full sex was usually a challengeless task. I did have dubious motives though. This morning Adam was leaving for a friend’s stag weekend in Glasgow with a group of lads from work. I had been hoping that he would leave the house so sexually gratified that he wouldn’t be tempted by some big-breasted jezebel sitting on his lap tonight. And there was bound to be one, if not a whole room full.

Richard, Adam’s friend who was getting married, is an architect. His office being in the courtyard of buildings where Adam also works, restoring period features for houses. I really liked Richard, and his fiancée Jules, but Richard’s choice of best man was not one of his greatest ideas. Grant is a lecherous type and a bit of a sexist. The sort that describes a woman with his hands and tells endless jokes about why they have small feet. I was so used to his crude and lairy behaviour that the only thing to ever shock me about him was that he’d managed to convince Richard he’d make a reliable best man. I only hoped that after this weekend, he wouldn’t live to regret it.

‘Why do guys always have to go away for the whole weekend when there’s a stag do?’ I had protested when Adam told me the plan a few weeks back. ‘It used to be a night out with the lads then a curry on the way home. Now it’s all Dublin, Paris, Edinburgh … It’s not a proper stag occasion unless you’ve crossed an English border and taken over some unsuspecting old lady’s B&B for three nights of debauchery. I just don’t get the point of it all.’

Adam just looked amused and wrapped his arms around me. ‘Don’t you trust me? Is that why you don’t want me to go?’

‘No, it’s not that,’ I sighed, although I wasn’t sure I meant it. Adam had never given me any reason to doubt him, but with Grant in the organisational hot seat for the weekend, anything could happen. And some of Adam’s friends were a worry. They were typical lads: hard-drinking, rugby-playing, commitment phobics who, although they individually came across as pretty nice guys (Grant excluded), collectively they morphed into a pack of animals. They egged each other on constantly and Adam always became louder, cockier and more indifferent when he was with them. And he never, ever, called me ‘hun’ when they were within earshot.

I couldn’t put my foot down and stop him from going, and I wouldn’t want to. I had my pride. Instead I tried not to appear overly concerned and told him not to get any seedy ideas for his own stag night, whenever that might be.

It’d been three weeks since our trip to Alton Towers. Three weeks and not much has changed, I thought as the kettle flicked off, revealing the sound of Adam having a shower in the bathroom above. There was no ring on my finger and no date under discussion. We joked about it sometimes, and talked about ‘when we’re married’ as if it was a long way off yet. It didn’t feel official somehow and I would have felt fraudulent bulk-buying bridal magazines and making a big announcement to my parents. I had, however, told my best friends Nikki and Fay.

Years ago, when we were little, we had promised each other that whenever one of us got married, the other two would be the bridesmaids. We would dress up in my mum’s old net curtains and walk up the garden path together, using the bird bath as our altar. None of us wanted to play the groom – where was the fun if you couldn’t have a big puffy dress? And so we would use Thomas, the toddler from next door, who didn’t seem to mind so long as he got a Penguin biscuit for his efforts.

We were always talking about the future, planning to live next door to each other and have babies at the same time. The future seemed simple then, like in the Disney books. Girl meets boy, girl falls in love with boy, evil family members tries to throw a spanner in the works, boy slays a few animals, defeats the evil family member and whisks girl away to a castle with untold riches, a squashy four-poster bed and some cute little talking pets. Of course as we got older the plan kind of changed somewhat and weddings seemed less and less likely, but the bridesmaid plan stayed our faithful pact.

When I told them about Adam, neither of them could contain their excitement. They wanted details; how it happened, who I’d told, how I felt, had it changed things? It was one of those events that really required a get-together to discuss it at length, and so a girlie reunion was planned for the weekend Adam was in Glasgow.

Adam walked into the kitchen wearing a fresh white T-shirt and a pair of indigo jeans. His skin glowed honey brown and a subtle hint of aftershave followed in his wake, teasing me as he walked past to fetch his boots.

I had dressed quickly whilst Adam was in the shower and felt grubby by comparison. I needed to go home and freshen up before Nikki arrived. ‘Are you all packed then?’ I said.

He nodded, straightening up from having tied his laces and gestured to the door, where he had left an overnight bag.

‘Right, well, I’d better leave you to it.’

‘I’ll call you.’ He glanced at the window as he spoke, looking for a car.

I knew he wouldn’t call until he returned and couldn’t help feeling deflated. Adam must have noticed and moved towards me for a hug.

‘How about we meet up on Monday? If there are any jeweller’s shops open for the Bank Holiday we could maybe go and look for a ring. If you want to? Make it official.’

I broke into an involuntary smile. ‘Really?’

‘Yeah, that’d be great.’ He put his arms around my waist and lifted my feet off the ground. ‘And of course it helps to ward off the competition, you know, let the other guys know you’re a taken woman.’

I smiled flirtatiously. ‘I’m not a taken woman, yet.’

‘You will be,’ he said, sitting me on the kitchen table.

A horn beeped outside and Adam looked out of the window. ‘Right. That’s them. I’d better go. We’ve got miles to drive.’ He kissed me fleetingly and fetched his bag. ‘Will you lock up on your way out?’

I pulled a face and hopped down off the table to look outside. There was a blue mini-bus parked across the street with the engine idling and half-a-dozen of his friends crammed in near the window. They reminded me of the monkeys at Bristol Zoo.

‘Come on laddy,’ one of them yelled and the driver beeped the horn again.

Adam walked down the short path towards them and a couple of his friends called out to him whilst the others moved up to make a space on the back seat.

I waited for Adam to look back at me and wave but he didn’t, and as the van pulled away down the road, I thought I spotted a blow-up woman float into view in the back window.


Chapter Two


After leaving Adam’s house I took a detour out to the village where my parents lived. They were away for a few weeks and I had promised them that I would call in and check on the house every couple of days. It seemed like a good idea to get it out of the way then and there so that I wouldn’t need to break up my weekend with the girls.

My parents’ house is in a village called Langley Green, about five miles south-east of Bath. It’s a picturesque village set in a stunning valley, split by both the river Avon and the canal which wind their way out from Bath to Bradford-on-Avon. When I was younger I would cycle into the city down the path that followed the canal, stopping to watch the boats and when I was a bit older, the students, boating or cycling past me. It’s a tiny village. When I lived there I found it isolated. I wanted the vibrancy of the city and couldn’t wait to move away. Once I had moved away, I found myself being drawn back. There was something in its tranquillity that I found restorative. And then there’s the space. No parking problems or narrow, car-lined streets where there wasn’t enough space to swing an alley cat, let alone do a three-point turn in a mini-cab. Driving down the country roads was like stretching out after a fitful sleep.

The family home was a little pre-war semi on Midsummer Lane, which had barely changed since I could remember. We moved there when I was six after my brother, John, had moved out. He was fourteen when I was born and at twenty he moved to Australia to become a tour guide. That’s where my parents were now, visiting John for the first time in three years. They had offered to pay for me to go with them but I declined, knowing they couldn’t afford it now that Dad had retired.

Walking through the front door I was hit by those old familiar smells. The most detectable being beeswax polish, lavender and a faint hint of burnt bread (Dad refused to buy a toaster).

I bent down to pick up the morning’s post and carried it into the kitchen, propping it up in front of the kettle, and then I took a jug from the cupboard under the sink, filling it up from the tap to water Mum’s plants. I wandered around the house, hearing only the sounds of my footsteps on the wooden flooring in the dining room and the ticking of the clock in the hallway. It was eerie being there without my parents. It was never usually this quiet. Even when Dad had snuck off to the garden or the loft, Mum would be making enough noise for both of them, banging around, annoyed at him, or calling out, reminding him about jobs he hadn’t done. I didn’t think there were any plants upstairs but went to check anyway, peeping around the doors of the bedrooms. When I got to my old room I couldn’t resist going inside. It wasn’t quite as I had left it when I moved out, eight years ago. Mum had redecorated with fairly neutral pastel shades and plain walls. The posters had long been taken down but the furniture was still the same and the cupboards were stuffed full of my old things. Dad was always asking when I was going to clear them out, as he was angling to use the room for himself. He’d call it a study but I doubted he would ever get any studying done. Most likely he would put a desk and a big leather chair in it then just sit about reading the daily papers. Basically the same as he did when he excused himself off to the bathroom but without the smell of bleach and the need for cold legs.

Mum wouldn’t have it though. ‘It’s Gemma’s room and it always will be,’ she would say firmly. ‘What if she ever needed a place to go? Or John, what if he came back and needed a room? I want them to feel that they can always return.’

Not likely, I thought. I knew John was relieved as I was to get away from their constant bickering, from being torn between feeling sorry for Mum when Dad ignored her and sorry for Dad when she was hassling him. I loved them both but together they were emotionally exhausting and incredibly frustrating. I never argued with her though, because I knew how much Mum missed me and was comforted by having my things lying around. I also suspected that if Dad made himself a den in here Mum would never see him again except for mealtimes and seasonal celebrations.

I sat down on the bed. It seemed tiny now: a child’s bed. It faced a wall of fitted cupboards and I got up and walked over to them, opening the doors wide. It was full of things I’d left behind. There were some dog-eared teddy bears that I had never grown sentimental about, some old books, videos and knick-knacks, schoolwork, old letters. Lots of junk really. I wasn’t surprised that Dad wanted me to sort it out. I took down a cardboard box from the top shelf. It was full of letters from Fay and Nikki that we used to pass to each other in lessons. I rummaged around inside and my fingers located a pendant I had been given from a boy I’d met in Lyme Regis. I didn’t think it was worth much; it looked as though it had fallen out of a cracker, but looking at it now, it had an innocent charm and I smiled to myself before putting it back. I picked out a letter at random and read it.


Dear Gemstone,

Having such a stress, Justine Arnold’s been giving me nasty looks all morning. What’s her problem? Perhaps her body is so tight it’s giving her a wedgy!

Think we should meet up at the reccy after school. T said he’d be there. Oh my God!!

N xx



It was from Nikki, written on a screwed-up piece of lined paper that looked as though it had been ripped out of a textbook. I laughed out loud, trying to remember who T was, but there were so many boys at school that Nikki had fancied it would have been impossible to remember them all. I put the box on my bed, deciding to take it back and show the girls. We could have a laugh at the ridiculous things we used to say and get up to and reminisce about old times. With my curiosity sparked, I decided to go through some other bits and pieces and see what else I could find.

An hour later and I felt almost fourteen again. I had been so immersed in old memories that I’d completely lost track of time. I was surrounded by old boxes and my hands felt dry from the dust that covered them. There was a stack of old photos I’d uncovered that I’d forgotten all about until then and a textbook that I had got my classmates to sign on the last day of term. I collected them all together and put them in the box with the old letters, ready to take back with me and then began to pack the things away.

I lifted up a heavy box full of A level notes and tried to push it back onto the high shelf above my head. As I slid it back it stopped, as though something on the shelf was in the way. I pushed it harder but it still wouldn’t go so I put it down and fetched a chair, planning to climb up and see what it was.

I still wasn’t high enough to see onto the shelf and the lighting was limited. I ran my hand along the shelf, wrinkling up my nose and squinting as the dust was disturbed and went in my eyes. In the far corner of the shelf I touched what felt like a metal box and closed my fingers around it, bringing it down to look at.

Stepping into the bedroom to hold it to the light, I gasped at what I saw. It was an old cash box that Dad had given me years ago. He often gave me old stationery and bits and bobs from his office and I recognised this as one of them. It was matt silver and made from heavy metal, with smooth rounded corners and was about the same size as a child’s shoebox. It was locked, with no key attached; I had no idea where that would be now. Over the lock was a blob of molten wax about the size of a fifty pence piece. The seal around the lid had been taped over and over with Sellotape which had now faded to a dirty yellow colour. Scratched onto the lid were the words: DO NOT OPEN TILL 1 JANUARY 2000 ON PAIN OF DEATH.

‘Oh my God!’ I whispered, smoothing my fingers over the writing. ‘This is brilliant.’

I hadn’t thought about the box for almost ten years, but as soon as I touched it, I remembered the day we sealed it up as though it had just happened.

It was New Year’s Eve, 1989. Fay, Nikki and I had planned our first New Year celebration without parental scrutiny. My parents were going to a function with a visiting colleague from Gloucester. They agreed to let us stay in the house so long as we let the colleague’s daughter, Miranda, stay with us. I pulled some faces. From what Dad had said about his colleague he was strongly religious and a bit serious. I imagined that his daughter would be the same and would spoil our party atmosphere.

She was a year older than us, at fifteen, and to say she was a little off-the-wall would be putting it mildly. She arrived eccentrically dressed in a black all-in-one and an old grannie’s shawl, which got a raised eyebrow from Nikki. Her long black hair was pushed off her face with a silk scarf that was tied at the back of her neck, making her look like a gypsy. For someone we had never met she was amazingly confident, breaking the ice quickly by producing a pilfered bottle of vodka from under the shawl as soon as our parents had left.

We played Now That’s What I Call Music 15 and danced around the living room until I was dizzy from exertion and first alcoholic experience. We talked at length about the turning of a decade. It was exciting for us all, we were teenagers and our lives were changing drastically. In the 80s we were children, in the 90s we would become adults. The possibilities were endless. The last ten years of the millennium would be the last ten years of our youth, the decisions we made in that time could affect the rest of our lives. We wondered where we would all end up for the next milestone, the year 2000. Then Miranda came up with a suggestion that got us all interested. Why didn’t we make some kind of time capsule that we could all open together in ten years’ time? She became animated, infecting us all with her enthusiasm. The deal was, she explained, that we would be reaching across time to our future selves, so we should write something down, something that would make us laugh and remind us of the way we were. And we should all make predictions about where we saw ourselves. Would we have husbands? Children? Success? Because it would be funny to see how we saw ourselves when we were young and see how right we were. And so, in the spirit of Blue Peters past, it was done. We all wrote our own individual messages, then placed them in a box I found. We each added a personal memento or two and I took a photograph of us all with Dad’s Polaroid and placed it on the top. Then it was sealed, hidden and forgotten about, until the moment my fingers closed around it and it all came flooding back.


Chapter Three


I took the key out of the door and let it swing shut behind me.

‘Oh, hi Tim,’ I said, spotting my housemate about to head upstairs with a doorstep sandwich and an unopened pint of milk. ‘I thought you’d be away this weekend?’ I tried to keep the disappointment out of my voice but the words still came out sounding flat. Feeling immediately guilty I smiled at him, by way of an apology. Tim probably wouldn’t have noticed that though. He was one of those people who always seemed to have something else on his mind. He was quiet, preferring not to give much of himself away and would let other people talk instead. I was never sure whether he was really listening. And he was always on the phone or looking at his watch, always with something or someone to hurry off to.

‘I’m going soon,’ he called back, taking the stairs two at a time. I watched him go then went off to find Fay.

The three of us lived in a three-bedroom mid-terrace, just off St James Square and a short walk from Bath city centre. There were four of us if you included Fay’s cat Dexter; a temperamental tortoiseshell which she named after the character Cary Grant played in one of her favourite films, The Philadelphia Story.

Our house is on Alexandra Terrace, a line of three-storey, narrow Georgian houses that all stand impressively tall and proud, apart from ours. Ours is the only house painted yellow and it’s a storey shorter than the others, sandwiched in between them like a younger sibling that the others would rather pretend didn’t exist. It’s Victorian, so Adam tells me. He raves about its original fireplaces, cornice and sash windows. But the sash windows didn’t serve us well last winter when we woke up to find the washing-up frozen solid in its bowl. Fay and I had become experts in building fires and Fay, at one time, had started a nice line in draft excluders made from stripy knee-high socks. I’d sit close to the fire with Dexter curled up on my knee and convince Fay that the socks made all the difference, then Dexter would yawn, his breath contradicting us with a puff of mist, and we’d have to go back to the drawing board.

At first it had just been Fay and me. We moved in together after she returned from a year’s travelling. She took various temporary jobs, unsure what to do with her life after her travels had helped reaffirm her suspicions that her degree in art history wasn’t going to lead to a job she enjoyed when her real passion was acting. She’d dabbled in many things since then, taken acting courses, scraped a living by working part-time at an alternative gift shop and kept her foot in the acting door by volunteering for the local amateur dramatics society. And so we had settled into a routine: me working at the pre-school at the top of the hill, and Fay ‘bumming around’ as she called it, sharing the little yellow house until our landlord had dropped a bombshell several weeks ago. He wanted his nephew to move in to the third bedroom.

We were pretty disappointed. Things had been fine as they were. We didn’t want a virtual stranger breaking up an easy, comfortable situation. Plus we had been using the spare bedroom as a walk-in wardrobe and didn’t relish the idea of having to give that little luxury up. But we weren’t in a strong position to object. Our rent was cheap and the house was a perfect location for both of us. Our landlord insisted it was only a temporary situation and he promised not to put our rent up for the foreseeable future so we agreed, making a pact between ourselves to look elsewhere if Tim turned out to be a problem. But there didn’t seem to be any reason to complain about him. He hadn’t done anything wrong; he was good-looking, and fairly clean in a he’s-a-bloke-so-let’s-not-expect-miracles kind of way. There was just an air of mystery about him. He was guarded, he kept his room locked at all times, and we were never really sure what he did for a living. He disappeared over the weekends and when he was in, he often ate in his room. Sometimes I thought I could hear him talking quietly into his mobile late at night.

‘Has he gone?’ a voice said in a stage whisper. A flash of red hair appeared by the kitchen door and my heart skipped a beat.

‘God!’ I put my hands up to my face. ‘You really made me jump!’

‘Sorry Gem,’ Fay said, then she laughed and touched her hair, realising what I was looking at. ‘I forgot about the hair.’

When I left yesterday it had been what Fay described as conker brown. I wasn’t quite sure what you’d call the new shade. Berry red? It wasn’t bright enough to be fire engine, and it wasn’t ginger enough to call it auburn. It suited her though, it was funky, spiked and fluffy and it made her look so cute with her fair skin and freckles.

‘I got bored with dying it so I went to the hairdressers, asked them to put it back as close to its natural colour as they could get it,’ she said, a twinkle in her eye. This was a running joke with us as neither of us could really remember what her natural colour was, but this must be as far removed from it as it was possible to be. She walked across the room and made a beeline for the fridge. ‘I’ve been gasping for a drink ever since I got back from the hairdressers and Tim’s been in here for ages, making sandwiches out of big chunks of unidentifiable meat.’ She took a plate off the top shelf and showed it to me.

‘It’s very pink,’ I said, wrinkling my nose up.

‘I know, and can you tell what animal it’s from? Because I don’t think I’d recognise it if it still had a face attached.’ She put it back, eyeing it suspiciously, then took out a can of coke. ‘Want one?’

I shook my head. ‘You could actually go in the kitchen whilst Tim’s there, you know? He doesn’t bite.’ I leaned against the work surface, watching Fay with amusement as she checked her complexion in the reflection of a metal teapot.

‘I’m shy,’ she said unconvincingly, then sighed. ‘I’ve got a massive spot. Trust me to get a huge one when Nikki’s coming.’ She pointed it out to me, her face forlorn (Nikki is a beauty consultant at a country hotel in the Cotswolds and as you would expect, has the complexion of a Ruben’s cherub).

‘That?’ I said, inspecting her closely. ‘It’s the size of a pinprick!’

‘You’re blind,’ she said, looking into the teapot again.

I laughed, looking at my own face in the metal. ‘It’s a novelty shaped teapot, Fay. It’s distorting your reflection, that’s all, making it look swollen up.’

She peered closer. ‘Is it?’ She picked it up and was about to hold it in front of her chest when I took it off her.

‘Come on, you daft thing, never mind that. I’ve got something to show you and I think you’re gonna like it.’

‘Ta da!’ I cried, holding the box out for Fay to see.

It took her a moment to register what it was, and when she did her eyes grew wide with astonishment. ‘Oh my God! I’d forgotten all about that.’ She took it off me, holding it as though it was something valuable and precious. ‘Do not open till 1 January 2000,’ she read out. ‘Oh, what a shame we didn’t remember that. We weren’t even together that New Year’s Eve, were we?’

I shook my head. ‘You were in Spain, remember? And wasn’t Nikki going out with Fabian then? I think he talked her into going to Piccadilly Circus.’

Fay rolled her eyes. ‘I can never keep up with when Nikki was going out with Fabian. Those two were on and off more than Jordan’s knickers in a nightclub. And what about that girl?’ She clicked her fingers, searching for a name.

‘Miranda,’ I said.

‘Yes! Miranda. Whatever happened to her? We never saw her again.’

‘I know. I feel a bit bad about that actually. I promised I’d stay in touch and we wrote to each other quite a lot but I got bored of it and stopped writing.’

‘She was mad, wasn’t she?’ Fay said, remembering for a moment, then snapped quickly back to the present. ‘So, where’s the key? Or is that a silly question after so long.’

‘It’s a silly question,’ I said. ‘I think we’ll have to smash our way in.’

‘Oh, you can’t do that.’ She held it protectively against her chest. ‘You might damage something. God, I can’t even remember what I put in it.’

‘All I can remember is the photo of my gran. And those lists we did, but I can’t for the life of me remember what I wrote.’

‘What shall we do?’

‘Let’s keep it till tonight. We can surprise Nikki with it later, after dinner. We could open a bottle of wine and make it a ceremonious event.’

‘Excellent idea,’ Fay said, grinning at me, then she looked down at the box again. ‘Wow! It was so long ago. Over thirteen years, thirteen! And it feels like yesterday. I don’t feel much older than I did then.’

‘I know what you mean. It’s mad. There’s a girl who lives over the road. You know, the one with the long hair and the big chest? She was born the year we did this.’

Fay squealed at the thought, putting her hands over her mouth. ‘That’s weird!’ She put the box down on the kitchen surface and grabbed my elbow. ‘Let’s not think about this now, OK? I’m going to need a few wines before we start going down that road. Let’s get ready and get some food in, before Nikki arrives. This could be a really hilarious evening.’

‘Another wine, anyone?’ I said, plucking a bottle off the table and refilling our glasses.

We were sitting around the dining table having dinner. I had planned a sophisticated three-course meal, something grown up with candles and napkins, but whilst in the supermarket Fay and I had been seduced by the pizzas in the deli and the giant bags of kettle chips and dips. We ended up having a finger feast of junk food and I was only surprised we had managed to eat it at the table.

Ever since she arrived Nikki had been quizzing me about Adam. She had even come laden with a supply of glossy wedding magazines. We sat poring over the pictures, picking out dresses, reading the wedding tips aloud, and cooing over the men in suits. It all seemed a little premature though and Nikki was visibly disappointed to learn that we hadn’t even set a date yet.

‘It might be next year,’ I said, licking the salt off my fingers and reclining in my chair. ‘But more likely the year after that.’

Nikki pouted. ‘Oh, I can’t wait that long. I haven’t been to enough good weddings lately. I thought everyone was supposed to be getting married at our age?’

‘Not these days,’ Fay chipped in. ‘At this rate I’ll be going through my funeral-a-week phase before I reach the wedding-every-Saturday one.’

‘It’s Richard and Jules’s wedding next Saturday; that’s where Adam is tonight, at the stag do,’ I told Nikki. ‘Theirs is the first wedding I’ll have been to since my Aunty Cathleen’s two years ago … My voice trailed off as I remembered the stag do. I wondered what they were getting up to now. It was still early, only seven o’clock, but they were bound to be out already, probably having a meal, almost certainly drunk. My stomach lurched at the thought of where they would be going later and what they would be getting up to.

Fay noticed my mood change and squeezed my hand. ‘Don’t you get all melancholy and start missing Adam. It’s not allowed. You’re meant to be having fun.’ She edged my wine glass nearer to my hand.

‘I know, you’re right.’ I smiled and took a sip.

‘I think it’s time to open Pandora’s Box,’ she said devilishly, leaping up to fetch the box from the mantelpiece.

‘What’s this?’ Nikki asked, looking up curiously.

‘You’re not going to believe what I’ve found,’ I said as Fay placed it in front of her.

Nikki looked down and recognised it immediately. ‘No way!’ she cried.

Fay and I grinned at each other as Nikki picked the box up and rattled it. ‘Have you opened it yet?’

‘No!’ we both cried in unison. ‘We were waiting for you,’ Fay said. ‘We have to do it all together, don’t we?’

‘But how do we get in it?’

Fay produced a small jemmy from the pocket of her cardigan. ‘I found it in the cellar. I think it must be Tim’s.’

Nikki laughed. ‘Didn’t I warn you about that housemate of yours? It wasn’t in a bag with a Balaclava and a pair of night-vision goggles, was it?’

It took nearly twenty minutes with a jemmy, one of Nikki’s hairgrips and a couple of plastic chopsticks before the lock finally popped.

‘Yes!’ we cried triumphantly and scrambled to get the lid off.

Lying on top was the photograph I had put in. We all studied it, gasping at the way we looked.

We had hunched up tightly on the sofa to get us all in. I had taken it by holding the camera at arm’s length and it had come out surprisingly well, capturing us all in shot.

Nikki sat on the far left. Her hair was huge; a frizzy, backcombed spiral perm which, back then, I had seriously envied. She was wearing a tight body and jeans with a cardigan so big you could almost call it a house-coat. Fay was unrecognisable next to her. Her hair had been dyed jet black and was cropped short and spiky. She had a lot of make-up on but her face was pale and her eyes a stark contrast with thick black eyeliner.

‘I look like a ghoul!’ Fay cried.

‘Well, at least you don’t look like a clown,’ I said, looking at my own outfit. I suppose I must have been trying to capture the ‘Madchester’ spirit with my baggy trousers and psychedelic hooded top. I was smiling with my lips pressed tightly together. I always used to smile like that; I was too embarrassed by the slight gap in my two front teeth. I had been teased at school enough to give me a complex about showing them off in public. That was before I had grown used to them and it occurred to me that gappy front teeth obviously hadn’t done Madonna any harm.

Miranda was sitting on the other end of the sofa. She was leaning into us all, grinning broadly, her dark eyes wide and staring.

Nikki laughed. ‘You know, when we met Miranda I thought her clothes were really bizarre, but looking back, we were just as weird. Don’t you think?’

‘Perhaps it was Comic Relief day, that’s why we were dressed like that,’ Fay said, hoping that one of us would agree and redeem us all from the terrible fashion mistakes we had made.

‘Absolutely,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ Nikki agreed, putting the photo to one side. ‘That’s what it must have been.’

We each picked out our mementos. Mine were a packet of Love Heart sweets and a photograph of my gran, who had died at the beginning of 1989. I lingered on it, studying her gentle features.

Nikki shrieked and picked out a miniature bottle of Samsara perfume and a picture of Jason Donovan posing with a guitar. ‘What was I thinking of?’

Fay took out her Kohl black eye liner pencil and a picture of Robert Smith from the Cure, which she planted a kiss on. ‘Did you miss me?’ she said, ignoring Nikki’s incredulous expression.

The only things left in the box were our folded papers and a leopard brooch Miranda had included.

Nikki plucked out a random piece of paper and after skim reading it for a second, blew out an indignant breath at what she saw.

Fay and I gathered around her. ‘What? What does it say?’

‘This is Gemma’s. She said I’d have several men on the go, one of them married! What kind of girl did you think I was?’

I bit my lip. ‘I’m sorry, I was fourteen, OK? It wasn’t me.’

‘And I can’t believe you were so wrong about everything. “A super fast train service, Kylie disappeared into obscurity, Fay married.” Could you be more wrong?’

I picked out another paper and read it. It was Nikki’s. ‘Me? Pregnant at sixteen!’ I slapped her playfully on the knee.

‘You were always so obsessed with children,’ she cried defensively.

‘Other people’s maybe. Just because I wanted to work with them didn’t mean I wanted to have them!’

We read out the rest, laughing at how naïve we’d been. It seemed that at fourteen we’d seen ten years as a life-changing amount of time. By twenty-four we’d expected to be settled, married and possibly even have children. At twenty-seven we hadn’t even managed that.

After a while I realised Fay was sitting quietly, reading her paper and seemingly lost in thought.

‘Which one have you got?’ I asked her, leaning across to peer over her shoulder.

Her brow was furrowed and she seemed shell-shocked. ‘Miranda’s,’ she said quietly.

‘Let me see,’ Nikki said, reaching over and taking the paper out of Fay’s hands. She hadn’t read much before she gasped, ‘Bloody hell, she got me to a tee!’

‘What?’ What does it say?’ I cried, curiosity overwhelming me.

She began to read it out loud. ‘I see Nikki wearing white, in a big country mansion. She’s dating a man with a foreign accent, destined for fame.’ She looked up from the paper at us both. ‘Well that’s me, isn’t it? I wear a white coat when I’m working and I’ve always worked in country hotels.’

‘You’re not dating a foreign man though, are you?’ I said.

‘No, but I was. I was with Fabian in 2000 and he was obsessed with being a famous entrepreneur. He wanted to be the next Richard Branson.’

‘Mmm.’ I scrunched up my nose. It wasn’t the spookiest coincidence I’d ever heard, but there were definitely similarities.

‘Hold on …’ Nikki flicked her blonde hair back off her face and said seriously, ‘you’ve not heard the best bit yet. She’s put, “give up the cigarettes, before they nearly kill you.”’ She looked at me and I felt my stomach flip over.

Two years ago Nikki had been involved in a serious car accident. She’d been driving back to Bath after work and was intending to drive straight to our house to get ready for a night out. It was teatime, but the route she took was always quiet. At a little country junction she pulled out slowly. There was no one around so she reached over to her handbag on the passenger seat. It was the last thing she could remember: taking her eyes off the road for a second to get a cigarette from the packet that lay on top of her bag.

Several witnesses sitting in a drive-through restaurant on the corner of the junction had said that Nikki couldn’t have seen it coming. The driver that jumped the lights had sped over the brow of a hill so fast he lost control. He ploughed into the front of Nikki’s car, crushing the driver’s wing so badly she had to be cut free. She was in hospital for seven weeks and had been told by several members of the emergency services that she was lucky to be alive. Her leg had been broken in three places and her wrist and a rib were also broken, she had a black eye and a deep gash to her face. Miraculously the guy in the other car managed to walk free from his own vehicle, which had careered into a verge, and to the astonishment of the witnesses, he had staggered across the road and ordered a ‘coffee and a fudge sundae to go’ from the vendor at the drive-through. He got five years for reckless driving and leaving the scene of an accident.

Nikki maintains that if she hadn’t been reaching for a cigarette, she would have crossed the junction faster and wouldn’t have been hit. The few times she’s reached for a cigarette since, she’s stopped, unable to do it without reliving the grinding crunch of metal and the choking sensation of gasping for breath.

‘OK,’ I said, holding my hands up. ‘That’s spooky.’

Fay reached for her glass of wine and took a generous swallow without taking her eyes off Nikki. ‘What else did she say?’

‘Hang on, let’s see.’ Nikki skim read down the page. ‘She didn’t put much about you, Fay, just “Fay will take a long while to get settled on what she’s going to do, but when she does, everything will come together at once. She’ll find there’s a good man right under her nose and all her ambitions, hopes and dreams will finally be realised.”’

Fay clapped her hands, ‘Ooh, that’s exciting. Who could that be?’

Nikki looked at her over the paper she was holding. ‘Hun, you’ve probably not met him yet. By the time you settle on anything you’ll be in your fifties.’

‘True,’ Fay said with a smile.

‘Hang on. You’re not going to believe this,’ Nikki read on. ‘“Gemma’s in a church but she’s not married, she’s surrounded by children but not her own.”’ She took a sharp intake of breath. ‘Oh my God! This is seriously freaking me out now.’

She wasn’t the only one. The hairs on the back of my neck were prickling up and my heart was pounding. I was deputy playgroup leader at Dizzy Heights, so called because of the steep street it was situated on, but it was also because of the high ceilings we hung banners from. The rooms had high ceilings because the building we used was a converted church.

‘Did she put anything about Adam?’ I asked, leaning so far forward I nearly toppled off my chair.

‘Err, yes. She’s put “going out with a gentle giant.”’

I nodded, there was some truth in that. Adam was certainly big. He was six foot three, muscular and broad. I wasn’t sure about the gentle bit. I always described him as my ‘bit of rough’, and he’d never struck me as a sentimental type, but then he did like puppies and he loved his nephew.

‘Oh hang on, get this,’ Nikki said, shaking my arm. ‘You’re not going to like this at all!’ She bit her lip and I wondered what it could be, a horrible accident or tragedy perhaps? Miranda was getting so much right. I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear something bad. I was surprised to notice my hands were trembling.

‘Don’t marry the first man that asks you,’ Nikki read flatly. ‘Your destiny is someone from your childhood. Someone you met when you were at school.’

Nikki put the paper down and she and Fay both looked at me open mouthed.

I took the paper from Nikki and read it for myself. Miranda’s handwriting was deliberately decorative, the letters curly and precise. She had decorated her words with a doodled border of hearts and stars.
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