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    Sunday, 5 April




    9.08 p.m.




    ‘I’m sorry, Edward.’ Dan frowns, then places his beer bottle carefully on the bar in front of him. ‘What’s “redancing”?’




    ‘No, Daniel,’ I say, as if explaining something to a five-year-old – a tactic I have to employ surprisingly often where Dan’s concerned. ‘I said, “some Scottish country dancing”. Not . . . Well, not what you thought, anyway.’




    ‘Oh. Right.’ He grins, sheepishly. ‘Sorry.’




    As is customary every Sunday evening, Dan and I are sitting at the bar of our favourite Brighton pub, the Admiral Jim. I’m telling him about the wedding that my girlfriend Sam and I went to yesterday, while nervously waiting for the right moment to mention one that he might be invited to – and as my best man – but, as is usual whenever I try to steer the conversation away from the superficial world that Dan inhabits, he’s not making it easy for me.




    ‘So.’ I take a deep breath. ‘Weddings, eh?’




    ‘Tell me about them.’ Dan pokes the wedge of lime further down the neck of his bottle with his index finger. ‘In fact, why anyone wants to get married is beyond me.’




    ‘There are a lot of things that are beyond you, Dan. Fidelity, an IQ score in double figures . . .’




    Dan removes his finger from the bottle and sucks the lime juice off it, childishly sticking the finger next to it up at me at the same time. ‘I mean, for one thing, getting married increases your chances of splitting up, doesn’t it?’




    I put my pint of lager down and swivel on my stool to face him. ‘I realize I might regret saying this, but I’m going to have to ask you to explain that one.’




    ‘Simple,’ says Dan, although I presume he’s referring to his forthcoming explanation rather than me. ‘What’s the current divorce rate?’




    ‘I dunno.’




    ‘Well I do, mister eye-queue. Two out of three. Which, percentage-wise, is . . .’




    I let him struggle with the maths for a moment, then put him out of his misery. ‘Sixty-six and two thirds.’




    ‘Exactly,’ he says, taking a swift gulp of beer. ‘And it’s going up.’




    ‘Partly due to the amount of married women who throw themselves at you, no doubt.’




    He opens his mouth to challenge me, then realizes he doesn’t have a leg to stand on, so instead, just makes the ‘what can you do?’ face. Dan, it has to be said, is ridiculously good-looking; although at a shade under six feet tall he’s slightly shorter than he’d like. Everything else about him – from his uncommonly white teeth, gym-honed physique, the tan he keeps topped up at Tan-Fastic on the High Street, and his immaculately styled and highlighted (although he denies the last bit) hair – evidently combines to make him what I believe is known as a ‘babe-magnet’. In fact, on the odd occasion he and I have been out clubbing, I’ve seen women so keen to sleep with him that they literally trample over each other – and me – like it’s the first day of the sales.




    ‘Whereas,’ he continues, ‘with you and Sam, all the while you’re girlfriend and boyfriend, you’ve only got two options: either you stay together, or you don’t, right?’




    ‘Ri-ight. So?’




    ‘So that means there’s a fifty per cent chance of you splitting up. Or not.’




    ‘I’m not sure that’s quite . . .’




    ‘Which is less than if you get married,’ he concludes, gesturing towards me with his beer bottle, then dabbing at the spot of beer he’s just splashed down the front of the ironically vintage ‘sex and drugs and sausage rolls’ T-shirt he’s wearing under his leather jacket. ‘Proves my point.’




    ‘There’s a point in all of that?’




    ‘Obviously,’ says Dan, as if I’m the slow one, ‘that it’s better not to get married if you want to stay together.’




    For a moment, I consider trying to explain exactly where his theory falls down, but realize the pub’s due to close in three hours. Besides, there’s something more important I need to talk to him about.




    ‘Well, that’s a shame. Particularly where Sam and I are concerned.’




    ‘Why?’




    I grin guiltily at him. ‘Why do you think?’




    As I wait for the grey mush that passes for Dan’s brain to process what I’ve just said, it’s hard to read his expression, although that’s probably due to the fact that even though we’ve been sitting here for the best part of half an hour, he’s still wearing the cap and sunglasses disguise he hardly ever leaves home without nowadays. Dan’s a bit of a celebrity, having made his name as the presenter of the housewives’ and students’ favourite daytime antiques programme Where There’s a Will and, up until recently, playing the part of Wayne Kerr in Close Encounters, ITV5’s popular soap opera set in a cul-de-sac here in Brighton. At the moment, however, he’s ‘resting’, although it’s something of an enforced rest, having been sacked as Wayne after a disastrous appearance on Children in Need where he was asked – live – what he liked most in a woman, and he replied ‘my penis’.




    ‘You’re joking, Edward,’ he says, after the best part of a minute.




    ‘I’ve never been more serious. Both about what I’m saying, and, you know, Sam.’




    Dan removes his cap slowly, followed by his RayBans, but for once doesn’t automatically check his hairstyle in the reflection of the lenses. ‘You’ve asked Sam to marry you?’




    ‘Well . . .’ I shift uncomfortably on my seat, wondering whether I should tell him the actual story, but he doesn’t give me a chance.




    ‘She’s not pregnant, is she?’




    ‘No, Dan, she’s not pregnant.’




    ‘And what did she say?’




    ‘Well, yes, of course.’




    Dan frowns. ‘“Yes”, of course? Or “yes of course”?’




    ‘What does it matter? The important word is yes.’




    ‘Not necessarily,’ says Dan, gravely. ‘The “of course” part might suggest that she’s doing it out of some misplaced sense of duty, whereas . . .’ He stops talking and scowls at me, possibly because I’m repeating the words ‘la, la, la’ over and over again with my fingers stuck in my ears. ‘Very mature, Edward,’ he says, when I’ve eventually finished.




    ‘Stop over-analysing everything and just congratulate me, will you?’




    Dan shrugs. ‘Well, congratulations,’ he says, picking up his bottle of beer again and clinking it against my pint glass. ‘Blimey – you’re engaged. To be married.’




    ‘I guess so,’ I say, conscious that I’m grinning like an idiot. ‘I can hardly believe it.’




    ‘You can hardly believe it?’ Dan shakes his head. ‘I mean, you marrying Sam. It’s like . . .’ He struggles to think of an example. ‘Two years ago, you were at the bottom of the second division. And now . . . you’ve won the European Cup. Talk about a result.’




    For a minute I don’t know what to say to that. I suppose it’s a back-handed compliment, given how unfit, unhealthy, untrendy and evidently unattractive I was back then, which led to Jane, my girlfriend of ten years, dumping me, and telling me to sort myself out. I decided to take her advice, and so started taking Dan’s, by losing the weight. Stopping the smoking. Swapping the John Smith’s for Paul Smith. And by finding out what women wanted (although initially, I found out what it wasn’t – me). And while I might not exactly be in Dan’s league, nowadays I could probably pass for his taller, dark-haired, slightly less trendy and athletic cousin in the right light – which Dan would say would be semi-darkness.




    ‘Thanks. I think.’




    ‘So, come on.’ He nudges me, causing me to spill some beer on my jeans. ‘What was it like? I mean, how did it feel? When you asked her.’




    ‘None of your business.’




    ‘Why not?’




    ‘It’s embarrassing.’




    Dan starts poking me in the ribs. ‘Come on. You can tell me. Your oldest friend.’




    ‘Get off!’




    ‘Okay. I’ll get it out of her instead,’ he says, reaching for the latest of his regularly upgraded iPhones that he’s positioned in full view on the bar in front of him.




    ‘Don’t you dare.’




    ‘Well, at least tell me how you did it. Were you nervous?’




    ‘Not really.’




    ‘Not really?’ Dan narrows his eyes. ‘The man who has zero confidence with women proposed just like that, and without the slightest doubt that she might say no?’




    ‘Well . . .’ I clear my throat, worrying that I might have dug myself a bit of a hole. ‘To tell you the truth, we just, you know, decided.’




    Dan stares at me, waiting for the rest of the story. ‘And that was it?’ he says, when I don’t expand.




    ‘What do you mean, “that was it”?’




    ‘You didn’t get down on one knee? Do all the big romantic stuff?’




    ‘Er . . . not exactly.’




    ‘Why not?’




    I feel myself start to blush. ‘Because I hadn’t really prepared anything. I mean, I would have, if I’d thought about it. But sometimes you’ve got to strike while the iron’s hot, haven’t you? See an opportunity and go for it. Like you’re always telling me – you snooze, you lose. Nice guys finish last, and all that.’




    ‘Which is a philosophy I subscribe to,’ says Dan, leaning over and nudging me again. ‘Particularly in bed. Where I’m a really nice guy, if you know what I mean.’




    ‘I get it, Dan. Although I wish I didn’t.’




    Dan grins, then takes another gulp of lager. ‘Hold on,’ he says, eyeing me suspiciously. ‘Something doesn’t ring true here.’




    ‘What are you talking about?’




    ‘Well, how long have you been planning this?’




    I shrug. ‘I don’t know. I mean, “planning” is such a strong word, isn’t it? Although I suppose I’ve been thinking about it for a while.’




    ‘And yet this is the first time I’ve heard anything about it.’




    I sigh. ‘Dan, I don’t tell you everything I’m intending to do where me and women are concerned.’




    ‘Which is probably why it’s taken you thirty-one years to get one to agree to marry you.’ He shakes his head. ‘But if you’ve been intending to do it for so long . . .’




    ‘Yes?’




    ‘Why didn’t you do it properly?’




    I puff air out of my cheeks. ‘Well, what does “properly” mean, really? Surely the important thing was that she said yes.’




    ‘Or “Yes of course” . . .’ Dan stares at me for a moment, then a smile creeps across his face. ‘She asked you, didn’t she?’




    ‘No, of course not. How could you say such a thing?’




    ‘Because it’s the truth. Come on. Admit it.’




    ‘No!’




    ‘“No”, as in you’re not going to admit it, which means she did, or “no” as in you’re not going to tell me?’ He leans back smugly on his stool. ‘Which probably means the same thing.’




    ‘Shut up, Dan. It’s none of your business. And why are you so interested anyway?’




    ‘It’s just that . . .’ He starts picking absent-mindedly at a loose thread on his jacket. ‘Well, I doubt I’ll get married myself. Particularly given the way things are going with my love life.’




    ‘What do you mean? I thought you were still having to fight them off?’




    ‘Of course I am.’ He grins. ‘This is Brighton. There are women on every corner. Although some of those are prostitutes . . .’ He clears his throat. ‘Anyway, my point is, why tie myself down with just the one? Which is why I’m interested to experience it through your eyes. You know – like a vicar.’




    It takes me a few seconds to work out what he’s talking about. ‘Vicariously, Dan.’




    He suddenly looks a little sad. ‘That’s what I meant. But seriously, as fun as this lifestyle of mine is, I can’t really see myself ever meeting the future Mrs Dan Davis this way.’




    ‘Well, that’s because you generally have to go out with someone more than the once – you know, have what’s called a relationship – before you can think about marrying them.’




    ‘That’s easy for you to say, mister smug shacked-up,’ he says, his bottom lip trembling a little. ‘But I have to face the fact that I might never get to experience true love, like you and Sam obviously have. So the thought of someone caring enough about me to ask me if I’d marry them is, well, it makes me . . .’ He stops talking, sniffs loudly, then stares off into the distance, lifting up a hand to rub his eye. ‘Especially since my one chance of happiness seems to have found someone else.’




    ‘Huh?’




    Dan leans heavily against the bar. ‘Polly, you muppet.’




    ‘Ah. Of course,’ I say, immediately feeling sorry for him. Polly is Dan’s significant ex; the girl he dated for a while after he left college, although when his TV career took off, so did she. I’ve always hoped the two of them might get back together, and he even thought about it last year, but a rare moment of selflessness given the fact that she had a boyfriend – or more likely, the fear that if he did, it might have to be for ever – meant that it didn’t happen. Even so, he still refers to her as ‘the one that got away’ – although sometimes I think she’s had a lucky escape. ‘I forgot you still felt that way. Yes, you’re right. Sam did ask me, and . . .’




    ‘I knew it!’ Dan sits bolt upright and slaps one palm loudly on his thigh. ‘Just like I knew those acting lessons would come in handy. You should have seen your face.’ He grabs me by the shoulder and shakes me gleefully. ‘Admit it. You were about to hand me a tissue, weren’t you?’




    ‘You bastard.’




    ‘Sam asked you to marry her,’ he says, in an annoying little sing-song voice. ‘Ho ho. I bet you thought you were going to get something else when she knelt down in front of you.’




    ‘Dan, it wasn’t like that. She didn’t kneel down in front of me. And do you have to bring sex into everything?’




    ‘If I can, yes.’




    ‘Well, just don’t tell anyone, okay?’




    Dan shrugs. ‘Discreet is my middle name.’




    ‘Only if ‘in’ is your first.’




    ‘Edward, I’m offended. Give me an example of a time I’ve dropped you in it?’




    I stroke my chin thoughtfully. ‘Well . . .’




    ‘You see, you can’t come up with any.’




    ‘I’m having more of a problem choosing just the one.’




    Dan laughs, then drains the rest of his beer and slams his bottle noisily down on the bar. ‘Anyway, however it happened, this calls for champagne.’




    ‘There’s no need for . . .’




    ‘Of course there is. It’s not every day that your best friend gets engaged, is it?’




    ‘I suppose not,’ I say, then sit there, waiting for Dan to order a bottle, but instead, he starts patting his jacket pockets like a parachutist desperately trying to locate his rip-cord.




    As his expression changes to one of helplessness, I sigh. In the twelve or so years I’ve known him, and despite the fact that his last TV job paid around five times my annual salary, I could probably count the number of times he’s bought me a drink on the fingers of one hand – even if I’d lost most of those fingers to frostbite. It’s not that he’s stingy; more that Dan changes his outfit so often before leaving the house – even when he’s just coming for a drink with me – that his wallet doesn’t always manage to accompany him.




    I wave towards the other end of the bar in an attempt to attract the attention of Wendy, the Admiral Jim’s pretty in a dark-haired boyish-figured Meg-Ryan-in-You’ve-Got-Mail kind of way manager. She’s just come back to work after having a baby with her boyfriend, Andy, and is evidently suffering from the late nights and early mornings, as she looks as though she’s doing her best not to nod off.




    ‘Edward,’ she says, ignoring Dan as usual as she walks over to where we’re sitting. Wendy’s not Dan’s biggest fan, although that’s due to his rather ungentlemanly attitude towards the women he dates rather than the quality of his television work. ‘What can I get you?’




    ‘A bottle of cham—’




    ‘Your finest champagne, please,’ interrupts Dan, before jabbing a thumb in my direction. ‘Edward’s buying.’




    Wendy raises both eyebrows. ‘I’ll just dust one off,’ she says, reaching into the fridge behind her and producing a bottle of Moët, then heading off to retrieve a couple of flutes from the shelf at the other end of the bar. ‘What are you celebrating? Dan finally reaching puberty?’




    ‘No, Wendy,’ sighs Dan, sliding his empty beer bottle along the bar towards her like a cowboy in a saloon. ‘We just thought it’d make a nice change from this piss-flavoured stuff you sell branded as lager.’




    ‘Yes, well, there’s a reason yours tastes like that,’ says Wendy, flicking her eyes towards the ladies.




    ‘I’ve just got engaged,’ I say quickly, trying to defuse the situation.




    ‘To Sam,’ adds Dan, a little unnecessarily.




    Wendy rolls her eyes at him, then breaks into a grin. ‘Congratulations, Edward,’ she says, leaning over the bar to give me a hug. ‘That’s a surprise.’




    ‘Not as much of a surprise as it was for Edward,’ whispers Dan.




    ‘Pardon?’




    ‘Nothing,Wendy,’ I say, a little embarrassed.‘And thanks.’




    ‘You’re welcome,’ she says, peeling the foil off the top of the champagne bottle. ‘So have you set a date?’




    ‘No. Well, not yet. I mean, it all happened so quickly.’




    ‘Funny,’ says Wendy. ‘That’s exactly what my flatmate said after she slept with Dan.’




    ‘Ha, ha, ha,’ says Dan, eyeing her warily. ‘Not.’




    I kick him lightly on the shin. ‘Join us for a glass?’




    ‘I can’t,’ she says, looking at the bottle longingly as she levers the cork out with her thumbs. ‘I’m breast feeding.’




    ‘Really?’ Dan stares pointedly at Wendy’s less-than-bountiful cleavage, and for a moment I’m worried he’s going to let slip that he refers to her as ‘the pirate’ on account of her sunken chest. ‘The poor little mite must be starving.’




    As he swivels back round to face me, chuckling to himself, Wendy smiles sweetly, then fires the champagne cork expertly at the side of his head, causing him to yelp in pain. ‘Well, congratulations again, Edward,’ she says, filling up the two glasses. ‘To both of you. That’s you and Sam, I mean,’ she adds for Dan’s benefit, before heading back to the other end of the bar.




    ‘You might have told me to duck,’ he says, scowling at her, while rubbing the spot where the cork’s hit him.




    ‘You’re right. I might have – if I didn’t think you deserved it.’




    ‘So come on,’ he says, picking his glass up, clinking it against mine, then downing the contents in one go. ‘How did she ask you?’




    I stare at Dan for a moment, then decide I’ve got nothing to lose by telling him. ‘Well, it was yesterday evening, and we’d had a nice day at the wedding, not to mention a few drinks, and we were in bed discussing it, and . . .’




    ‘You were in bed with Sam and talking?’




    I ignore his wide-eyed interruption. ‘And – I don’t know – maybe we were caught up in the moment, but all of a sudden, she asked me if I wanted to get married, and before I knew it, I’d said yes. End of story.’




    As I take a mouthful of champagne, the colour suddenly drains from Dan’s face. ‘Hang on,’ he says, ‘what were her exact words?’




    ‘I can’t really remember. “Do you want to get married?” or something like that. You know what my memory’s like when I’ve had a few.’




    Dan folds his arms. ‘So, let me get this straight. You were both a bit drunk, and at some random point in the evening, she said, “Do you want to get married?” and you took it as a proposal, rather than a question?’




    ‘Well, obviously, yes,’ I say, struggling to work out what the difference is.




    ‘She didn’t get down on one knee, or say, “Will you marry me?” like most people do. And like you tried to have me believe you did earlier?’




    ‘Well, no, but . . .’




    ‘And you didn’t think that she might have been asking generally?’




    I get a sudden uncomfortable feeling in my stomach. ‘Generally?’




    ‘Yup. Like . . .’ Dan’s face scrunches up in concentration as he tries to come up with an example. ‘If you were talking about America, say, and she’d said to you, “Do you want to visit America?” Well, the obvious answer is, “Yes, one day.” Unless you’re actually standing in the travel agent’s, you can’t possibly think she’s suggesting the two of you go together there and then.’




    ‘That’s rubbish.’




    ‘Really?’




    ‘Yes, really. She was clearly asking me.’




    ‘Doesn’t sound that clear to me.’ Dan snorts.




    ‘Yes, well, you weren’t there, were you?’ I say, putting my glass down angrily. ‘And besides, the only way to make anything clear to you is to spell it out. With very short words. And in very big letters.’




    Dan holds his hands up. ‘Okay, okay. Keep what’s left of your hair on. I just want to make sure you didn’t get hold of the wrong end of the stick. After all, it wouldn’t be the first time.’




    ‘This wasn’t like that, thank you very much,’ I say, glaring at him. Dan is referring to an incident last year, where Sam and I were on holiday in Majorca, and we’d had an argument, and she’d asked me to leave. Turned out she’d been referring to the room, whereas I thought she’d meant the island, and we almost split up because of it.




    ‘You’re sure it wasn’t?’




    ‘Yes I’m sure.’ I take a mouthful of champagne. ‘Unlike you, I learn from my mistakes.’




    ‘There are no mistakes,’ says Dan, putting on a bad American accent. ‘Only experiences.’




    I stare up at the ceiling. ‘In that case, it’s certainly been an experience telling you about it.’




    He grins, then helps himself to a refill. ‘So, where were we? Oh yes. She’d said, “Do you want to get married?’ And you said?’




    I think carefully. ‘Well, yes.’




    ‘And you’re sure she wasn’t talking hypothetically?’




    ‘Of course.




    ‘How?’




    It’s a good question, and I stifle a burp as I think about it. ‘By her reaction, for one thing. When I said yes, I mean.’




    ‘She wasn’t sick, then? Didn’t faint, or show you that she had her fingers crossed all the time and didn’t mean it?’




    ‘Very funny, Dan. No – she . . . she just said, “Good”, then gave me a kiss and went to sleep.’




    ‘Was that all?’




    ‘What do you mean, was that all? Like I said, we’d had a bit to drink, it was late, and she was obviously tired. We both were.’




    ‘Yeah, right.’ He makes a face as he refills his glass. ‘That’s exactly how I’d react if I’d proposed to someone and they’d said yes. By falling asleep. Unless . . .’




    ‘Unless what?’




    ‘Unless she realized she’d made a mistake – or rather, you had – and was just pretending to be asleep while she worked out what to do next. Lord knows, it probably wouldn’t be the first time a woman’s had to pretend in bed with you.’




    ‘Dan, for the last time, it wasn’t a mistake. On either of our parts.’




    He shrugs, then holds the bottle of Moët out towards me. ‘Well, as long as you’re positive?’




    ‘I am,’ I say, nodding at Dan’s offer of a top-up, while trying to ignore the feeling of doubt that’s starting to creep over me.




    ‘Fine.’ Dan pours some champagne into my glass, then puts the bottle down. ‘And you don’t feel . . . No. Never mind.’




    ‘Never mind what?’




    ‘Nothing.’ He picks his glass up, then holds it to the light and peers intently into it, as if fascinated by the bubbles. ‘Forget about it.’




    ‘No, come on. You were going to ask me if I felt something.’




    ‘Well . . .’ Dan glances at me out of the corner of his eye. ‘Emasculated. Seeing as she’s the one who did the proposing.’




    ‘No I don’t,’ I say, although the correct answer is probably, Well, I didn’t.




    ‘Because it’s the man’s responsibility, isn’t it?’ he continues. ‘You know, you’re making this huge gesture to her, giving her the biggest thing you can, and she’s taken that opportunity away from you. Although if it were me, she’d already have had the biggest thing I . . .’




    ‘Dan, please.’ I shake my head at him. ‘Besides, it’s the noughties.’




    He sniggers, like he does every time I mention that word, since I made the mistake of telling him it was how Jane and I used to refer to sex.




    ‘So?’




    ‘So women have equal status now.’




    ‘Huh. To you, maybe,’ snorts Dan.




    ‘Piss off,’ I say, although I’m a little impressed that Dan’s managed to be chauvinistic and insult me at the same time. ‘Besides, it’s better, isn’t it?’




    He frowns. ‘How’d you work that one out?’




    ‘Because it is against the norm. So if Sam did propose . . .’




    Dan smirks into his glass. ‘If being the operative word.’




    ‘If Sam did propose, then it means she’s had to make a special effort. Which means she must think I’m pretty special. And doesn’t want to lose me.’




    He mimes sticking his fingers down his throat, then looks at me earnestly. ‘You’d better check, though.’




    ‘What? Why?’




    Dan puts his glass down. ‘Think about it. The relationship’s fine, right? You’re getting along just great as you are, no reason to change the status quo, and suddenly, one of you accidentally proposes to the other one.’




    ‘No one proposes accidentally, Dan.’




    ‘Just hear me out. Say she did. Say the words just . . . slipped out. And before she can go, “I’m sorry, that wasn’t what I meant,” you’ve already said yes. She sees how excited you are by it. How flattered. So how on earth does she get back from there without doing some serious damage?’




    ‘That’s rubbish,’ I say, although not quite as confidently as before.




    ‘No it isn’t,’ insists Dan. ‘You can’t retract that sort of thing, because if you do, then you don’t just revert to before, where getting married was, although unspoken, on the cards, but instead, you’re actually saying you don’t want to marry the other person. Cue all sorts of other issues, and you’re splitting up a few weeks later. Hence the reason she probably kept schtum.’




    ‘Thanks a lot.’




    Dan makes a face. ‘Don’t shoot the messenger. I’ve been very careful not to propose to anyone over the last few years, so I know what I’m talking about.’




    I put my glass down on the bar and turn to face him. ‘So you’re saying that Sam proposed to me by accident, and then immediately realized that she couldn’t back out of it?’




    Dan nods. ‘Yup.’




    ‘But why would she want me to think we’re engaged if we’re not?’




    ‘Maybe so she can draw the engagement out, until something else gives her an excuse to get out of it. Has she mentioned it again today?’




    ‘Well, no, but . . .’




    ‘There you go, then.’




    ‘If you let me finish, I was going to say that I haven’t really seen her. She’s been out with Madeleine all day.’




    Dan looks up sharply. ‘Who?’




    ‘Madeleine? Sam’s best friend?’




    ‘And why have I never met her?’




    I sigh. ‘Why do you think?’




    ‘Fair enough.’ Dan grins, and picks the bottle up again. ‘But you’ve got to agree that sounds pretty suspicious.’




    ‘What’s suspicious about it?’




    ‘Well, for one thing, if I’d just got engaged, I wouldn’t be out celebrating with you.’




    ‘Thanks very much,’ I say, fighting the urge to snatch the champagne back from him.




    ‘You know what I mean.’




    I stare at him for a few seconds, hoping he’s misread the situation, but unfortunately, if Dan ever got asked to do Celebrity Mastermind, ‘women’ would be his specialist subject. ‘So how can I check?’ I say eventually, trying to keep the panic out of my voice.




    ‘Well, the most obvious thing would be to call her bluff.’




    ‘And how do I do that?’




    Dan leans over and punches me on the shoulder, which I guess is meant to be reassuring, but only ends up giving me a dead arm. ‘S’easy. Get her to the front of a church, have a vicar ask her if she wants to go through with it. If she says “I do” then you’re home and dry.’




    ‘As opposed to high and dry. In front of everybody. And that’s assuming she turns up.’




    ‘Well, you can’t just come out and ask her, can you?’




    ‘Why not? What’s wrong with saying, “Sam, you know yesterday, when you proposed to me, were you being serious?”’




    Dan looks at me as if I’m stupid. ‘Because what’s she going to do? Say “actually, no”, and hope the two of you can just laugh it off? Besides, if you want a direct answer from a woman then you can never ask her a direct question. It’s the way their minds are wired.’




    ‘Dan, will you please stop generalizing. Especially where women are concerned.’




    ‘But it’s true.’




    ‘No it isn’t. That’s like saying that everyone who’s Japanese knows karate.’




    ‘Okay, okay.’ He leans in to me, then lowers his voice. ‘Although that, funnily enough, is true. I mean, there’s no proof, but it’s a fact.’




    ‘Whatever. But I can hardly wait until I’ve got Sam at the front of the church to find out whether she was actually proposing to me, can I?’




    Dan turns and peers towards the other end of the bar, where Wendy is making herself a double espresso, stifling a yawn as she does so. ‘Believe it or not, flatso over there has actually hit on the perfect solution.’




    ‘What do you mean?’




    ‘It’s simple,’ he says. ‘If you can get Sam to set a date, and it’s some time this century, then that’ll prove she’s serious. I mean, that’s the whole point of being engaged, isn’t it? So you can get married.’




    As Dan sips his champagne smugly, I have to concede that it’s not such a bad plan, and not only because – thanks to him – I’m now a little worried that I have misread the situation, but also because of my existing insecurities where Sam and I are concerned. Maybe it’s the legacy of being dumped so dramatically by Jane a couple of years ago, but there’s a part of me that’s mystified – almost on a daily basis – that someone like Sam wants to go out with someone like me, so if I do get her to set a date, then perhaps that feeling will stop too. But at the same time, I realize that there’s another reason why I should push for it. Because I love her. And if it is true, and she did actually propose, then I can’t wait to be married to her.




    I glance at my watch, wondering whether I should go home and do it now, but it’s late, and Sam will probably be getting ready for bed. I’ll just have to wait until the morning. Which means that for tonight at least, I might as well enjoy being engaged.




    I drain my glass in a couple of gulps, then pick up the bottle of Moët and help myself to a refill. ‘You know, you’re cleverer than you look.’




    ‘I am, aren’t I?’ says Dan, holding his glass out for a toast, without realizing what he’s just said. ‘Here’s to the big day. Hopefully.’




    ‘To the big day,’ I say, and then suddenly, something else occurs to me. ‘Actually, Dan, strike that. When I say you’re cleverer than you look . . .’




    ‘Fuck off.’




    ‘No – I mean, you’re a genius!’




    ‘I am?’




    ‘Yes; the big day. I might have missed out on the chance to make a grand gesture by proposing to her first . . .’




    ‘Assuming that she did, of course, actually propose to you.’




    ‘. . . but at least I can make it up to her. By giving her what every woman wants.’




    Dan frowns. ‘Me?’




    ‘No. A great big wedding!’




    Dan breaks into a broad smile, then clinks his glass loudly against mine. ‘Now that, Edward, sounds like a plan.’








  



    

       

    




    Monday, 6 April




    6.51 a.m.




    I’m woken up by the sound of the bedroom door shutting – Sam getting ready to put another victim – sorry, client – through their paces, probably. She works (for herself) as a personal trainer, mainly using the seven-mile (and I only know the distance because she’s made me run the length of it enough times) stretch of Brighton and Hove seafront to train her clients. Most weekdays, she’ll be up and out before I’ve even stirred and, despite the fact that we’ve been living together for the best part of a year, I still haven’t quite managed to get used to her crack-of-dawn starts, or the fact that whenever she tells me she fancies an early night, that’s exactly what she means.




    I’m feeling a little sick, although that’s probably more down to the amount of alcohol I consumed last night – having decided to stay in the pub until I was sure Sam would be asleep – than my nervousness at asking her to set a date when I get up. And, anyway, as I’ve been telling myself all night, I shouldn’t be nervous; despite what Dan said, we are already engaged – at least, I’m pretty sure we are, having replayed the proposal over and over in my mind. So setting a date is simply the next step. Even though right now it feels like a pretty huge one.




    I mean, some people might get engaged simply to take the relationship to another level, but for me, it’s definitely the preliminary stage to getting married, and if Sam feels that way too – and I’ve no reason to think she doesn’t; after all, we’re already living together – then what’s the point of dragging it out? And while the one thing Dan’s right about is that I do now wish I’d asked her first, I’m also really flattered she asked me.




    With Jane, even though we were together for nearly ten years, marriage was just something we didn’t discuss, maybe because I thought we’d just drift along together until it happened. And while what actually happened was that I let myself go, got fat, smoked too much, stopped caring about my appearance, and therefore (according to Jane) stopped caring about her, so she dumped me, I have my suspicions that an additional contributory factor in the dumping might have been because I didn’t ever get down on one knee in front of her.




    The funny thing is, when I think about it now, Jane and I getting married wouldn’t really have meant anything. It would have just been the next thing to do, as if because we’d been together for so long why not just go ahead and make it legal – and where’s the romance in that? Because by then, the proposal isn’t such a big deal whoever does it, the wedding is greeted with a lot of ‘about time too’ jokey comments, and then the next day, we’d have gone back to being exactly who we were beforehand, except I’d have a large hangover, she’d have my surname, and we’d both have a few too many toasters. Nothing would really have been different, so what would have been the point?




    Whereas with Sam, it will be different. Her becoming my wife is a step forward – for both of us. And it’s not just me saying ‘hands off’ to every other man; it’s because I want to take the relationship to another level, maybe even start a family. More importantly, I want Sam to know I love her, and that I’m committed to building a future with her. Our future.




    I glance at the alarm clock on the bedside table, then jump out of bed and stride purposefully towards the bathroom, conscious that I need to catch Sam before she heads out to work. Because as far as I’m concerned, that future can’t start soon enough.




    7.21 a.m.




    By the time I get out of the shower, I’ve changed my mind as to my tactics. While I’m still planning to ask Sam to set a date, I’m only going to do that when she brings up the whole engagement thing, which she’s bound to, especially as she must have told Madeleine all about it yesterday, just like I did Dan. That way, I won’t have to raise it out of the blue and risk being shot down. And this plan is doubly good, mainly because I still haven’t managed to work out how to raise it.




    When I walk into the kitchen, she’s standing by the window, dressed in one of her usual figure-hugging tracksuits, and snacking on a packet of rice cakes. Sam certainly practises what she preaches, and expects her clients – past and present – to as well, which is why I’m hoping the half a litre of mouthwash I’ve just gargled with will mask the smell of the packet of sour cream and onion Pringles I ate from my secret stash when I got home last night. Not that I’m a client any more, although that is how Sam and I met; when I’d hired her to help me get back in shape so I could (misguidedly, according to Dan) try to win Jane back. Little did I know at the time that the emphasis with Sam would shift from the ‘training’ to the ‘personal’ as our sessions progressed. But I’m extremely pleased it did.




    ‘Morning, gorgeous,’ she says, standing on tiptoe to kiss me.




    ‘You talkin’ to me?’ I say, doing what I think is my best Robert De Niro in Taxi Driver impression, although when I listen to myself, it sounds more like I’ve got a heavy cold.




    ‘I don’t see anyone else here.’




    ‘Well, in that case, good morning.’




    I smile down at her. Of the two of us, Sam’s the gorgeous one: short, almost boyish dark hair that on her looks anything but, a cute upturned nose, and the kind of dark brown eyes I could gaze into for the rest of my life – which is kind of fortunate, given recent developments. I kiss her again, and she wrinkles her nose at what I can only guess is a whiff of crisp breath.




    ‘I didn’t hear you come in last night.’




    ‘I did,’ I say. ‘Honest.’




    ‘Relax, Edward. I didn’t mean it like that. Did you have a nice time?’




    ‘Er . . .’ Yes and no is the obvious answer, but it suddenly seems ridiculous to me that the ‘no’ part should be to do with the doubts that Dan managed to instil in me. ‘Okay, I guess.’




    She holds the rice cakes out towards me. ‘How was Dan?’




    ‘Oh. You know. Same old Dan,’ I say, waving the packet away. I’ve tried Sam’s healthy snacks before, and quite frankly, the plastic lid from last night’s tube of Pringles probably has more flavour.




    Sam rolls her eyes, then helps herself to another rice cake. ‘It can’t be easy for him,’ she says, walking over to the sink and pouring herself a glass of water. ‘To hear news like that, I mean.’




    Aha! There it is. My ‘in’. Sam must mean the news of our engagement. I almost have to stop myself from doing a celebratory dance in the middle of the kitchen, although I feel a little guilty at the same time. Because of course it can’t have been easy for Dan to hear about Sam and me getting married, particularly when he’s feeling so low from his recent sacking . . .Ah.




    ‘You mean the Close Encounters stuff?’




    Sam nods. ‘Poor thing. What’s he going to do?’




    Damn. ‘He didn’t really mention it, to be honest.’




    ‘What did the two of you talk about?’




    ‘Talk about?’ I shrug dismissively, wondering whether she’s fishing to see whether I’ve said anything to Dan at all, although I’m growing increasingly conscious that she hasn’t referred to our being engaged even once. And short of me just coming right out with it, I don’t know how to, even if I dress it up in a funny ‘You know, Dan thinks . . .’ kind of way. It just seems so, well, preposterous that I have to ask her if I got the wrong end of the stick. Plus, what will I do if she says I did? ‘You know. The usual.’




    ‘You mean his favourite subject. Himself,’ she says, downing her water quickly.




    ‘No, we . . .’ I look up at the clock on the kitchen wall, conscious that time’s running out. This morning, at least. ‘Listen, Sam. I was wondering . . .’




    ‘Wondering what?’




    I click the kettle on, then follow her into the front room. ‘Well, I wanted to ask you something.’




    Sam glances at her watch. ‘Is it a quick one? I’ve got to meet a client by the pier in five minutes.’




    ‘Er . . .’ I don’t know what to say. I suppose it is a quick one – it doesn’t take long to say ‘yes’ or ‘no’, after all – but I’ve got a feeling it’s going to take more than five minutes for me to get round to asking the question. ‘No, that’s okay. It can wait till this evening.’




    ‘Well, if you’re sure,’ says Sam, kissing me quickly, then heading for the front door.




    That’s the problem, I want to say, as I watch her go. I’m not.




    8.51 a.m.




    I’m walking into work, feeling a little, well, flat. But I have to stay positive – after all, while Sam didn’t actually refer to us being engaged earlier, she didn’t mention the fact that we weren’t. I have to take that as a good sign.




    As I turn the corner into Ship Street, where Staff-IT, the IT recruitment consultancy I work for is situated, a voice I haven’t heard for the best part of twelve months makes me jump.




    ‘G’issue?’




    I look up to see Billy, Ship Street’s one-time Big Issue seller, grinning at me – although whether you can still grin when you’ve lost most of your front teeth is debatable.




    ‘Jesus, Billy, you scared me. Where have you been?’




    ‘Where haven’t I been?’ he says, gruffly.




    ‘I thought you must have moved,’ I say, then realize that’s probably not the most sympathetic observation to make to a homeless person.




    ‘Nah,’ says Billy, picking up a can of Special Brew from behind his rucksack and taking a quick swig. ‘I’ve been on me holidays.’




    ‘For a year?’




    ‘I’ve got a flexible employer,’ says Billy, nodding towards the dog-eared magazine he’s holding. ‘You all right then, Ed?’




    ‘Not bad,’ I say, pleased that he’s remembered my name. Normally he can’t even remember his.




    ‘And how’s that gorgeous girlfriend of yours?’




    I’m impressed – unless he means Jane, of course. But then again, he’d have to be very drunk to mix the two of them up, and while judging by the number of empty beer cans I can see in the vicinity, that’s certainly a possibility, Billy actually knows Sam – she’s bought Big Issues from him often enough – whereas Jane used to cross the street to avoid him.




    ‘Good. Great, actually. In fact . . .’ I take a deep breath, hoping that the more I say it, the more likely it is to be true. ‘We’re getting married.’




    For a moment, Billy just stares at me, and then his face darkens. ‘Whatcha want to go and do that for?’




    ‘What?’ I say, slightly taken aback.




    ‘Up the duff, is she?’




    ‘No, Billy. Sam’s not pregnant.’




    He scratches his head. ‘So why, then?’




    ‘Well, because we love each other, and . . .’




    ‘Christ.’ Billy rolls his eyes. ‘If you’re that desperate to give your house away, why not give it to someone like me who really needs it?’




    ‘What have you got against marriage, Billy?’




    ‘What d’you think I’m doing out here selling these magazines?’ He drains the rest of his Special Brew. ‘It’s not because I’m after a career as a newsagent.’




    I know Billy was married once, to some girl who needed a visa, or something. Though it sounds like it was his Visa card she was more interested in.




    ‘So, you being on the streets is because of a woman?’




    Billy shakes his head, then produces another can of Special Brew from his rucksack and cracks it open. ‘Nope. Because of the drinking.’




    ‘Oh, sorry. I thought . . .’




    ‘But the drinking’s because of a woman.’




    ‘Your wife?’




    ‘Ex-wife,’ snaps Billy. ‘Take my advice. Hold on to your freedom as long as you can.’




    For a moment, I feel like trying to explain to him that freedom’s the last thing I want. But then again, someone who’s made the lifestyle choices Billy has probably has a completely different definition of what ‘freedom’ actually is.




    ‘But surely it’s all about finding the right woman?’




    ‘Of course it is, Ed. Of course it is. But that’s like saying all you have to do is buy the right lottery ticket and you’ll win the jackpot.’ He gestures towards me with his can, spilling a couple of drops on my shoes. ‘Women are the root of all evil, you know.’




    ‘I thought that was money?’




    ‘That too,’ says Billy, holding out a magazine for me to buy. ‘And speaking of the devil . . .’




    9.58 a.m.




    I’m sitting in my office, browsing through the morning suit section of the Moss Bros website, and wondering whether Dan and I will look ridiculous in top hats, when there’s a gruff voice from the doorway.




    ‘Morning,’ grumbles Natasha, though given the miserable look on her face, that should be spelled with a ‘u’ after the ‘o’. Unusually for her, she’s in before ten, and even more unusually, she doesn’t appear to be hung over.




    I sit up guiltily. Natasha founded the company, and while now we’re supposedly equal partners in the business since she promoted me last year, she often acts as if she’s forgotten that fact. To be honest, most of the time, I’m too scared of her moods to remind her.




    ‘What are you doing here?’ I say, hurriedly clicking on the ‘close window’ button, although all that does is reveal the travel-agency website I’d been looking at previously while wondering where to take Sam on honeymoon.




    Natasha scowls at me, then stomps over to the coat rack and throws her jacket on one of the hooks. ‘I work here, remember?’




    I open my mouth to respond, then close it again. Natasha’s definition of ‘work’ is somewhat different to mine, although I suppose using your cleavage and long blonde hair to attract new clients could loosely be described as ‘marketing’. Luckily, given the not inconsiderable fee we earn each time a candidate accepts a job, she doesn’t need to do a lot. Of work, I mean. Not clients.




    I glance at my watch, then tap it a couple of times to make sure it hasn’t stopped. ‘Yes, but . . .’




    Natasha gives me a look that suggests I’d be better off shutting up. ‘What are you doing?’ she asks, walking over to my desk and peering at my monitor.




    ‘I’m, er . . . Nothing,’ I say, nervously. I’ve decided not to tell Natasha about my good news just yet. She’s not the biggest fan of marriage, particularly since most of her boyfriends are already in one with someone else.




    ‘Doesn’t look like nothing to me.’ Natasha taps the picture of a tropical island on my screen with a scarily lacquered fingernail. ‘Going somewhere nice?’




    ‘Just on honey . . . I mean, holiday. With Sam.’




    ‘Haven’t you just been on one?’ She tuts, no doubt not looking forward to the prospect of having to do some actual recruitment work if I’m away.




    ‘That was a year ago. To Spain.’




    ‘Oh yes. Where you and Sam almost split up. And you’re risking it again?’




    ‘Yes, well, as I told you, that was a simple misunderstanding.’




    Natasha arches one impeccably plucked eyebrow, then nudges my chair with her hip, hard enough to send me rolling across to the other side of the room. ‘As in Sam misunderstood why you’d been seeing your ex girlfriend behind her back?’




    ‘No. Well, yes, but it wasn’t anything like that,’ I say, walking my chair back towards my desk with a series of dainty steps. ‘I hadn’t been seeing her. Jane just . . . I mean, yes, I saw her, but not in the sense that you see your, er . . .’ I stop talking. When Natasha’s in a mood like this, there’s no reasoning with her.




    ‘So where are you thinking of going?’ she says, peering closely at my computer screen. ‘The Maldives? Isn’t that a bit . . . Hold on – honeymoon suite?’ Natasha grabs the desk lamp, switches it on, and angles the beam into my face. ‘Have you got something to tell me, Edward?’




    ‘Er . . .’ I haven’t felt this uncomfortable with Natasha since the time I decided not to tell her about Jane dumping me. And now, as then, I cave in after about five seconds. ‘Sam and I are getting married.’




    For a moment, Natasha looks stunned. ‘What on earth do the two of you want to do that for?’ she says, only slightly less gruffly than Billy earlier.




    ‘Er, because we love each other?’ I say, only this time, as if I’m guessing at the answer. ‘And because we want to spend the rest of our lives together.’ And because I don’t want anyone else to steal her, I feel like adding. ‘Besides, what’s wrong with wanting to get married?’




    As soon as I say this, I realize I might have asked the wrong person. But fortunately, Natasha seems more surprised that someone’s agreed to marry me, rather than at the fact that we’ve simply decided to get married.




    ‘Let me get this straight,’ says Natasha, incredulously. ‘You asked her to marry you, and she said yes?’




    ‘Well, not exactly,’ I reply, feeling a little put out at Natasha’s tone, while trying to ignore the feeling of déjà vu. ‘In actual fact, it was me who said yes.’




    ‘Pardon?’




    ‘Sam asked me.’




    ‘Really?’




    ‘Yes, really.’




    ‘Is she pregnant?’




    ‘No!’




    ‘Are you dying?’




    Only of embarrassment. ‘I don’t think so. Why?’




    ‘I can’t think of a single other reason a woman would propose.’ Natasha looks at her watch. ‘It’s not a leap year, is it?’




    ‘No, but . . .’




    ‘And you’re not rich.’




    ‘Not on what you pay me I’m not.’




    Natasha laughs. ‘Okay. Fair point. But you’ve really got no idea why she asked you?’




    ‘Because she loves me, perhaps?’ I suggest, crossly.




    ‘No, I meant why she asked. Not why she asked – well – you.’




    ‘Er . . . Maybe Sam’s the traditional type. Wants to be married before she starts a family. That sort of thing.’




    Natasha rests a hand on my shoulder. ‘You’re sure she’s not pregnant?’




    ‘No,’ I say, shrugging her off. ‘I mean, yes.’




    ‘How do you know?’




    ‘Because, well, I’d know. Wouldn’t I?’




    Natasha raises both eyebrows this time. ‘And you’re sure she actually did. You know, ask you. To marry her.’




    ‘Don’t you start.’




    ‘What?’




    ‘Nothing. Yes, I’m sure,’ I say, feeling less and less so by the minute.




    ‘You don’t think you better check?’




    I look up at her crossly. ‘Natasha!’




    ‘Sorry.’ She smiles down at me. ‘I suppose I’m just being over-cautious, Edward. I mean, as long as she’s got a ring on her finger, then you’ve got nothing to . . .’ Natasha stops mid-sentence, as it’s obvious even to me that I’ve gone deathly pale. ‘Don’t tell me you haven’t?’




    ‘It only happened on Saturday night, and I kind of thought that seeing as she proposed to me, then . . .’




    ‘You expected Sam to go out and buy her own engagement ring?’




    Bollocks. How could I have been so stupid? ‘Well, no, but . . .’ I slump back in my chair. The truth is, I don’t know what I expected. Sam proposing did catch me off guard. And so I didn’t – and don’t – have a clue what to do in the circumstances.




    ‘You better do something about that, and fast,’ warns Natasha. ‘Otherwise you might find yourself disengaged.’




    ‘Sure,’ I say, sitting up sharply and grabbing my keyboard. ‘I’ll get right on it.’




    I type the words ‘Argos’ and ‘engagement rings’ into Google, but when Natasha sees what I’m doing, she makes a mock-horror face, although on closer inspection, there’s not a lot of ‘mock’ about it.
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