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Chapter One

Lunchtime on the last Bank Holiday of the summer and Molly Foster was standing on the quay at Wells-next-the-Sea close to the radio car, where a man dressed as a bear was juggling rubber herrings. Alongside him stood an Elvis impersonator in a white jumpsuit and rhinestones, and beside him a woman called Linda, who knitted jumpers from the fur collected after grooming her three Newfoundlands  encounters that were all in the days work for a presenter on a local radio station.

Molly had one side of her headphones pressed to her ear, keeping the other one off so that she could hear the activity on the quay. The last track had played out and the East Anglian Airwaves FM station jingle was coming to a close. Ready with the mike, all the while nodding and smiling inanely at her guests, holding eye contact so they didnt wander off, Molly was waiting for the moment when they went live to air.

You okay? All ready? she mouthed. Everyone nodded in unison, all except Elvis who curled his lip and said, A-huh-huh. 

Here we go then, she said, smile widening.

Phil, her broadcast assistant, should have been doing the sheepdogging but, thanks to some technical glitch, he was hunched over in the back of the radio car  a converted people carrier with a retractable mast that the station used for outside broadcasts  fiddling with the control panel.

Molly hoped that what she could see billowing out from the open door was steam from Phils coffee and not smoke.

Meanwhile through the headphones, Molly heard her producer, Stan, back at the studio, cue in her next caller. The music faded out at which point Molly said, Great track, that. Perfect for a sunny day by the seaside  speaking of which, were here live on Bank Holiday Monday at beautiful Wells-next-the-Sea as part of our Great British Summer Days Out series. Weve got some fantastic guests lined up for you in todays show. But first of all on line one weve got Maureen from Little Newton, who wants to talk about  what is it youre talking to us about today, Maureen?

Death, said Maureen in a monotone. I want to talk about how it felt when my cat Smokey died.

Right, said Molly, pulling faces at Phil, who had stopped fiddling and was now busy flirting with two teenage girls in bikinis.

Im sure that we all feel very sorry for your loss, Maureen. I know that my pets are very important to me but we were hoping that you were going to talk to us about your memories of the good old British seaside holiday  kiss me quick, fish and chips on the prom. Molly jollied the unseen woman along.

Smokey loved fish, particularly the heads, said the unstoppable Maureen. We used to save them for him. Little tinker used to bury them down the back of the sofa if you didnt watch him. I had him cremated last March. Fourteen, he was. Ive got the urn here with me. He loved the radio. Not you but that other chap, the one with the glasses, whats his name?

Right, said Molly, waving now, desperately trying to drag Phils attention away from the wriggling, jiggling, giggling girls and back to the job in hand.

From somewhere close by she could hear a mobile phone ringing with the distinctive Laurel and Hardy theme, downloaded by her live-in lover Nick as a joke. She felt a flush of heat; how the hell had she managed to leave her phone on? It was the ultimate no-no. On TV and on radio, before you go on air you always check your mobile is switched off and if youre not sure then you take the battery out, except of course hers was ringing and it seemed to be getting louder. It rang once, twice  after six rings it cut off and Molly turned her attention back to her caller.

Ive been having grief counselling, Maureen was saying. And weve had a sance  hes still here, you know. Him and Timmy the rabbit

Well, thank you for that, Maureen. And were lucky enough to have Ken Barber with us here today, said Molly, praying that someone back at the studio would have the good sense to pull the plug on Maureen.

To her right the bear man was mid-throw.

Ken is currently working his way around the coastline of Great Britain, staging a one-man show to raise public awareness about the state of the British fishing industry. Now for the listeners at home, Ken, lets just describe what youre wearing, shall we? At which point Ken growled at her.

Molly forced a laugh; bloody man. So, not very talkative, our Ken  maybe listeners would like to ring in and guess what Ken is dressed as

Jess from Norwich is on line two, said Stan in her ear.

Lets go to our next caller, Jess from Norwich, said Molly. Hello there, Jess. Hows your Bank Holiday shaping up?

Mum? said a familiar voice.

Jess? Molly could feel her colour rising.

I couldnt get through on your mobile so I got the studio to put me through instead, Jess gushed excitedly.

Well, thats nice of them, said Molly, with forced good humour. Were live this morning here on Radio EAA  Molly swung round to Phil and made frantic throat slitting gestures so he would cut the live feed, but he was oblivious.

I know, said Jess.

You know?

Of course I do, Jess sounded drunk. Stan said this couldnt wait. Actually I told him I couldnt wait. Ive got the most brilliant news, Mum  I wanted you to be the first to know. Max just asked me to marry him and Ive said yes. Ive said yes, Mum. Im going to get married! The last few words were a shriek of pure delight followed by giggling and then Molly heard Jessica say, Here, you talk to her  just say hello. Yes, shes on air, but itll be fine, go on, yes, just say hello. She wants to talk to you

Which wasnt strictly true, mainly because Molly hadnt quite caught up yet. But there was nothing much she could do, short of pulling the lead out, and then Max came on the line and said in that deep, dark, self-assured voice of his, Hi there, Molly. Jess is insisting that we ring everyone. She wanted you to know straight away. He paused. Mum.

Before Molly could say anything, back in the studio Stan put on a Robbie Williams number and while it was playing Jess came back on the line, all squeaky and excited and full of joy.

Isnt it brilliant? I mean, I am just so excited. Max went down on one knee and everything and hed already got the ring and it fitted. Its like this big flower and all these little coloured stones and it was just so romantic. God, there is so much to do; we were thinking Christmas? Sleigh bells, reindeer  maybe we should fly everyone out to Lapland, what do you think? Im going need your help to get this together because Max is really busy. I mean, what are the chances of there being any decent snow in England? And you know Ive always loved snow, mind you maybe we could hire one of those machines. Is that a bit naff? Oh, isnt it exciting, Mum? If we had snow I could have one of those fur-trimmed hoods and a long cloak and the pageboys could wear tartan waistcoats. Maybe we could have it in Scotland. Oh my God, they could all wear kilts then  Max is shaking his head. What do you think? Arent you going to say something?

Molly opened her mouth to speak but there werent any words in there.

Mum? Are you still there? asked Jess, sounding a little anxious, and then presumably to Max, said, I think she might be cracking up.

Never a truer word was spoken, thought Molly. Finally she found her voice and said, Well, well done you  both of you  congratulations. Look, do you think I can ring you back later? Were right slap-bang in the middle of a show here

I know. Theyre playing our song, said Jess wistfully.

Look, Ive got to go, sweetie. Were interviewing some guy who is singlehandedly trying to save the British fishing industry. He uses comedy to make his message more interesting.

Uh-huh, the bad-tempered herring juggler in the bear suit, said Jess.

Thatll be the one, said Molly. How did you know?

Stan told me about him. You are pleased though, arent you? You know, about me and Max?

Of course I am, Im really pleased for both of you. Have you rung your dad yet?

No, he and Marnie are still away on a cruise at the moment. Weve just emailed them. And then were going to ring Maxs parents. You dont sound very pleased, said Jess.

Im working, sweetie.

I wanted you to know first.

Robbie sang on in Mollys headphones.

So you are pleased?

Of course Im pleased. Just a bit shocked. You know me, its not often that Im speechless. Molly forced a laugh, trying hard to recover her composure. Its a bit of a surprise, thats all. I mean, I hadnt realised that it was that serious. Inwardly Molly groaned. Though I mean, obviously it is, she stumbled on. Look, can I ring you back later?

Okay, said Jess, giggling.

Have you rung Jack yet?

Jess snorted. Not yet, every time I ring my little brothers phone it goes to voicemail. Im sure hes trying to avoid me.

I dont think its you, Jess, I think its Pippa.

No! Pippa? Shes not still after him, is she? Are you serious? They split up months ago. She must be mad

I think that is the general consensus. He thinks shes stalking him.

Really? God, shows how long it is since Ive talked to him. Mind you, she must be desperate if shes stalking Jack. Anyway, Ill leave him a message.

Ive got to go 

Talk to you later, Jess said, and then the line went dead.

You okay? asked Stan through Mollys headphones.

What do you think? What the hell are you playing at, putting Jess through live on air?

It was lovely. Really touching  and I thought youd want to know.

I did, but not on air  it was nuts to put her through. What the hell are they going to say upstairs?

Theyll love it, said Stan. Trust me. The phone lines are jammed solid. See you at three.



As soon as they finished broadcasting Molly unhooked the pocket battery pack for her radio mike and her headphones and handed them back to Phil. I just need to thank the guys who were on the show.

Sure thing  and congratulations, Mum, Phil said, with a grin.

Molly turned to her guests and the impromptu audience that had gathered around the radio car. Thanks for coming along, you were brilliant. Great show, weve had lots of calls. Well done, she said warmly, shaking hands and paws and smiling, signing autographs and handing out pens and balloons and various other station freebies to anyone who wanted them.

Congratulations on the wedding, said one woman brightly.

Molly smiled. Thank you.

Very exciting. Did you know anything about it?

No, not at all  bit of a surprise, said Molly, scribbling her name on a glossy eight-by-ten.

Oh, itll be lovely, said the woman. One minute youre taking them to nursery school, next thing you know theyre getting married. My oldest daughter got married last year  Im a granny now.

Phil meanwhile was putting away the PA system, and retracting the giant aerial which very slowly slid down into the body of the car like a giant periscope all clad around with a curl of gold cable.

Ah, show business, he said, as Molly handed out an autographed paper sunhat to a small child with a horribly runny nose and what looked like it might be impetigo.

Thanks for coming, said Molly, ignoring Phil. And I hope you have a lovely holiday. The little boy skipped away to rejoin an exhausted-looking young woman in a sundress who, along with a bad case of sunburn, had a baby on one arm and was heavily pregnant. Molly caught herself staring; the young woman looked a lot like Jessica. Another five years or so and it could be Jessica. Looking away Molly dropped the give-aways back into a plastic stacker box.

You are extremely cynical for one so young, she replied, sliding the box into the back of the car.

Phil apparently took it as a compliment. Jess telling everyone she was getting married on air was a masterstroke. Did you know she was going to do it?

Of course I didnt know, said Molly indignantly. Its incredibly unprofessional 

Theres nothing people like better than a bit of romance. We could do a feature on the show, do a countdown to Jessicas big day. Have a competition  I can see the strapline on the website now, Be a bridesmaid at Jessies Big Fat Norfolk Wedding You want me to bring it up at todays planning meeting?

Molly fixed him with an icy stare. No, I do not, no, dont you dare bring it up at the planning meeting. Okay? No ones interested.

All those people coming up to get your autograph were interested.

Molly said nothing.

Oh come off it, said Phil. Anyone who is anyone has got their wedding all over the glossies these days. Everyones obsessed with it. Whos marrying who, what theyre wearing, whos invited, who isnt, whos likely to have a fist fight break out over the canaps, are they going to fly out to Italy or up to  wheres that castle in Scotland they all schlep off to?

Molly held up her hands. Stop it, youre scaring me  youre a boy. Boys hate weddings.

Its not me, its my girlfriend and all her mates. Our whole flat is stacked with celebrity magazines, whos got fat, whos far too thin, wholl never love again, whos had lipo. I cant help it. I never used to read that kind of crap, I was strictly an Autocar and What Hi-fi guy, but its addictive. The weddings are a bit of light relief really.

Okay, okay, Im getting the picture.

So how about talking to the management? Shoehorn Jesss big day into the show?

Have you got no shame?

Not much, why? You could probably wangle all kinds of freebies.

So when my daughter and future son-in-law kneel down at the altar rail instead of having price tags on the bottom of their shoes theyll have little stickers on there saying, Sponsored by Lindas Luxury Buffet Services?

Why not? The price weddings are these days. And you could invite all the famous people you know. Get the paparazzi there.

I dont know any famous people, Phil, said Molly, heaving one of the PA speakers into the back of the car.

Yes, you do. Youve interviewed loads of celebrities.

Yes, but there is a big difference between interviewing them and inviting them to your daughters wedding. Give me a hand with this, will you?

Says who? persisted Phil. There was that bloke off The Bill, oh and that girl who was on Holby City. Some of the guys at Norwich City football club, Delia  oh, and that really famous artist bloke who got that big prize.

Molly raised an eyebrow. Remind me not to hire you as Master of Ceremonies on the door announcing the arrivals. Oh look, heres the woman who used to go to school with the one thats getting married.

Instead of being offended, Phil grinned. Oh wow, does that mean youre going to invite me to the wedding?

Oh, for goodness sake. Come on, lets get the rest of this stuff stowed.

A few celebs would really add a certain something to Jesss wedding.

Thats right, Phil, a security nightmare and lots of photographers elbowing my family out of the way so they could get a good shot of some bird with a trout pout and a sprayon tan.

But you got on with them really well.

Thats what Im paid to do, Phil, I got on with that clown in a bear suit but it doesnt mean Im going to invite him round for tea.

So wheres Jess having her engagement party?

Molly looked up from the box of electronic oddments she was currently packing away under a seat. What?

The engagement party. I mean, presumably shes having one, isnt she?

Aware that she had her mouth open Molly closed it fast and said, Phil, I only just found out that theyre getting married. I dont know what shes having yet, or come to that where or when.

But Phil was on a roll. When my sister got married we had this big engagement party at the Norwich Arms  and my parents put an announcement in The Times. And then there was the stag night and hen night. We had a great time. My sister and my mum and all my sisters mates flew to New York, and the blokes all went to Amsterdam, and then my parents organised a do for the grooms family so we could all meet up and get acquainted before the big day.

Molly decided that she had heard quite enough. Fish and chips? she suggested, nodding towards the parade of shops that fronted the little harbour.

Phil grinned. Do you want me to go and get them in case someone nicks the van?

Molly glanced at the EAA radio car. Painted in the stations livery, it was an unmistakable mix of orange, pink and lime green with EAA emblazoned down one side and across the roof. At least if it was involved in a police chase it would give everyone a sporting chance of picking out the right vehicle.

Well eat in, she said.

While Phil finished off the lock-down, Molly broke out the lipstick and dealt with the ravages of headphone hair.

My sister used a wedding planner, said Phil conversationally as they headed off across the car park and joined the queue outside Frenchs chippie, where holiday-makers were gathered two abreast.

Molly wasnt really listening; her stomach was rumbling, she was tired and they still had to get back into Norwich to drop the radio car off before going on to a management meeting.

They asked me to be an usher. We all had these cravats and cummerbunds that matched the bridesmaids dresses. He mimed.

Molly settled into line. The wedding planner, was it a person or a wall chart?

She was called Cheryl-Ann. She did all the arrangements at the hotel where my sister had her wedding. She was very keen on themes.

Who, your sister?

No, Cheryl-Ann. She had a whole book full. My sister brought it home for everyone to have a look through  pirates, princesses, wenches. He grinned. And that was just for the civil partnerships. My sister picked this one Cheryl-Ann had done before called Spring something or other  there were a lot of daffodils involved and a lamb.

Molly decided not to ask whether the lamb was gambolling up the aisle with a ribbon round its neck or on the buffet in slices.







Chapter Two

Hello? Hello, Dad, can you hear me?

In a cottage on the Somerset coast, Jess was curled up on an enormous floral sofa that dominated the tiny sitting room of the place Max had rented for their romantic break. Despite it being summer it was chilly and Max had lit the fire. Mobile phone pressed tight against her ear, Jess was straining to pick out her fathers voice amongst a sea of static.

Puss? said a familiar voice. You there?

Dad? Dad? Is that you? How are you?

Fine. We got your email. Congratulations. Sorry if the lines a bit strange but Im using some sort of internet phone thing that the chap heres rigged up for me. I just wanted to let you know that were delighted. Arent we, Marnie? Absolutely delighted  couldnt be more pleased for you. Presumably youve already told your mother?

Yes, I rang her a little while ago, said Jess, enunciating every syllable in case he missed some important detail, her finger wedged in her other ear so that she could concentrate on his voice. Max was watching her from the armchair pulled up at the other side of the hearth.

Her father sounded as if he were a million miles away.

Hows the holiday going? she asked.

Fine. Ive had Delhi belly and Marnie has come out in some sort of a rash  were having a lovely time, he said, without a hint of irony.

So where are you?

Jess heard him turn away from the phone and say, Where are we again?

Her father, Jonathon, had an innate distrust of all things foreign and when Jess and Jack were small had refused to take them anywhere abroad for holidays and only begrudgingly travelled there for business  there being anywhere other than Britain.

After her parents had split up and Jonathon had married Marnie they had come to a compromise, based on the two of them taking frequent cruises, which Jess suspected was acceptable only because her father felt that cruising wasnt so much travelling as moving a little piece of England closer to all those countries Marnie was so keen for him to see.

Were somewhere in He hesitated as if waiting for a prompt. Croatia. He made it sound like the outer reaches of the Horsehead Nebula. We went to see some thing this morning and I think Marnies planning to go and see more things tomorrow. But anyway, never mind me. You and Max  it is Max, isnt it? Well done, Im really pleased. Were really pleased. Obviously well need to talk about the arrangements for the wedding and what your plans are when I get back. I want to see the cut of his jib and all that  make sure his intentions towards my little girl are honourable.

Jess winced at her fathers idea of a joke.

So, have the pair of you set a date yet?

We were thinking maybe Christmas  well, December anyway.

Ah, right. December? So not that far away then. Have to get your skates on with the planning. You say youve spoken to your mother?

Yes.

And what did she say?

Not much but Im sure we can sort it out between us. Jess put her hand over the receiver. Do you want to talk to him? she mouthed to Max.

Max shook his head. Meanwhile her father was saying, Im sure youre right, Puss, and your mother has always been good at that kind of thing. Okay, well, look, why dont the two of you come over as soon as we get back home? Not quite sure when that is  Ill ring you. Lost all track of time, you know how it is with holidays.

Jess smiled as they said their goodbyes; what her dad meant was that he didnt know when they were due home because Marnie had made all the arrangements.

Are you going to ring your mum and dad now? she asked, waggling the phone in Maxs direction after she had rung off.

He shook his head. No, I dont think so. I was thinking that maybe we should go back to bed. I could light the fire in the bedroom. What do you think?

Jess smiled. You didnt need to be much of a mind-reader to work out what he meant. Or we could just huddle together for the warmth, she said, all innocence.

Sounds like a plan, be terrible to freeze to death in the middle of the summer, wouldnt it? Max purred as he kissed her, which made her heart do that funny, fluttery, skip-a-beat, horny thing.

Are you going to ring your mum and dad later? asked Jess, as Max took her by the hand and led her up the steep, winding stairs.

I was thinking that maybe we ought to go round and tell them. Theyre a bit old-fashioned about that sort of thing.

Oh, okay, said Jess as he started nibbling at her neck and unbuttoned her shirt. What sort of thing? she started to ask, but the words got lost as he kissed her harder and pulled her down into a great billow of duvet, bolsters and pillows.







Chapter Three

Flowers, food, frocks, cars, dresses  balloons, doves. My sister had doves.

Yes, all right, thank you, said Molly to Phil, who was busy counting off what you needed for the perfect twenty-first-century wedding. Why dont you go and make us some tea?

They were back in the offices of EAA FM and Molly, who was sitting at her desk waiting to go in to their regular strategy meeting with their manager, had been Googling weddings. The good news was that there were hundreds of thousands of websites, offering every kind of service and paraphernalia imaginable  dozens of books, CDs and DVDs and lord only knew what else online, as well as innumerable sources of advice to help her help Jess in the quest for the perfect occasion.

There were Wild West-themed weddings, weddings with Liberace lookalikes, weddings in caves by candlelight. Mollys main problem was, having spent most of her working life looking for weird and wonderful things to attract her listeners, she found it impossible not to be drawn towards the bizarre. What couple in their right mind wanted to be married underwater or, come to that, while bungee jumping? As she scrolled through the pages Molly hoped Jess had something a little less strenuous in mind.

Nina Holman, the stations senior office administrator, stood behind her, peering over Mollys shoulder.

So if thats the good news, whats the bad news? Nina asked conversationally.

Molly sighed. Well, according to this we should have started organising the wedding in June last year.

Nina waved the words away. Oh, come on. How hard can it be? I mean, even Phil knows what you need. Itll be fine. Surely the bride and groom do most of it themselves these days, dont they? Oh look  great outfit. Thats half your problems solved. Nina pointed towards the screen. That bluey-green one on the end with the straw hat. Dont look so worried, lets face it, we fly this place by the seat of our pants all the time. Organising a wedding will be a doddle.

Molly bypassed the frock commentary. Yes, but thats because were dealing with the great British public  and I know they can be fickle and peculiar, but unlike Jess theyre not likely to cry all over me and use emotional blackmail to get what they want.

Nina took a sip of coffee. Oh, I dunno, there was that bloke in Great Yarmouth last summer She laughed. All right, all right, I hear what youre saying. And Im here for you. If you need a hand or a shopping buddy or just a shoulder to cry on, count me in. Ive always been a sucker for a big hat and matching shoes. Im thinking maybe lavender and cream

And Im thinking its going to take a lot more than a decent frock to pull this off. Look at this list. Molly flicked back to a page she had previously bookmarked and then scrolled down, and down, and down.

Bloody hell. Nina leaned in closer to pick out some of the details. The list was so long it was almost a joke. After a couple of minutes speed-reading she pulled away.

Are they serious? It says here, she pointed indignantly at the screen, that traditionally the brides family organise it and pay for it all and then when everybody else has finished necking your champagne, and youve Hoovered the confetti out of the Axminster, youre the one who sends slices of cake to the people who didnt make it. Did no one tell the guys who wrote this that they abolished slave labour a while back?

Apparently not. I was planning to print the list off and tick things off as we go.

Nina gave her a long, hard look. I dont think weve got that much paper in the office, Molly. Or, come to that, that you have that much time. Surely you cant be expected to do it all, not these days. Have you considered suggesting that the pair of them elope?

Itll be fine. Knowing Jess, shell want to do most of it herself.

You hope, said Nina with a wry grin.

Well get it sorted out, I mean, how hard can it be? said Molly with a confidence she didnt feel.

She flicked back to the Mother of the Bride outfitters websites. One thing that was very noticeable was just how many sites offered the perfect outfit in larger sizes; presumably comfort-eating after all that planning, thought Molly miserably as she returned to the to-do list.

Top of the list was choosing where they would get married. Would they want a church, or a registry office, or one of the myriad venues where you could hold a civil service? Was Max religious? Was he Jewish, Greek Orthodox, Zoroastrian, maybe he was a Buddhist? Maybe they would want a humanist ceremony in a field or something involving a hand-fasting, organic rice cakes and biodegradable confetti?

She really needed to talk to Jess.

And then there was the matter of who should they invite, and who was going to chauffeur the old aunties or ensure that Uncle Eric from Chester knew where the cheap hotels were? Looking down the who-does-what list Molly could hazard a guess.

Besides all of that, Phil was right, if you went for the full nine yards there was so much to arrange: the frocks and cars, and flowers, photographs and videos, and then the reception, the food, drink, cake. Just thinking about it made her feel slightly queasy.

News, like flu, spread fast through the office of EAA, so by mid-afternoon there didnt seem to be a soul in the building who didnt know Jessica was getting married.

Working on the radio station was like being part of a warm, if dysfunctional, family. Each presenter had a back-up team; sometimes there was a co-presenter and there was always a producer who worked with the presenter to create programme content. There was at least one broadcast assistant per team to act as gofer, chauffeur and general dogsbody. This made up the basic family unit, and then there were the cousins and second cousins; the editors, the weather men, news readers and sports reporters, two guys who worked on website content, people who answered the phones, PAs, cleaners and receptionists, security and all manner of techies as well. By the state of Mollys email inbox there didnt seem to be anyone on the station who hadnt heard the news.

Could be worse, said Stan, her producer, as handed her the notes for their up-and-coming meeting with their boss.

You mean Jess could be making me a grandma instead?

Stan held up his hands in protest. Seriously. All Im saying is, Wedding Countdown Special. He handed her a clipboard. Ive already heard it muted by the water cooler.

Over my dead body, said Molly grimly.

Nina tapped the agenda. Item four, programming ideas for the new season. It would be easy pickings, Molly. Just think about it, she said with a grin.

I have and it still sucks.

Conference room in ten minutes. And Robs on his way down apparently, said Stan, pointing to his watch. Oh, and here comes young Phil with the tea.

At which point the phone on her desk rang. Molly picked up the receiver and tucked it under her chin, waiting until Stan and Nina moved away before she spoke and starting to flick through the MoBs outfit website.

Hello, youre through to Molly Foster at EAA. All she could hear was a peculiar distant clicking and crackling. At first Molly thought it might be an automated cold call until she realised she could hear someone breathing heavily on the other end of the line, and was about to slam the phone down when Jonathon said, Molly, is that you? You there?

Yes, how are y she began, but before she could get any further Jonathon snapped, Is Jessica pregnant?

As was often the case when Molly spoke to her ex-husband, she instantly found every word he said infuriating.

Does it matter if she is? she demanded, while thinking how very like Jonathon not to have asked Jess himself.

Well  well no, obviously, of course not. I mean I didnt say anything when she rang because I didnt want to upset her, she sounded so happy, he blustered. But if she is I just didnt want her to think that she has got to get married to this Max just because shes  well, you know.

Pregnant? A fallen woman? Unclean? An awful lot has changed since the dark ages of our youth, Jonathon, people dont have to get married any more, in fact they dont seem to have to do anything they dont want to. Those days have long gone. Thank God.

I suppose we should just be relieved that given all that, hes still going to stand by her.

Stand by her? Molly groaned inwardly; Jonathon Foster, closet Victorian.

Jonathon paused, obviously needing a moment or two to catch up. So are you saying that Puss isnt pregnant?

As far as I know, no, Im sure she would have said something but I will ask.

In that case, whats the bloody hurry? I mean she barely knows the chap.

Shes young

Well, he isnt. What is he? Forty? Whats the hurry? They barely know each other.

Molly decided to ignore him and press on. Shes in love and, lets face it, when youre that age you think waiting for anything is a silly idea.

Personally, said Jonathon, using a tone that suggested Jessicas news was entirely Mollys fault, I dont understand what the rush is  I mean we werent like that, were we?

Molly laughed. Of course we were. I remember my mum and dad suggesting we waited another couple of years and saved up and you were absolutely furious.

Things were different then, snapped Jonathon. We were more mature, more sensible. We took things seriously.

Did we? I seem to remember the real reason we wanted to get married was so that your mother would let us sleep together when we stayed at your parents house  I dont think it had much to do with having noble plans for a shared life of poverty and pain and procreation.

There was a pause and then Jonathon said, So, what do you think of him?

Max?

No, the Pope. Of course Max, who else is my only daughter planning to marry?

Our daughter, Molly said tersely.

Whatever. The thing is, what is he like?

Youve met him, havent you?

Jonathon sniffed. Of course Ive met him. Once or twice but only in the Hello, pleased to meet you, so youre the bastard who is sleeping with my little girl kind of way.

Molly laughed; sometimes, Jonathon could also be delightfully self-aware.

They dropped in on their way back from somewhere or other and then Jess brought him over to have Sunday lunch with us, Jonathon continued. What does that tell you about anybody? He seemed nice enough, but who knows? He could be an axe-murdering psychopath for all I know. Something in banking, isnt he?

No, that was Glenn. The one before, the one who went off to America? San Francisco?

Ah. There was another pause and then Jonathon asked, So what does Max do?

IT, project management, I think. Im not sure what exactly.

Ummmm, not a banker then? I suppose we should be grateful really.

We have to trust Jess to make her own mind up, after all she knows him better than we do. These are her decisions to make. Shes not a child any more.

So you say.

Jonathon, wed already got her and Jack by the time I was her age.

Yes, but we were different, said Jonathon. Things were different.

True, now it seemed that adolescence lasted until you were well into your thirties, thought Molly ruefully, whereas when she and Jonathon had been dating, it ended as soon as you left school. She felt younger now than she had in her twenties  probably looked younger too, she decided, catching sight of her reflection in the monitor.

Right, well, I suppose we should get together and discuss the wedding, then. Money and the arrangements and things. I know that in the good old days the brides father used to stump up for the whole shebang but as you said, times have changed.

Molly groaned inwardly; the one time Jonathon took notice of something shed said it was obviously going to rebound.

Before all this kicked off I had been thinking of giving Jess something towards the deposit on a house or a flat, Jonathon said.

They still might prefer that

Molly looked back at the website shed been browsing through. With the cost of a wedding today Jonathon wouldnt be far out. The price of a deposit on a first time home equalled just about what it would cost to throw a half-decent wedding. In fact the all-inclusive charge on a featured venue of the month cost more than Jonathan and Molly had paid for their first house.

How about we talk everything over once Marnie and I get back?

Fine by me. So youll ring Jess and make the arrangements?

Oh. Jonathon sounded genuinely surprised. I was rather hoping youd do that.

But if were coming to yours

Jonathon gave a funny little throaty cough.

You want everyone to come to mine? said Molly. Mindreading was right up there on the list of talents required to deal with Jonathon. She certainly didnt miss being married to him one little bit. Not your place?

I dont think thats a very good idea, do you? I dont want to upset Marnie, he said.

But its all right to upset Nick? asked Molly, her tone level.

You know how things are, Molly 

What Jonathon actually meant was he didnt live with Nick and therefore he didnt give a rats arse about how upset Nick might or might not get, because Nick wasnt anything to do with Jonathon, and Marnie  five foot two, six stone wet, with a tongue that could strip paint, and a temper to match  most definitely was. Seeing the way Jonathon ran around trying to placate Marnie, Molly had come to the conclusion that sometimes it paid to be difficult.

Besides, he was saying, your place is so much easier to get to, and youve got more parking. Our place is a bit tucked up for all those cars.

All those cars  two more at most. Molly wondered just how many reasons Jonathon would be able to come up with before she put him out of his misery. On screen she had found a really beautiful oyster-coloured suit with a hat  apparently a complete snip at nine hundred pounds.

Fine, she agreed.

Fine? said Jonathon.

Look, Im at work, Jonathon, Ill email you. Have a nice holiday.

See you when we get back, then. Jonathon sounded crestfallen at not having managed more sparring. So youre all right about everything?

Molly looked heavenwards. What was that supposed to mean? She decided not to ask him. Ill ring Jess when I get home and then we can arrange a time for you to pop over.

Oh, said Jonathon.

Oh? What do you mean, Oh?

Well, Id rather assumed Id be coming over for lunch. Weve got a lot to talk about. And I am going to be coughing up the lions share for the wedding.

The sheer gall of the man took Mollys breath away. What she wanted to say was, In that case maybe you should invite Jess and Max over to your place instead and count me out. You could arrange it between yourselves  after all, it is your only daughter who is getting married.

But she knew from years of experience that the resulting hissy-fit wouldnt be worth it, so what she actually said was, I have to go, Jonathon. Ill let you know what Jess says. And with that she hung up, which was perfect timing as she could see their boss, Rob Harwood, making his way into the conference room.

Picking up her notepad and clipboard Molly hurried over to catch him up. For all his apparent bonhomie and great show of just being another one of the station crew, one of the team, no one was under any illusions about who was top dog or what would happen if you ever made the mistake of treating Rob as just one of the boys.

In the conference room Stan was already sorting out a drink for Rob, Nina was there to ensure no one forgot budget or logistics, a girl from the front office was there to take notes while someone up from the sales department was there to talk about advertising.

Molly had already emailed her outline plan for next months shows, although it was fairly academic; the framework for programme content in the broadest sense was more or less the same every year, give or take a public crusade or two.

In the summer they rolled out some kind of seaside special in August, finishing up on Bank Holiday Monday, before heading towards back-to-school and then autumn themes, beginning in September with harvest festivals and late-season breaks. October there were debates over Halloween versus Bonfire Night, then there was Christmas and all that that entailed  the presents and pantomimes and cookery tips and how-tos. And then the New Year, with lots of phoneins about presents you hated and resolutions made or broken, followed by the January blues and sales, segments on credit cards and canny ways with money, and the year rolled slowly into a new spring with lambs and farm visits and the first snowdrops, how this February was the wettest, driest, coldest, hottest or sunniest since records began, and before you knew it they were round to planning holidays on air, with a mix of local destinations and travel companies who had bought air time, and before you knew it, it was summer all over again.

Molly quite liked the slow seasonal rotation in programme planning; while some people saw it as dull, for her it had all the comfort of visiting old friends.

Rob looked up from his notes as Molly came into the conference room and smiled broadly. I hear congratulations are in order, he said, as she pulled out a chair. Phone lines are still buzzing. Marvellous news, please pass my best wishes on to your daughter and the groom-to-be. Max, isnt it?

Inwardly Molly groaned. Whoever was it said only bad news travels fast?







Chapter Four

I know that I promised not to turn into Bridezilla, said Jess. But there are things we ought to talk about, things I need to ask you, and want your opinion on. We havent got that long to sort everything out  so what sort of wedding do you think we should have? She paused. Max, you are listening, arent you?

The two of them were curled up under the duvet in bed in the little cottage with its view out over Watchet Harbour. Outside it was raining hard, but Jess couldnt have cared less about the weather. She had barely had time to catch her breath since Max had gone down on one knee and now the full weight of what he had asked her was beginning to sink in.

If Jess could have planned exactly how she wanted to be proposed to she would have been hard-pressed to top Maxs efforts. It was breathtakingly romantic and so unexpected that, despite it being a horrible clich, she had to keep from pinching herself to check that she wasnt dreaming.

At first Jess had thought Max was kneeling down to tie his shoelace and then just when she was going to ask him if he was all right he had caught hold of her hand. And even then Jess hadnt guessed, she just thought he might need a hand up because it was cold and they had walked for miles with her dog, Bassa. Then Max had said, Jess, I want to ask you something.

And before she could think what it might be, Max had asked her to marry him.

Although replaying the scene in her head  and Jess had replayed it many times since Max had said it  Jess wasnt sure exactly whether Max had asked her so much as told her. She seemed to remember that what he had actually said was, Jess, I think that we should get married. Because it didnt seem as if there had been any question that she could answer yes or no to. But it didnt matter, because it had all been so magical and so very special and incredibly romantic and then Max had said, I was thinking December  maybe Christmas, certainly before the New Year. What do you say?

And although Jess hadnt said anything to Molly, it had been a surprise. In fact it was so unexpected that for a few moments Jess thought she must have misheard him.

All the time theyd been going out together Max had said things about how much he liked his own space, and how he wasnt really good with girlfriends, like they were some kind of pet, and how, although he really enjoyed being with her, he was a happy bachelor  which, although they seemed to get on fairly well and however smitten Jess was, hadnt given her much hope that the relationship was going anywhere.

And when on girly nights out Jess had expressed her concerns, her friends  who hadnt met Max yet because he was usually busy midweek  had said that maybe he was just playing with her, that whole protesting too much so he wouldnt get hurt when she finished with him kind of thing.

Hes got that little-boy-lost look. You can just tell hes been really hurt, Jess had said to them. And hes gorgeous and is so mature  he makes me feel all fragile and feminine. And he is such a gentleman  a proper grown-up.

One of other girls from her office had giggled. God, he sounds perfect, shame I was away when he came in. Id hang on in there, sweetie. And so Jess had.

Jess just hadnt thought Max was that serious, even if when they first started going out together hed done things like whisk her away to Paris on Eurostar for the weekend, and when she had been feeling a bit down had a dozen red roses delivered to the design office where she worked. But then hed come over all Mr Darcy and be preoccupied and prickly, which sometimes Jess saw as a challenge and other times was just bloody annoying. Then again no one was perfect and he always apologised. When he did and looked at her with those big brown eyes, she could feel herself melting.

Recently it had all slowed down a bit and theyd both been busy and tired and finding it hard to make time for each other. In fact until hed gone down on one knee Jess had begun to wonder if maybe they had already peaked and whether there was any future in the relationship at all. Well, apparently there was. Jess grinned. Not just a future but a happy ever after.

She turned over and snuggled up against him. Are you awake? she whispered.

They had been drinking champagne and talking and leaving garbled messages on answer machines the length and breath of the known world, and now more sober and very slightly hung over, it was all beginning to sink in.

Jess ran her fingers down his arm. She had always imagined eventually marrying someone like Max  the classic older man, someone urbane, mature, slightly distant, calm, generous, someone who would take care of her, look after her. Someone who was already established. If she had had a list Max would tick almost all the boxes. She suppressed another giggle.

Up until now she hadnt even been sure that Max loved her. I mean how mad was that? She knew that Max liked her but he had never mentioned the L word, not at all, not once. Not ever. And now they were getting married. The grin was back. Married.

Mrs Jessica Peters  it had such a nice ring to it. Mrs Jessica Peters  she rolled the words around inside her head. She was going to get married. And it would be fine, just fine. After all Max was sensible and he was kind and exactly what she needed. Someone strong and understanding  an old-fashioned man, someone who had seen a bit of life, someone who knew what he was doing.

As she lay there Jess made an effort to quell any little flurries of doubt that surfaced. After all, everyone was nervous about getting married. It was only natural, marriage was a big thing and okay, maybe she had just got a little bit swept along by the moment, but who wouldnt?

Obviously Max hadnt got any doubts about it or he wouldnt have asked, or maybe he could see something in her that she couldnt? The idea made her smile. It was quite exciting to think that he could see her hidden depths.

Down on the beach, when Max had asked  or told  her, there had been this funny, awkward silence and then hed said, So what do you say then?

It was all Jess could do to stop herself from laughing because it sounded ridiculous that anyone wanted to marry her. Then, without really stopping to think about it, shed said, Yes, please. Which, on reflection, made it sound as if he had just offered her an ice cream or something.

In amongst all her thoughts and feelings there was a terrible sense of being overwhelmed by the sheer scale of the plans that needed making to make a wedding happen. They had sixteen weeks tops to get it all together; shed worked it out in the back of her diary. The biggest thing Jess had organised up until now was a table for fifteen at the local curry house. At the same time she had a funny sense of joy and excitement and anticipation. There was part of her that was ready to settle down. There is so much to get organised, you will help, wont you?

Max yawned and stretched. What did you say?

Plans  weve got to make plans. And lists. You will help, wont you?

He blinked and then rubbed his eyes and reached out to brush the hair back off Jesss face. You worry too much, he said.

And I was thinking  does this mean Im officially moving in?

He grinned. Well, I certainly hope so.

I meant when we get back. After all it would make life a lot easier and my lease is up.

Id kind of assumed wed wait until after the wedding, Max said after a few seconds. I know its a pain in the arse but would you mind waiting? Its not long and Id really like to get the house sorted out. Decorated.

We could do that together. Im a dab hand with a paint roller. I wouldnt mind helping.

I know you wouldnt, eager beaver, said Max. But Im up to my eyes with work at the moment. Id been thinking Id get someone in to do it, and itll be a lot easier if the house is empty. I need to clear my office out and move the servers first He paused. You dont mind, do you?

Well, no, Jess said with a shrug, masking her disappointment. No, not at all, its fine.

He laughed and poked her. No, its not. Youre annoyed.

Well, I just thought she began, but he was ahead of her.

It wont be for much longer. If I were you Id enjoy it. In another few years youll probably be sick of the sight of me. Max smiled and then leaned in to kiss her. I know my place isnt all that huge but itll do us to start off with and then maybe later we could buy somewhere bigger  you happy with that?

He kissed her again, more tenderly this time, and as she pulled away, and not for the first time, Jess admired the view. There was no doubt about it: Max Peters was a catch.

Theyd met when hed been brought in to upgrade the computers where she worked. He wasnt the normal engineer but had been doing a favour for a friend and as he came in, their eyes met and Jess had had one of those totally heartstopping moments of lust. He was gorgeous and knew it.

Debbie, who sat at the desk opposite, and was about to go on maternity leave, had purred and then whispered, Wipe the drool off your chin, sweetie. And then five minutes later Max had walked over to her desk and before she knew what had hit her he had asked Jess out for dinner and she had said yes. Just like that.

Way, way too smooth, Debbie had said, swigging Gaviscon like it was vodka, not quite able to hide the appreciation in her voice as Max went off to sort out one of the other machines.

And now here she was six months later, getting married to him. Jess drank him in with her eyes; she liked those nicely defined muscles in Maxs arms, those broad shoulders and the way his hair  thick and almost black, and shot through here and there with grey  curled into the nape of his strong muscular neck. He swam and worked out two or three times a week and there was something about those big brown eyes of his that suggested he had been hurt, but with a lot of love the right woman could heal him  and apparently it turned out she was that woman.

Jess grinned lazily. Maybe happy ever after wasnt just a fairy story after all.

By some stroke of genetic good fortune his skin turned the colour of golden syrup at the merest glimpse of sunshine, so that as she moved closer and slid into the crook of his arm, Jess was aware of how very pale and delicate and feminine she looked next to his strong, beautiful golden body. It gave her a little ripple of pleasure. No two ways about it, Max Peters made her mouth water and she was going to marry him and be Mrs Peters. As he pulled her closer all her doubts began to ebb away. She was going to marry Max Peters and live happily ever after and the very thought of it made her smile.

So, about these plans and lists, she murmured.

Plans and lists? he teased.

Jess nodded. Uh-huh. Lots of them.

Thats what the brides mothers for, Max said, stretching again. Are you hungry?

Im being serious, Jess said.

And so was I  Im absolutely famished.

About the wedding.

Oh, dont look so worried; mothers, they love it, all that arranging, the frocks, the flowers, the caterers.

Im not sure my mums like that, said Jess. Shes really busy.

Max laughed. Theyre all like that once you scratch the surface. You okay?

Jess nodded. Yes, Im fine. Im tired, a bit hung over. She looked at Maxs face, trying to work out what he was thinking. Youre frowning? Youre not cross I asked you to help, are you? I am really excited.

He smiled. Im not cross, baby. Im just not great at all that kind of thing. Actually, Im rubbish, if you want the truth. And Im incredibly busy at the moment.

Jess wrinkled up her nose. What about when you got married first time around, didnt you help with the arrangements then?

That was a long while ago now, Max said, pulling himself up onto one elbow. Lucys mother organised it all. We got married in the chapel on their family estate. All I did was turn up. If I remember correctly she even sorted out the morning suits for me and the best man. Lets not talk about that. What do you fancy to eat? We could take a drive along the coast if you like or nip into town. Pick up something and cook it here.

Jess made the effort to smile.

Lucy. The Honourable Lucy Troughton-Warbridge-Hays, Maxs first wife, the woman who had left Max with that whipped-puppy look. The wife who he had married when they were both too young and who he had loved with all his heart. The wife whose photograph still hung in his office even after all these years.

When Jess had pointed it out Max had blushed furiously and taken it down. Sorry  you know I didnt even notice it was there, hed said, sliding it into a drawer. Lucy Troughton-Warbridge-Hays, the wife who had run off with his best friend and best man Stephen, who between them had broken his heart and ensured that Max Peters had been a career bachelor  up until now. Jess couldnt help wonder what it was that had changed his mind. Was it that finally at forty he thought it was time that he settled down? Time to put down roots and have a family? Did he see Jess as someone special, the kind of woman he could trust and wanted to spend the rest of his life with? Surely the answer had to be yes? The thought made her feel warm and fluttery inside.

Jess looked up into his big dark eyes. Do you love me, Max?

He smiled and kissed the end of her nose. What do you think?

And you will help with the wedding, wont you?

Of course I will, Max said, and rolled back the duvet. But Ive already told you that Im not great at that kind of stuff. He sounded offhand and casual, but Jess needed him to be keen, eager, and enthusiastic  and told him so.

Max, feet on the floor now, sighed. I am, Jess, sweetheart, and I trust your judgement. Absolutely. After all, youve agreed to be my wife, havent you? Just shows youve got great judgement and the most fantastic taste.

Jess laughed and threw a pillow at him.

And then Max got out of bed and pulled on a robe. Besides, he said, its no big deal.

Jess was about to protest when Max leaned over and held a finger to her lips and then, leaning closer still, kissed her briefly. Poor choice of words. What I meant was, it will all get sorted out. You have to understand Ive got a lot on my plate at the moment, with the McKeeley project and Jacobson going live in the spring as well as all the usual crap. Its going to be a busy few months.

Jess stared at him, wondering whether it was meant as a joke. Well, if youre that busy maybe we ought to wait  I mean, I dont mind waiting.

Well, I do, said Max emphatically. In my line of work you can never guarantee what the schedule is going to be. Weve just got to seize the moment. Laughing, he made a tickling, nipping lunge at her which made Jess shriek and giggle, then stood over her, hands flat on the mattress, pinning her down. It was a dominant, manly, sexy gesture that made her skin tingle all over.

If you wanted to seize the moment maybe we should just slip away  do something romantic, drive to Scotland, get married at Gretna. Im sure Mum and Dad would understand,  said Jess. Just the two of us. Drag two people in off the street to be our witnesses.

Maxs expression softened into something that made Jesss heart melt. But I dont want us to slip away, Jess  I want everyone to see us. I want us to have the most wonderful, perfect day with all our family and friends. I want everyone to see how beautiful you are, to say, Wow, dont they make the most stunning couple. I want it to be just perfect. And it will be.

Oh, Max. Jess felt her eyes filling with tears.

And Im sure your mum wouldnt want us running off and getting hitched without any fuss, Max said, pushing himself back upright. Ill let the dog out and then I thought as we were up we might as well drive out to Exmoor  take Bassa for a bit of a hike and then see if we can find a nice pub somewhere. Unless you want to cook?

Its still raining, protested Jess.

Max laughed. You wont melt. Come on, the fresh air will do us both good. We ought to make the most of it while were down here. I dont know when Ill be able to take any more time off before the wedding.

Wordlessly Jess got out of bed and pulled on her jeans. Actually Max was probably right, the fresh air would help clear her head. When she checked her phone there was a message from Molly. She tried to ring back but Molly had her phone on voicemail.

Hi, Mum. Ive got loads to tell you and talk about, but the signal down here isnt great. How about we come round on Saturday and we can catch up then? Love you. And then, still smiling, Jess hung up. She hurried downstairs, excitement drowning out the little niggling worries she had about Max.
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