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  Chapter 1




  ‘So, as I was saying, we’re back at her place, and it’s getting to the Clash point . . .’




  ‘Clash point?’




  ‘Yeah, you know, “should I stay or should I go”, and we’ve been making the usual first date small talk – job, family, past relationships.’




  ‘Past relationships? I hope you gave her the abridged version?’




  ‘So somehow we get on to the subject of marriage and infidelity, and she tells me this story about a guy she knows from university. You know the type: the college Casanova, good

  looking, funny, a real ladies’ man, went out with most of the girls in his year.’




  ‘Bit like you then, mate.’




  ‘Piss off! Anyway, to everyone’s surprise, straight after graduation this guy marries the dullest girl on their course, moves out to the suburbs, does the whole two-point-four

  children thing. However, he works as an estate agent in London, and this gives him the perfect excuse to spend long hours in town while the wife stays at home to look after the

  kids.’




  ‘With you so far.’




  ‘He’s always kept in contact with his other female friends from college – most of them ex-girlfriends, of course. One by one he meets up with them in town for

  lunch or an early evening drink, when he pours his heart out over a bottle of Hard-done-by, telling them how he feels trapped in the marriage, has no life outside of work, and that the physical

  side has all but disappeared. They’re generally looking at him all misty eyed before they’ve even finished their first glass.’




  ‘Crafty bugger!’




  ‘Exactly. So, when the time comes to leave, he says that he’s just got to pop into a house round the corner and value it – five minutes, that’s all – he’s

  got the keys on him, and do they want to come and have a look? What woman can turn down the chance to have a nose around a complete stranger’s home, and so before you know it the two of them

  are strolling around the empty property, with him pretending to make notes while bemoaning the state of his marriage.’




  ‘What, “South facing reception room, I’d leave her if it wasn’t for the children”?’




  ‘That sort of stuff. And hinting how he wished that he and that particular girl had been closer at college, whilst she’s making all these “you poor thing” type

  noises. Anyway, the last room they get to is of course the bedroom . . .’




  ‘And?’




  ‘And what do you think? She makes him an offer on the spot, which he gladly accepts!’




  ‘So what did you say when she told you this?’




  ‘I said what she wanted to hear of course: “What a bastard!”’




  It’s Friday afternoon, the sun is shining, and the three of us are sitting in our favourite drinking establishment in Chelsea, Bar Rosa, snacking on tapas and sipping that bottled Spanish

  beer that costs twice the price of normal lager yet has only half the taste. Nick hasn’t been focused on work all day, and I never need an excuse for an early finish, so we’ve shut the

  office and, on the pretext that we are his most valued clients, extricated Mark from his firm of stuffy accountants. As is traditional, we’re talking about my previous weekend’s

  date.




  ‘Too right,’ agrees Mark, absent-mindedly fingering his wedding ring. ‘What a bastard!’




  ‘What a lucky bastard, you mean,’ says Nick, enviously. In his mind, anyone getting more than their fair share deserves his jealous admiration.




  ‘Best of both worlds, if you ask me,’ he continues. ‘Don’t you agree, Adam?’




  Nick, sporting a ‘designer’ shirt with a pattern that could probably trigger epilepsy, nods expectantly, his lanky frame perched awkwardly on a bar stool. Underneath his short dark

  hair, everything about Nick’s face is exaggerated, as if his features are competing for attention: big bushy eyebrows, a mouth that wraps a little too far round to the sides, and a nose that

  doesn’t quite point in the same direction as everything else.




  More high street than high fashion, Mark is wedged into the chair opposite, fatherhood and corporate life having broadened both his responsibilities and his waistline. At times, he looks like a

  man fighting a losing battle, his mousy brown crew-cut receding as the years advance, and his once good-looking face now rounder, and occupied by an extra chin.




  I scratch my head thoughtfully. ‘Well, no, actually. I can’t condone the infidelity aspect.’




  ‘What do you mean?’ says Nick, incredulously. ‘You go out with loads of women.’




  ‘Yes, but not at the same time. And I’m not married.’ I take a sip of my beer. ‘But I suppose it’s a pretty good trick.’




  ‘Not that you’ve ever needed tricks, eh?’ says Mark, reaching across the table to slap my face Morecambe and Wise style. I’m too fast for him, and knock his hands away

  with a mock-threatening and poor mock-cockney ‘Leave it!’, nearly spilling my drink in the process.




  Bar Rosa is run by a gay American couple, Pritchard and Rudy – better known to the three of us as Richard and Judy but, of course, not to their faces – and we’re here so often

  that they’ve become our good friends now. At that moment, Rudy appears at the other end of the bar, looking at his watch and miming surprise when he sees the three of us in so early.




  ‘Anyway,’ continues Mark, ‘that guy she was talking about doesn’t know when he’s well off.’




  Nick frowns. ‘How is he well off? Having the dutiful wife at home to look after the kids, or the extramarital shagging?’ he asks, not unreasonably.




  Mark looks at Nick, shakes his head, and sighs exaggeratedly. ‘So,’ he says to me, ‘going back to . . . what was her name again?’




  ‘Evelyn. Eve.’




  ‘Doomed from the start,’ observes Nick.




  ‘Sorry?’ says Mark.




  ‘Duh!’ says Nick, making that face where you stick your tongue under your lower lip, and reminding me instantly of when he was eight years old, when we first became friends.

  ‘Adam and Eve?’




  I do have a thing about girls’ names. You’ve got to sound right as a couple. No rhyming, joke names, celebrity, literary or, as in this case, biblical allusions.




  ‘Ah,’ says Mark. ‘Point taken. Was she attractive?’




  I feign shock.




  ‘Good kisser?’




  ‘Tongue like an electric eel,’ I say, repeating my favourite Blackadder line.




  ‘Good in bed?’ asks Nick.




  When I huff indignantly, Nick looks at me, incredulously.




  ‘So you didn’t?’




  I remove an imaginary bit of fluff from my sleeve. ‘Er, might have done . . .’




  ‘And?’




  I look at them both and shrug. ‘And what?’




  ‘And what was she like?’ Mark leans forward in his chair, causing me to shift a little uncomfortably in mine. I settle for what I hope will be an end-of-conversation reply.




  ‘Well, if you’ll excuse the pun, a bit of an anti-climax, actually.’




  ‘An anti-climax?’ exclaims Nick. ‘What were you expecting, the sword-swallowing abilities of a top porn star? How exactly did she disappoint?’




  ‘Jesus! What do you want? A blow-by-blow account?’




  ‘Please!’ says Mark, a little too keenly.




  I shake my head resignedly. ‘Well, she was just a little too . . . reserved.’




  ‘Reserved?’ exclaims Nick. ‘You mean she didn’t let you . . .’




  I hold up my hand to silence him. ‘Nick! Please!’




  ‘What?’ he says, gulping down a large mouthful of beer. ‘You can’t say something like that and then not give us all the facts.’




  I look for support from Mark, but he’s already nodding in agreement with Nick.




  ‘Well, let’s just say I kept looking down expecting to see a mortuary tag on her toe.’




  ‘Ha!’ smirks Nick. ‘That might have been your fault, you know.’




  ‘True . . .’ I concede, grinning back at him. ‘. . . But doubtful!’




  ‘You know,’ says Mark, lowering his voice conspiratorially, ‘speaking of climaxes, there’s one sure fire way to find out what a woman’s like in bed.’




  ‘Sleep with her?’ suggests Nick.




  ‘No. Well, yes, obviously,’ says Mark. ‘But, apparently, before sleeping with her, you can tell a lot about what she’s going to be like by . . .’

  He pauses for effect. ‘By the way she sneezes.’




  Nick and I look at each other, and then back at Mark, before Nick does the honours.




  ‘Such as?’




  ‘The way she, I mean, what she’s like when she . . .’ He reduces his voice to a whisper, despite there being nobody at the adjacent tables, ‘. . . orgasms.’




  ‘What?’ exclaims Nick.




  ‘Orgasms. Comes.’ Mark beckons us closer, as if he’s about to divulge state secrets. ‘For example, if she sneezes really loudly, with lots of facial expression

  and body movement, then she’s going to be the same way when she, you know . . .’




  Nick and I stare transfixed at Mark, who, sensing he’s got our full attention, ploughs on. ‘If she tries to hide it, or it’s one of those pathetic little “achoos”

  that hardly registers, or worse still, it’s no more than the “ach” part, then she’ll be afraid to let herself go.’ He leans back in his chair, obviously pleased with

  this little pearl of wisdom.




  ‘Thank you, Yoda,’ says Nick. ‘And in your vast sexual experience, is this a fact?’




  Mark opens his mouth to answer, but Nick cuts him off. ‘Oh, hang on, you’d have to have slept with more than just the one woman for a valid scientific study.’




  ‘Sod off!’ counters Mark, always the master debater.




  ‘Sneezes, eh?’ I say, mentally running through a quick review of my evening with Evelyn.




  Mark nods. ‘Apparently.’




  Nick stares at him, disbelievingly. ‘You’re making it up!’




  ‘No, if you must know, I read it in Cosmopolitan the other day,’ admits Mark, who then pales.




  Nick starts to laugh. ‘Cosmopolitan? Oh, so it must be true,’ he scoffs. ‘And what were you doing reading Cosmo anyway? Isn’t it a,’ he continues,

  emphasizing the word, ‘girl’s magazine?’




  ‘It – it was Julia’s copy,’ stammers Mark. ‘She’d left it lying around and I just picked it up. To be honest, it made a pleasant change from Accountancy

  Weekly.’




  ‘So,’ I say, raising one eyebrow, ‘your wife’s started reading Cosmo, has she?’




  ‘Better nip that in the bud, mate. And quickly!’ advises Nick.




  ‘And she’s just leaving it,’ I make speech marks in the air, ‘lying around?’ I shake my head slowly.




  Mark frowns. ‘Why? What are you talking about?’




  Nick and I are on a roll now. ‘Watch out, mate,’ he says. ‘Dangerous thing, a woman who reads Cosmo. Once Julia finds out there’s such a thing as a female orgasm

  . . .’




  I nod. ‘Let alone more than one type . . .’




  Nick looks at me quizzically for a moment before continuing. ‘Exactly. You’re in big trouble. It wasn’t left out by accident, you know.’




  I put a hand on Mark’s arm. ‘Was it open at any particular article?’




  ‘Any passages underlined?’ asks Nick.




  ‘Fuck off!’ says Mark, the panic rising in his voice. ‘Julia and I are very happy. There’s the small matter of another baby on the way, you know.’




  ‘Okay, okay,’ I say. ‘Calm down. Just teasing.’ I turn to Nick, to give Mark a bit of respite. ‘But seriously, what about Sandra?’ Sandra is Nick’s

  girlfriend. ‘Does she prove Mark’s, sorry, Cosmo’s theory?’




  ‘Now I think about it,’ says Mark, before Nick can get a word in, ‘I can’t remember ever having heard her sneeze.’




  ‘At least not with Nick there,’ I add.




  Nick snorts. ‘Ha ha. Very funny.’




  ‘So,’ says Mark, clapping me on the shoulder, ‘another potential Mrs Bailey bites the dust,’ and I wince inwardly at the memories that phrase still brings. I was engaged

  once, a few years ago, although only for a few days. ‘I take it you’re not going to see her again?’




  I think about this for a second. ‘I shouldn’t think so.’




  Nick exhales loudly. ‘Why not?’




  I think about this for two seconds. ‘She just didn’t do it for me.’




  ‘Again – what exactly did you ask her to do?’ asks Mark. I yawn exaggeratedly and ignore him.




  Nick shakes his head. ‘What does a woman have to do to actually qualify for the position of girlfriend with you nowadays?’ he asks. ‘You can’t still be comparing

  them all to . . .’




  I give him a look that stops him mentioning Emma’s name. ‘No. Not any more. It’s just . . .’ I mull this over for a moment, as although it’s a question I’ve

  asked myself a number of times, I’m still nowhere near a definitive answer. ‘I guess they’ve just got to have that . . .’ I can’t quite think of the word,

  ‘thing, or whatever you call it.’




  ‘You want to go out with a girl with a “thing”?’ laughs Mark. ‘You’ve been spending too much time on those Internet sites again.’




  I pick a peanut up from the bowl on the table and flick it at him.




  Mark notices that his beer bottle is empty, and checks the clock on the wall. ‘Sorry, chaps,’ he says, adopting a haughty tone, ‘but time and tide wait for no man,’

  adding, ‘and nor does the number 211 bus,’ when he sees Nick and I exchange confused glances. Despite living almost next door to a tube station, Mark insists on commuting in to the West

  End from Ealing by double decker, a journey which even Sir Ranulph Fiennes would think twice about.




  ‘Why on earth do you have to travel everywhere by bloody bus?’ asks Nick, the idea of any form of public transport so obviously abhorrent to him.




  ‘I like travelling by bus, Mr Small Penis,’ replies Mark, nodding through the window at Nick’s Ferrari, which is double parked on the street directly in front of Bar Rosa.

  ‘Much better than spending every morning stuck in a traffic jam, or playing sardines on the tube. Besides, statistically speaking, buses are the safest form of transport.’




  ‘No they’re not,’ says Nick.




  ‘Yes they are,’ says Mark.




  ‘Bollocks!’




  ‘Bollocks yourself!’




  ‘This is great, chaps,’ I interject. ‘You can’t beat a good, intellectual discussion.’




  ‘Okay,’ continues Nick, ‘if they’re so safe, why does everyone always use that phrase “You could get run over by a bus tomorrow”?’ He sits back

  smugly on his stool.




  Mark retrieves his battered briefcase from underneath his seat and stands up. ‘Not if you’re on it!’ he replies triumphantly. There’s really no arguing with logic like

  that.




  Mark waves goodbye to Rudy and walks out of the door. On his way past the window he stops next to the sculpture in red that is Nick’s car and, checking to see that he’s got our

  attention, points at Nick’s new personalized number plates and mimes the international wanker sign. Nick just raises his left hand and slowly extends his middle finger.




  ‘Why on earth did you get those embarrassing things fitted?’ I ask, as Mark disappears off towards the bus stop.




  ‘No point in having a Ferrari if nobody knows it’s yours,’ he says, a look of almost fatherly pride on his face.




  ‘But you know it’s yours,’ I reply. Nick just shrugs.




  As usual, we’re sitting at one of Bar Rosa’s window tables, firstly so Nick can keep an eye on his car, as much to spot the traffic wardens as the approving glances, and secondly

  (although firstly in my case) so we can check out any women who might walk past. Today the scenery is especially good, as it’s a warm afternoon, which increases the amount of tanned midriffs

  and plunging cleavages on display.




  Nick’s vocabulary includes a variety of alerts to any particularly interesting sights, his favourites being ‘hands up!’ whenever a girl with overly prominent nipples is

  approaching, and, of course, a ‘bit of a Monet’ for those women who look great from a distance but not so good close up. He always adopts the tone of a World War Two squadron leader

  when he does this, i.e. ‘hands up at two o’clock’, or ‘bit of a Monet coming out of the Sun’, the Sun being the pub on the opposite

  side of the road. However, today he’s unusually oblivious to the passing attractions.




  As I work my way hungrily through a plate of nachos, I notice that Nick has hardly touched his food. As usual, he’s drinking his beer straight from the bottle, but for some reason

  hasn’t done his usual trick of stuffing a slice of lime down the neck, thus making it impossible to comment upon his liking for girly drinks. I’m about to ask him if he’s okay

  when he looks up at me and shifts nervously in his seat.




  ‘Listen, mate,’ he says. ‘Now that Mark’s gone, there’s something I need to talk to you about.’




  ‘Corporation business? Should I be taking minutes?’ Nick and I run a small Internet company, PleazeYourself, headquartered in a small office suite in a small business centre just off

  the King’s Road, from which we make a small fortune.




  ‘Nope. It’s,’ he clears his throat and lowers his voice, so I have to strain to hear him over the noise from the bar, ‘ahem, personal stuff, actually. Sandra and I,

  we’re . . .’ His voice tails off, and he downs the rest of his beer before continuing. ‘You know how when you’ve been going out with someone for a while.’




  ‘Define “a while”.’




  ‘Oh yes. Sorry. I forgot that might be hard for you to imagine. But Sandra and I, we’ve kind of fallen into a routine, you know, it . . . it’s all got very comfortable.

  She’s there when I go out in the morning, and always around when I get back home.’




  ‘That’s because she doesn’t have a job.’ I say, thinking except for spending your money. I’m not Sandra’s biggest fan.




  Nick ignores me and carries on. ‘Well, we were lying in bed last night, and she made us do this thing she’d read about.’




  I shudder. ‘Steady on. I’m not sure I want to hear this.’




  He looks at me disdainfully. ‘No. Nothing like that. We each had to write this list about what we wanted out of life, and then compare the two. Some sort of compatibility test.’




  Bloody Cosmo again, probably. ‘And?’




  ‘And she got really upset.’




  ‘Because?’




  Nick swallows hard. ‘Because she’d written stuff like “get married, have children”, whereas . . .’




  This should be good. ‘Go on,’ I say, taking a large swig of beer.




  ‘Whereas I’d put “villa in the south of France, pet pot-bellied pig”.’




  I just about manage to prevent lager from coming out of my nose. ‘Ah. Probably not what she wanted to hear, I imagine.’




  He shakes his head. ‘Quite. So I thought I’d better do something about it. You know, think about my priorities, make a decision.’




  I’m sure he’s going to tell me they’re splitting up and he wants a hand moving her stuff out of the flat, or changing the locks. Nodding sympathetically, I prepare the now

  traditional ‘plenty more fish in the sea’ speech.




  ‘So,’ he announces, before I can deliver it. ‘We’re . . . I’m . . . getting married!’




  The bar suddenly seems deathly silent. Out in the street, the birds have stopped singing. A piece of tumbleweed blows past the open doorway, and somewhere in the distance a dog barks.




  ‘What?’ I splutter. ‘To Sandra?’ For a moment I think, no, hope, that I can’t have heard him properly, but he’s smiling like an idiot, so I

  must have.




  ‘Of course to Sandra,’ replies Nick, thankfully mistaking my disbelief for surprise.




  I realize that the look on my face isn’t exactly conveying my delight, and I fight to hide my astonishment. Not knowing what to say, I get a sudden flashback to five years ago, Mark and

  Julia’s wedding, a drunken Nick lurching up to me, putting his arm around my shoulders and gesturing towards the happy couple.




  ‘Just me and you now, mate,’ he’d slurred. ‘The last of the musketeers!’




  ‘It’s mohicans,’ I’d replied, only slightly less the worse for wear.




  ‘What?’




  ‘It’s Last of the Mohicans. You’re getting confused with The Three Musketeers.’




  He’d struggled to process this piece of information. ‘Yeah, but at some point there must have been just two musketeers left?’




  ‘Yes, but the thing to describe the last of anybody is mohi— Oh, never mind,’ I’d said, realizing I was also arguing against the combined forces of Jack Daniel’s

  and Johnnie Walker. But as we’d stood there, gazing at our friend, I’d known exactly what he meant.




  ‘That’s right,’ he exclaims, snapping me out of my reverie. ‘So, will you do me the favour . . .’ Oh my god, I know what’s coming. Quick, try and look

  pleased, I tell myself, and force my mouth into some approximation of a smile. ‘. . . of being my best man?’




  My mind starts to race. Now’s my chance, I think. Decline gracefully. Tell him what you think of Sandra. But instead of condemning the idea as sillier than, well, most of

  the other decisions Nick makes in his life, to my surprise I find myself congratulating him, telling him that I’d be honoured, and we clink our bottles together loudly. Nick grins broadly,

  suddenly finding his appetite again, although I seem to have lost mine.




  I’m still reeling from Nick’s news when Rudy appears at the table, all white teeth and perma tan.




  ‘Are you guys celebrating something?’ he drawls.




  I raise my eyebrows at Nick, who nods his consent. ‘Nick’s getting married,’ I say, still not quite believing it myself, and pretty sure that ‘celebrating’

  isn’t the word I’d choose.




  Rudy doesn’t miss a beat. His face drops and he gazes imploringly at Nick, resting a hand on his shoulder. ‘But, Nick,’ he asks, ‘are you sure you’re doing the

  right thing? I mean, denying your true feelings?’




  Nick falls for it. ‘What do you mean, my true feelings? Sandra and I—’




  ‘No, I mean your true leanings. Sandra will find out. They always do.’




  Nick looks confused. ‘What are you talking about?’




  ‘It’s okay,’ continues Rudy. ‘A number of my ex-boyfriends were married before they could admit to themselves and the world where their loyalties lay. It was like a final

  denial to themselves.’




  Nick turns bright red as realization dawns. He looks lost for words for a few seconds, before selecting a couple of choice ones.




  ‘Fuck off!’ he says, with a grin.




  Rudy starts to laugh, and despite my recently darkened mood I can’t help but join him.




  Suddenly, Nick’s mobile rings, and when he sees the number displayed on the screen his face drops.




  ‘Shit!’ he says loudly, looking at his watch and then at the two of us. ‘Fuck!’




  ‘Tourette’s playing up again?’ says Rudy, causing us both to snigger.




  Nick ignores him and hurriedly answers the call.




  ‘Hello, honey,’ we hear him say. ‘Yes. No, I hadn’t forgotten. Be right there, hon.’




  Rudy and I exchange knowing glances as Nick hangs up sheepishly. ‘I’m just going to the toilet,’ he says to no one in particular, and heads off towards the gent’s.




  ‘And how do you feel?’ Rudy asks me, once Nick’s gone.




  For a moment I think he’s off on another of his mickey-taking routines but he actually looks quite sincere.




  ‘Pardon?’




  ‘You’re not exactly jumping up and down with happiness. Everything okay?’




  I do a good impression of a goldfish, my mouth moving but no sound coming out. ‘I just . . . I mean, it’s all a bit sudden, don’t you think?’ is the best I can

  eventually manage.




  Rudy looks at me, enquiringly. ‘Is that all?’




  ‘Come on, Rudy, you’ve met Sandra. She’s . . . Well, she’s hardly his type. Mind you,’ I add, ‘I’m not sure what Nick’s type actually

  is.’




  Rudy sits down next to me. ‘So what are you going to do about it?’




  ‘What can I do about it?’ I say, weakly. ‘This is Nick we’re talking about. Once he’s made his mind up . . .’




  Rudy sighs exasperatedly. ‘Here’s an idea. Just tell him what you think. Is that too easy for you?’




  ‘Rudy, you just don’t understand. We’re English and we’re male. Talking about stuff, especially stuff like this, just isn’t in our nature.’




  ‘But surely he’d listen to you.’




  I shake my head. ‘There’s only one person Nick listens to nowadays, and she’s hardly got his best interests at heart.’




  ‘Maybe he’s in,’ Rudy clears his throat and adopts a Barry White voice, ‘lurve.’




  Horror crosses my face. ‘With the Wicked Witch of the West End?’




  Rudy corrects himself. ‘Smitten, then. She is very attractive.’




  I nod. ‘Maybe. And that’s the problem.’




  ‘How do you figure?’ asks Rudy.




  I look around, checking that Nick’s not on his way back yet. ‘Well, he’s not the best-looking of guys, right?’




  Rudy laughs. ‘I’ve seen Picasso portraits with more regular features.’




  ‘Exactly. And most of his other girlfriends . . . well, let’s just say a few of them were born in Grimsby,’ I say, emphasizing the first half of the word.




  Rudy looks puzzled. ‘You mean butt-ugly?’




  ‘Well, over here we prefer the term aesthetically challenged.’




  He rolls his eyes. ‘Your point is?’




  I nod towards Nick’s car through the bar window. ‘Look at when he bought the Ferrari. Mark and I tried to talk him out of it, and, if anything, that made him more determined. He got

  obsessed with the idea, particularly when he saw how everyone else responded when he told them. Since he’s made all this money, he’s realized he can buy into a new Nick. An

  Armani-suited, Breitling-wearing, Ferrari-driving Nick.’




  Realization dawns on Rudy’s face. ‘And Nick judges himself by how other people react to him. Or rather, what he’s got.’




  ‘Precisely. Every now and again, he gets a notion about something he believes may make him appear a little better, and then decides to go through with it without really

  considering the consequences. It’s as if he likes the look of it, the immediacy of it, without wanting to open his eyes to the possibility that in the longer term it might not be the most

  sensible thing to do. I mean, a car is one thing, but . . . getting married? And to Sandra?’ I look at the ceiling in despair.




  Rudy folds his arms. ‘Jeez! You’re really worried about this, aren’t you?’




  ‘I know him, Rudy. What he’s like, how he thinks. And anyway, you heard him. He calls her “hun”!’




  ‘As in “Atilla the”?’ says Rudy. ‘Come on, Adam. He’s your oldest friend. You’ve got to tell him what you think, if only because you’ll never

  forgive yourself if you don’t.’




  ‘But he’s asked me to be best man.’




  Rudy smiles. ‘So be the best man. Surely the best thing you can do is try and stop him from ruining his life.’




  I stare at him for a while before replying. ‘You’re maybe a bit too perceptive for your own good.’




  He winks conspiratorially as Nick arrives back at the table. ‘It’s in the genes.’




  Nick eyes us suspiciously. ‘What are you two talking about?’ he asks.




  ‘Er . . .’ I stammer. Fortunately Rudy rescues me.




  ‘I was just wondering where Adam bought his jeans,’ he replies.




  Nick looks at us strangely and checks his watch again. ‘Right,’ he says, picking his car keys up from the table. ‘Must dash.’




  Rudy nudges me, and I take a deep breath. ‘Stay for another beer?’




  Nick shakes his head. ‘No can do. Off to look at rings.’




  ‘Sounds like my kind of afternoon!’ smirks Rudy, as he heads back behind the bar. Nick and I grimace simultaneously.




  ‘So, have you set a date yet?’ I manage to ask, trying in vain to prolong the conversation.




  ‘Yeah,’ replies Nick. ‘Sandra thought it would be nice to do it on my birthday.’




  I’m confused for a moment. ‘But that’s . . .’




  ‘I know,’ he grins, walking away from the table. ‘Six weeks’ time!’




  Nick’s already halfway out of the door before I can think of anything else to say. I watch through the window as he squeezes himself into the Ferrari and, evidently having selected

  ‘dragster’ on the automatic gearbox, screeches off towards his intended, or rather, intended’s, destination. And, standing there, I suddenly realize that Rudy’s

  right. In hindsight – which is always 20/20 – I wish that someone could have told me.




  You see, Emma and I weren’t right for each other – a fact she made quite clear in the letter she left for me on my kitchen table. I won’t bore you with the details, although I

  can still recall every single word that she wrote, or rather typed, in Times New Roman twelve point. On my computer.




  One sentence bears repeating, though: ‘You always told me that people should never compromise in relationships.’ Even in my distraught state I was impressed by this: throwing my own

  logic back at me, although I still can’t work out how she was having to compromise. After all, I was the one who’d been prepared to take on . . .




  Anyway. That’s just sour grapes now. At least she gave the ring back, although what good was it to me any more? I could hardly do the walk of shame into the jewellers and return it, or

  keep it for the next ‘one’, could I? Instead, I ran to the end of Brighton pier and threw it out as far as I could into the stormy grey water.




  When I told them, Nick and Mark came straight round. I even showed them her letter, which they read, one after the other. And then, before I could stop him, Nick theatrically ripped it up right

  in front of me.




  ‘You know, I think she did you a favour,’ he said, earnestly. ‘We never thought she was right for you, but we couldn’t tell you that, could we?’




  Open mouthed, I asked them why not, but Mark just shrugged. ‘Because she seemed to make you happy.’




  ‘Oh well,’ Nick grinned. ‘Plenty more fish in the sea.’ And I actually laughed at his insensitive observation, because, despite the pain I was feeling inside, I knew he

  was right.




  But later, worried that Nick had destroyed the last piece of contact we might ever have, I switched on my laptop and found where she’d saved her letter. And it was then, as I read it

  through one last time, that I realized the fundamental problem with real life: There’s no backup copy.




  Nick’s my best friend, Sandra’s not right for him, and someone really needs to let him know before it’s too late – because you can bet that Sandra won’t. And even

  though there’s not much time to get them ‘disengaged’, how hard can it possibly be?




  After all, he’s only known her for a few weeks.




  







  Chapter 2




  I finish my beer in a bit of a daze and walk home, pausing only to nod goodbye to Rudy, who indicates the tyre marks where Nick’s Ferrari had been parked and mouths what

  I guess is ‘talk to him’. Back in my flat, I head straight for the bookshelf in the hallway, where I find my copy of The Best Man’s Bible, which I’d bought to check

  on my duties for Mark’s nuptials. I leaf through the book a couple of times, but nowhere can I find the chapter titled ‘Stopping the Wedding’.




  The night when Nick first met Sandra was little more than a month ago, a dark and stormy night – no, honestly – when Nick and I went to a black tie benefit that Mark’s firm

  were sponsoring in aid of London Zoo’s Adopt an Animal charity, at the Natural History Museum of all places. Strange choice of venue, perhaps: an event trying to raise money to keep animals

  in captivity alive held in a place that’s famous for displaying the remains of their long-dead relatives.




  The evening hadn’t got off to the best of starts. I was running late, as it had taken me ages to get a taxi because of the weather, and I was still trying to get my bow tie done up in the

  back of the cab as I headed round to collect Nick. By the time I got to his flat he was already waiting impatiently on his doorstep but, as befitted Nick’s usual sartorially challenged style,

  he was sporting a white dinner jacket.




  ‘Shurely shome mishtake,’ I said, looking him up and down while trying my best Sean Connery accent, but unfortunately sounding more like one of those deaf people who have learnt to

  talk without ever hearing real speech.




  Nick stared back, indignant. ‘What?’




  ‘Nothing, mate. It’s just that I didn’t know we were going to be playing blackjack with Blofeld this evening.’




  ‘Fuck off!’ He said, sticking out his lower lip to indicate his hurt feelings. ‘Back in a minute.’




  Nick disappeared back up the stairs to his flat, and reappeared, literally sixty seconds later, more properly attired in black.




  ‘Better?’




  I stared at him, incredulously. ‘You’ve got two dinner jackets?’




  He shrugged. ‘Well, you never know . . .’




  ‘Nick, most people don’t even own one, let alone two. And what exactly is the correct protocol for wearing one or the other, anyway?’




  He grinned at me. ‘Whether your mates take the piss. Besides, if you want to impress the lay-dees it helps to have the right gear.’




  I shook my head despairingly. ‘Mate, you need the help of Richard Gere.’




  We headed off through South Kensington and up towards the museum, where the driver, who’d watched the goings-on with more than a little amusement, deposited us outside the huge building.

  Strolling nonchalantly up the stone steps we walked inside, the doorman checking us off on his list as we swaggered past him.




  ‘I didn’t know so many of your ex-girlfriends were going to be here tonight,’ Nick whispered, and I felt a momentary sense of alarm before noticing his smirk and seeing where

  he was pointing. Towards the dinosaur hall.




  ‘Let me buy you a free drink,’ I said, helping myself to a couple of glasses of champagne from a tray proffered by a passing waiter. I handed one to Nick, which he downed in one, and

  we headed off in search of Mark. We soon spotted him in his ill-fitting suit, his bright red cummerbund concealing the fact that he couldn’t do the top button up on his trousers any more, a

  detail he’d made the mistake of telling me on the phone earlier. I caught his eye and he excused himself from the group he was talking to and ambled over. We clinked our glasses loudly and

  downed what was obviously expensive champagne with little respect for its vintage.




  ‘Been here a while?’ I asked him, having noted his slightly rolling gait.




  ‘An hour or two,’ he replied, stifling a burp.




  Nick surveyed the room, which was full of London’s richest and, it had to be said, oldest. ‘So, how much would these tickets have been, anyway?’




  Mark lowered his voice. ‘Two hundred quid, mate.’




  My jaw dropped. ‘Two hundred quid? I thought it was “adopt” an animal, not pay for it to live at the Savoy.’




  Nick made a sweeping gesture. ‘Look at this place,’ he said. ‘It’s full of people with more money than sense!’




  ‘You should fit in perfectly, then,’ I said, digging him in the ribs.




  ‘Just enjoy yourselves, and don’t tell anyone you got in for free, will you?’ Mark slurred. ‘I’ve got to go and be sociable.’ Dextrously grabbing another

  glass of champagne from the now returning waiter, he staggered back towards the people he’d left.




  Nick and I helped ourselves to more drinks and discussed our strategy, quickly deciding that the best course of action was to get as drunk as we could in as short a time as possible. As Nick

  headed off to find the toilets, I liberated more champagne from the bar and began scanning the crowd for any potential female company.




  After downing the best part of a bottle, I’d decided that the only unattached women there were probably single because their husbands had recently died of old age, and they weren’t

  long for this world themselves. I’d also started to worry about Nick, who’d been gone for half an hour. I collared Mark, and we were discussing whether we should go off and look for him

  when he appeared, looking like he’d got his fast-forward button pressed down, clutching a brown envelope in one hand and a scrap of paper in the other. I greeted him as I would any long-lost

  friend.




  ‘Where the fuck have you been?’




  ‘Sorry, boys. Got sidetracked,’ he said, triumphantly waving the scrap of paper in the air, on which we could see what looked like a name and a telephone number.




  Nick’s never been a great chatter-upper of women. He’s not the most charming of guys, and his usual idea of an opening gambit is to ‘casually’ throw his Ferrari key ring

  on the table in front of any woman he fancies. In my book, any woman impressed by this approach . . . well, horses for courses.




  Much to his annoyance, neither of us took the bait. ‘Aren’t you going to ask me what this is?’ he said, eventually.




  I grabbed it from his hand and held it up to the light. ‘Hmm. I’d say it’s a scrap of paper. Mark?’




  ‘Yup, definitely paper,’ Mark agreed, taking it from me and examining it closely. ‘And I write on the stuff every day. I should know.’




  Nick snatched it back impatiently. ‘I’ve just met someone and got their phone number.’




  ‘What’s he like?’ said Mark.




  ‘Fuck off, fat boy. It’s a she, obviously. And she’s gorgeous.’




  I sighed resignedly. ‘Come on then. Tell all.’




  ‘Well, I was off looking for the toilets,’ he gabbled excitedly, ‘so I went through this door by the bar, and in the room there’s this desk, and behind this desk was this

  gorgeous woman.’




  ‘Name?’




  ‘Sandra. And we got chatting, and it turns out that she’s working for the charity people here tonight, and so—’




  I held my hand up. ‘Hold on,’ I said, a dreadful realization dawning. ‘Which one?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Which one?’ I repeated, louder this time.




  ‘Which charity? I don’t know what it’s called. Anyway, that’s not important. So, she—’




  ‘No.’ I stopped him, and reverted to sentences one word long. ‘Which. Animal. Did. You. Adopt?’




  Nick looked at me sheepishly. ‘Er . . .’




  ‘Please tell me you didn’t?’




  ‘Um, a monkey,’ he replied, his eyes wandering guiltily to the envelope in his other hand.




  ‘A monkey?’ I shook my head in disbelief.




  ‘Yeah.’ He peered at the front of the envelope. ‘Capuchin, to be precise.’




  Mark frowned. ‘Isn’t that a kind of coffee?’




  ‘And dare I enquire how much?’ I asked, guessing the phrase ‘pay peanuts, get monkeys’ wasn’t applicable in this case.




  ‘Well, I . . . I thought we could put it through the business,’ stammered Nick.




  ‘Put it through the business?’ I said, incredulously. ‘Bollocks!’




  ‘Why not? Good . . . PR and all that,’ he replied, in a straw-clutching kind of way.




  ‘Well, you put it through your half of the business then.’




  ‘Good PR? I can’t quite see how,’ said Mark, his champagne intake putting him a few seconds behind the conversation.




  ‘So anyway, me and Sandra got chatting—’




  ‘How much?’




  Nick rocked nervously from one foot to the other. ‘Only a thousand. Anyway, as I was saying—’




  Mark suddenly caught up. ‘I thought a “monkey” was five hundred pounds? Or is that a “pony”?’




  I was almost speechless. ‘You spent a thousand pounds sponsoring a . . . a monkey, just so you could get a girl’s phone number?’ I would have liked to say that I

  didn’t believe it, but knowing Nick it certainly wasn’t out of the question. Despite earning well, the school of life has taught me the value of money. Nick, however, had obviously been

  off sick for that particular lesson.




  ‘Not just for her phone number,’ he said, slipping it guiltily into his pocket.




  ‘So what else? Do you get to take the monkey home at weekends?’




  ‘Not exactly.’




  ‘Do you get to visit it, feed it, anything like that?’




  ‘Er, nope.’ His eyes flicked back to the envelope. ‘You get a certificate.’




  ‘A certificate?’




  ‘Yeah,’ he said, suddenly perking up. ‘And, you get to mention it in any advertising you do.’




  ‘Nick. We run an Internet porn site. How is that going to work? “Dear Customer, please select us as your preferred masturbatory medium because we sponsor an animal at London

  Zoo”?’




  We stood in an uneasy silence for a while, until Mark suddenly piped up. ‘I’ve got it,’ he announced. ‘Fed up spanking your own monkey? Spank ours!’ And I

  laughed, despite myself.




  Nick, on the other hand, was looking like he’d been told off by his mother. ‘Well, I’m sure it’s tax-deductible,’ he offered.




  I sighed wearily and found myself actually looking at Mark, hoping that yes, maybe this did make some financial sense. Unfortunately, he was still too pleased with his joke and too full of

  champagne to offer any serious advice.




  ‘Admit it,’ I said, turning back to Nick. ‘You just did it because you fancied her.’




  ‘Um . . .’




  I peered over his shoulder, back in the direction he’d come from, and drained my glass.




  ‘Well, let’s have a look at her then,’ I said. Shaking my head, I started to head off out of the hall, but Nick grabbed me by the arm. Quite firmly.




  ‘No way,’ he said. ‘I don’t want you stealing her off me before I’ve even had a chance to go out with her.’ And I remember looking at his face, thinking he

  was joking, but seeing instead just how serious he’d been.




  Then, two weeks later, when Nick marched proudly into Bar Rosa clinging to this girl like they’d had an accident with the superglue, I had to stop myself from doing a double take.

  He’d been right – unusually for him, she was gorgeous. Tall, expensively dressed, her long blonde hair scraped back off her angular face – open any copy of

  Hello!, turn to the society pages, and you’ll see her type, usually draped around Lord Nobody-of-Note at some charity polo bash.




  ‘This is Sandra,’ he announced, albeit quite unnecessarily, and with a silly grin on his face. ‘Sandra – Adam. Adam – Sandra.’




  She looked me up and down for a few moments, keeping hold of my hand for longer than felt comfortable.




  ‘Hi, Sandra. Nice to finally meet you,’ I said.




  ‘Hello, Adam,’ she replied, in a voice that could cut glass. ‘Nick’s told me all about you.’




  I raised my eyebrows and looked across at Nick, slipping effortlessly into that ‘best buddies’ routine. ‘Most of it probably true.’




  ‘I hope so,’ she said, with a glint in her eye that instantly made me feel awkward, and that, strangely, I hoped Nick hadn’t seen.




  We found a table in the corner. ‘What would you like to drink, hon?’ Nick asked her. Hon? I tried to catch Nick’s eye, but with no success.




  ‘My usual,’ she replied.




  ‘Two glasses of champagne please,’ Nick asked Pritchard, who’d suddenly materialized next to us. ‘Adam?’ he asked me, as I watched Sandra sizing Pritchard up.




  ‘No, I’m fine with my beer, thanks,’ I replied, wondering when Nick had started drinking champagne in the middle of the week.




  I’m a great believer in my instincts. I can normally tell what someone’s like within a few moments of meeting them, and I certainly know almost immediately if we’re going to

  get on. Just as Pritchard and Rudy say they have a ‘gaydar’, where they can immediately tell anyone who’s their way inclined, I have a similar sixth sense, a ‘bitch

  sense’ if you will, when it comes to women; and with Sandra my hackles, wherever they are, had definitely started to rise. And when I think back now, I realize that it was her smile that

  unsettled me the most: a smile that, although frequent, and revealing perfect white teeth, forgot to tell the rest of her face to join in.




  ‘So, what do you do, Sandra?’ I asked her, as she sipped her champagne.




  ‘Oh, I’m in between careers at the moment,’ she replied dismissively.




  ‘Oh really? Which two are you in between?’ Perfectly normal question, I thought, but her answer was just another of those surface-only smiles.




  We chatted for a while, mostly about Sandra, her hanging on to Nick’s arm and Nick on to her every word. Strangely, I’d initially found myself trying to think of a way to excuse

  myself without being rude, but the novelty factor of seeing Nick with an attractive woman soon overcame my urge to leave. Then Rudy came over, smiling broadly, and refilled their glasses.




  ‘On the house, Nick,’ he said, hovering at the table.




  I stood up. ‘I’ll do the honours, shall I? Sandra, this is our friend Rudy. He and Pritchard own this place.’




  ‘Oh really?’ Sandra suddenly seemed more interested now Rudy had been elevated from the status of barman. She smiled and held out her hand, and Rudy kissed the back of it.




  ‘Nice watch,’ he said, noting the gleaming Cartier on her wrist.




  The smile clicked off, and she quickly removed her hand from Rudy’s and settled it back on to Nick’s arm.




  ‘Thanks. It was a present.’




  Rudy and I both stared at Nick, who was blushing slightly. ‘Well, Sandra said she didn’t have a watch, and we were out shopping, and I could tell she really liked this

  one—’




  Sandra stopped him by putting a finger on his lips. ‘Now now, Nicky. I’m sure your . . . friends don’t want to hear about our private lives,’ she said, emphasizing the

  word ‘private’.




  Nicky? Eeugh! I thought, as Rudy and I looked at each other knowingly.




  ‘Join us for a drink?’ I asked him, leaning over and patting the seat next to Nick, who edged along awkwardly.




  Rudy smiled. ‘No can do – I’ve got to go downstairs to the cellar with Pritchard and flush the pumps. Care to give us a hand, Nick?’ he added, mischievously.




  ‘Please,’ said Nick, ‘there are ladies present.’




  I looked round at him, waiting for the joke, but none came.




  We sat in an awkward silence for a few moments, until Sandra patted Nick on the arm. ‘Excuse me,’ she said. ‘I’m just going to use the ladies’.’




  ‘That’s normally Adam’s speciality,’ said Rudy, putting an arm round my shoulders and giving me a squeeze before heading back to the bar.




  ‘Thanks a lot,’ I replied, moving my chair so Sandra could get by. Nick reluctantly let go of her, and we watched her walk away from the table.




  ‘So,’ he turned to me, once she was out of earshot. ‘What do you think?’




  Now, there are two rules between best friends concerning girlfriends, and as it was looking like Nick was seriously considering Sandra as someone who could fulfil this position, I decided that I

  had to apply them. Rule number one is, of course, never sleep with your best friend’s girlfriend, past or, obviously, present. It will create an unspoken issue between the two of you,

  particularly in terms of performance issues, size comparisons, and so on.
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