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Chapter One
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George was clutching her hand under the table, sweat bubbling up between his fingers. The cake was on some kind of trolley, big enough to be wheeled into the restaurant dining room. Bigger than any cake Nic had ever seen. For just a brief second she considered pushing George's face into the thick blue frosting, but the sweatiness of his palms made her take pity on him. Not this time. Not today.

“Happy birthday to you...”

The sound of a hundred voices trying to hit the same note and failing miserably was enough to get Nic to slam her mouth shut and quit singing. She hated this and really, really wished that she hadn't come. As much as she loved George, there was generally only so far she was willing to go for her friends. And attending birthday parties full of old aunts and creepy uncles was definitely over her normal limit. Still, there hadn't really been a choice this time. George could hardly do this alone.

“Are we really going to do this?” George asked from the side of his mouth. Outwardly he was grinning and his sleek blonde hair was perfect and his spray tan was perfect and his teeth were definitely perfect.

“Yes!” Nic hissed back.

George grinned wider, but she could see the strain on his face, the tendons standing out in his neck, as his entire family and half his father's business contacts and a very small handful of friends, those that could be completely trusted only, did their best to serenade him.

“It's going to be fine,” Nic whispered. “We've talked about it. We've decided. It's going to be absolutely fine. It's a done deal.”

“There'll be no turning back after this,” he warned, still grinning like a maniac.

“Good,” she said stoutly.

The song ground to a halt and there was a smattering of applause and George leaned forward to blow out the candles, his pants smooth over his tight behind. Nic viewed it dispassionately. It was a nice ass, there was no question about that. The waiter across the room seemed to be admiring it. But it stirred up no sort of feeling for her, no matter how much she tried to imagine her hands on it. It came as kind of a relief, to be honest. Things hadn't changed on the inside at least.

The applause was louder as George managed the feat of blowing out all twenty five candles and then came the cries of “speech, speech!” George shot her a look.

Now or never.

She could see that he was asking her permission one last time.

But there was no decision to be made here. It had already been decided. She gave a curt nod and George turned a shade paler despite his spray tan. He stood up.

“Thank you, thank you for such a lovely party, for showing up, for singing, for being your usual lovely selves.”

He was good at this, she gave him that. Good at being in public, good at speaking. Well, he was an actor. Kind of. A waiter really, but he wanted to be an actor. As he spoke, she looked around the room, seeing all eyes on him, except for a bored looking face at the end of the table. She caught Sally's eye. The blue streak in her hair looked out of place among the greys and pearls of George's elderly relatives.

Sally mimed drinking and nodded over at the bar and Nic was about to scrape her chair back, forgetting for a second why she was here, when a hand fell on her shoulder.

Shit.

It was now.

She prepared herself, arranging her face, looking up at George with as much adoration as she could paint there. Even her hands were sweating now.

“And last, but not least, there is a big announcement. The biggest announcement, in fact.”

The room held its breath and Nic's head started to swim.

“I'm humbled, proud, nervous, and very, very excited to tell you that yesterday I asked this beautiful woman a very important question.”

Nic almost snorted. As far as she could remember the most important question George had asked her yesterday was 'where's the Advil?' closely followed by 'if I ever want Tequila again, will you shoot me?'

“And the answer was yes,” he continued. He was beaming down at her and for the first time she understood that he was actually a very good actor indeed. “Nic has agreed to be my wife.”

The cheers were loud enough that they had to be breaking some kind of noise ordinance.

––––––––
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“WHAT THE FUCK?” 

Sally caught her sleeve as she edged through the crowd to the bathroom, pulling her into a corridor away from prying eyes.

“Uh, I think I'm the one that's supposed to be saying that,” hissed Sally. “So, what the fuck?”

Nic raised an eyebrow and shrugged.

“No, no, you don't get to do that. You don't get to suddenly announce your engagement to George in front of your best friend in the whole world who knew absolutely nothing about any of this at all. You don't get to marry George!”

“Why not?” she couldn't help but ask.

“Oh, I don't know. Because he's only twenty five and you're thirty one. I think that six year age gap is going to be a killer. Why not? Why do you think not?”

“He's an attractive guy.” She knew she was teasing, putting off the explanation, trying to soothe away the hurt that Sally must feel about not being in the loop.

Sally growled. “You don't get to tell someone that's been tongue-deep in your va-jay-jay that you're marrying an attractive guy. Anyway, George is not attractive. He's fake and tanned and his teeth are capped. Plus, just in case it slipped by you unnoticed, he's gayer than gay. He's so gay that... that...”

“That he can't even think straight?” supplied Nic, helpfully.

“Right.”

Nic sighed, keeping one eye on the corridor entrance, hoping that no one could overhear them but equally hoping that someone would come and rescue her from this.

“What's going on, Nic?” asked Sally, more softly, more gently.

“It's an arrangement.”

“Yeah, I thought as much.” Sally shook her head and the lock of blue at the front of her hair fell into her eyes. She brushed it away. “Nic, you're being an idiot again.”

“No, I'm not.”

“Yes, you are. I don't even need to know the details here. You're not thinking ahead, not thinking about the consequences, whatever they might be. You're standing up in front of a room full of people and saying that you're going to marry a gay man. How the hell can that possibly end happily?”

“Just trust me,” said Nic. She was aching for a drink now.

“You can't do this. You can't just run away when all this goes bad, you know, like you usually do.”

“Do not.”

“When things got serious with us you disappeared on a bender for three weeks and I found you in a strip bar in Houston.”

“Which all worked out for the best in the end,” said Nic. “We're much better off as friends, aren't we?”

“Yes, but that's not my point.”

“What is your point then?” Nic asked, arching her eyebrow again and desperate for that drink.

“There's so much wrong here that I don't even know where to start,” Sally said. Her face was pale, her eyes wide and worried.

“Like what?”

“Like, don't George's family know that he's gay? Like, how the hell are you going to have a straight wedding? Like, how could you lie to so many people at once? Like... so much.”

Nic touched her arm. She knew Sally was concerned, knew that she just wanted to help. But this really wasn't helping. She knew what she was doing. For once, there was a clear and very achievable goal in front of her. Something she knew she could succeed at. “I'm going to be fine,” she said with real confidence. “Absolutely fine. I promise. I don't have time to go into the details right now. But I'll tell you everything, I swear. And then even you'll see that I'm doing the right thing here.”

Doubt dripped from Sally. Nic could feel it in the air. But it wasn't like she wasn't used to being doubted.

“Fine,” Sally said, finally. “Fine. I'll trust you for now as long as I get all the gory details later.”

Nic grinned. That drink was getting closer, she could smell it. But there was one last thing. Sally was quieter now, the question plain on her face even before she started speaking.

“Why didn't you tell me, Nic?”

Nic took a deep breath and then told the truth. “Because you'd have tried to stop me.”
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Chapter Two
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Klara pushed her keyboard away, disgusted and vaguely sickened by the numbers on her screen. Then she sighed. It was a deep sigh, expending enough air that she choked and coughed until her eyes watered.

“Jesus, I can't even sigh right,” she muttered to herself, grabbing a tissue from the box on her desk.

The tissue box was important. You should never underestimate just how emotional people could get about weddings. Sure, she had crying brides, either due to happiness or cold feet. But she also had crying mothers and mothers-in-law, mothers usually had happy tears, mothers-in-law were more likely to have regretful ones in her experience. There was even the odd crying groom.

She smiled, remembering a wedding the previous month. Gavin and Todd were the epitome of gym rats, all toned, tanned and big muscles. They'd also cried more than any other couple she'd ever met. She'd had to replace the tissue box after every appointment with them. Not that she minded. It was cute, adorable really, they were just so in love with each other that they couldn't always hold it in.

The office was as large as she could afford. But it looked smaller. The walls were papered with photographs and fabric samples and invitation ideas, there were stacks of sample books on every available surface. Maybe she should have a clear-out. Maybe that would make her feel better.

She was half-heartedly stacking up yet more sample books and bridal magazines when the door opened.

“Don't bother knocking,” she said.

“Wouldn't dream of disturbing you,” said Jet. She had a large camera bag slung over her shoulder and a cardboard coffee cup in each hand.

“But just marching in isn't disturbing me at all?”

Jet peered around. “Well, in order to be disturbing you I think you actually have to be doing something. And I don't see any clients around. In fact, you're just standing in the middle of your office with a magazine in your hand. So if anything, I think I'm rescuing you, rather than disturbing you.” She held up one hand. “And I brought you coffee.”

Klara grinned and took the peace offering. The office coffee machine technically worked, if dripping out pale brown burnt-tasting liquid counted as working, but take-out was so much better.

“So, how's the wedding planning business?” Jet asked, dumping her bag, sagging into a chair and kicking her feet up onto the desk.

Klara snuck a glance at her computer screen. “Don't ask.”

“Uh-huh. One of those days, is it?”

“One of those weeks, one of those months, one of those years.” She sighed again, making a better job of it this time. At least she didn't end up choking.

“It's a quiet time of year,” said Jet.

“Really? For weddings? And where exactly have you just been?” she asked, eyeing Jet's camera bag.

“Ugh. Fine. A wedding.”

“One that I didn't plan.”

“You don't plan all weddings.”

“I'm hardly planning any weddings, which is kind of the point,” Klara said. She sipped at her coffee. It was pleasingly warm and tasted of hazelnut.

“Things will get better.”

“I wish I could believe you.”

Two years. Two years since she'd struck out on her own, leaving a salaried job at one of the biggest and busiest wedding planning studios in the city. And what exactly had she achieved in that time? A packed office and a bank account that was perilously close to empty.

And happiness, she reminded herself. Her eye caught the selection of wedding pictures on her desk, most of them Jet's work. She gave happiness. She worked with happiness every day. She strived to give couples the wedding of their dreams. It was an important job, a fulfilling one.

“Hey, earth to Klara!”

“Yep, sorry, right here. What's up?”

“I was asking about your date.” Jet's boots wiggled on her desk top.

Ah. The date. Possibly the reason she wasn't exactly in the brightest of moods today. “It, um, it went.”

“It went? What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

Jet shaved her head. A look that Klara was simultaneously shocked by and in awe of. It definitely suited her, though it surprised a fair few clients. And it had the side-effect of making her expressions that much more noticeable. Her heavily lined eyes looked wider, her lips looked redder, and her eyebrows were even more questioning when they arched, as they were currently doing.

“Seriously? You want to go into this now? I'm sitting here heart-broken and you want to grill  me on the specifics.”

“Since I don't know the specifics, how the hell was I supposed to know that you were heart-broken?” grumbled Jet.

“Fine. We had dinner. It was nice. I walked her to the parking lot. She got in her car and drove off.”

“Ugh. Really? No good night kiss? No 'see you next time'? No 'I had a wonderful night'?”

“Nope.”

“I thought Julie was supposed to be the love of your life.”

“Judy,” corrected Klara. “And I never said she was the love of my life.”

“You waltzed in here on cloud nine after a brief stop at the deli two blocks away and announced to everyone present that you'd met 'the one.'”

“Everyone present? You mean you?”

Jet took her feet down and turned to face the desk straight on. “I'm sorry it didn't work out.”

“Why do I feel like there's a but coming in that sentence?”

“Probably because there is,” Jet said. “I'm sorry it didn't work out but... you really need to be more careful, Klara.”

“I'm always careful. I met her in a public place and everything.”

Jet shook her head. “I meant more careful with your heart. You practically give it away and then wonder why you get hurt all the time. You are the only person I know that has, quite literally, fallen in love at the drop of a hat.”

Klara felt her cheeks get warm at the memory of it. She'd been on the metro when the woman across the way from her had dropped her winter hat. They'd both bent at the same time to pick it up and their hands had touched and their eyes had met and... And she'd never seen her again. Despite pining after her for a good month and spending every spare moment she had riding the metro on the same line.

“I'm open minded,” she said now. “I'm willing to accept love whenever it appears.”

“You're consistently setting yourself up to get hurt,” Jet said. “Don't tell me that Julie-Judy just walking away last night didn't sting at least a little.”

Tears had pricked her eyes as she'd watched Judy drive away. She'd really thought they had a connection. Not that she was going to admit that now. She shrugged and Jet sighed.

“You know, maybe closing this place down and working somewhere else might be a good thing.”

“Don't even think that.”

Jet looked at her. “Think about it. You spend all day surrounded by love. It makes sense that you're over-eager to get your share, that you want what you constantly see all the time.”

“What's wrong with wanting to fall in love?” She was reaching the end of her coffee and it was getting bitter.

“Absolutely nothing,” Jet said. “But giving your heart away for free? That's a recipe for disaster. You need to look after yourself better. You have to give a relationship a chance to develop, and a chance to breathe. You fall in love and then there's nothing else in the world but that person and I can see how that might be suffocating.”

Klara screwed her cup up and tossed it into the trash. “So now I'm suffocating?”

Jet groaned. “No. Yes. I don't know. You're... you. You're lovely and pretty and kind and funny and smart, and there's so much to love about you. But I feel like you never give anyone the chance to fall in love with you. You can be... overwhelming.”

Jet was her friend. Had been since the day they'd met working the same wedding a decade ago. She was out-spoken, blunt, and occasionally rude. She was also caring and kind and a good friend. Klara blew out her cheeks then nodded. “Okay, okay, you've made your point.”

“Just... try not to fall in love so fast, okay?” Jet said. “Take a break. Try and go, like, a month without falling in love. A month without giving your heart away.”

Klara rolled her eyes. “Now you're making me sound like a nymphomaniac. I can go a month without falling in love.”

Jet drained her own cup and threw it in the garbage. “Really? We'll see about that,” she said as she stood up and picked up her bag. “I'll leave you to your book-keeping then.”

Klara stood for long enough to kiss Jet's cheek, then went back to her computer. The numbers hadn't grown since the last time she'd looked at them. She rolled her shoulders and got back down to work.
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“Why exactly do I have to do this?”

“Because they're about to be your in-laws and it's polite?” George said as they walked into the restaurant.

“Your parents hate me.”

“They don't hate you. Anyway, free food. Just go easy on the wine, okay?”

Nic grunted but followed him to the best table in the house. She didn't need to know the restaurant to know that it was the best table. George's parents always got the best table. That was just the kind of people that they were.

“George, darling,” said his mother, grey helmet of hair gleaming in the low light. She kissed him on both cheeks and turned to Nic. “And Nic, of course.”

Nic steeled herself for a kiss that didn't come and then was surprised by George Senior's sloppy peck on the cheek.

“We're so glad you could come,” Elizabeth Gainer said in a tone that made it very apparent that she was anything but.

Nic smiled a sickly grin and prayed for alcohol. Menus were opened and choices were made and then, finally, a waiter arrived and a drink was within spitting distance. And then came the obvious question.

“So, aren't you going to tell us all about the proposal?”

Nic bit her lip as George launched into the story they'd agreed on.

IT HAD been a Saturday night and they'd been at home in their pajamas drinking out of a sticky bottle of cooking sherry that they'd found at the back of one of the kitchen cupboards. A dreary reality show was on the TV, punctuating their complaints with screams of either ecstasy or pain, it was hard to tell.

“A Saturday night in the city and we're stuck on the couch,” George said, sounding truly heart-broken.

“Drinking whatever the hell this is,” Nic said, taking another sip. It was sweet enough to make her teeth hurt and she wasn't sure that the alcohol content was high enough to do anything other than give her a headache.

“Better than being sober.”

“Debatable,” said Nic. She groaned. “How did it come to this?”

“Uh, you spent everything but the rent money buying rounds of B52s last weekend,” George reminded her. “And I've been stealing biscotti from work for lunch every day since. I'm going to be enormous by the end of the month.”

“You could never be enormous,” she said. She glanced over at him in his Scooby Doo pajama pants and a tank-top that showed off the curves of muscles in his arms. “You look fab, Georgie, and you always will.”

“Which is why I'll always love you,” he said back. “Despite your apparent desire to drive us to bankruptcy.”

“Fine, fine,” she said, raising her hands in surrender. “I agree that pooling our resources and having a joint budget wasn't the smartest idea in the world.”

“Thank God for that.”

“You can spend your own pay check next month. On spray tans and gigolos.”

“I wouldn't mind a gigolo,” George said, laying his head back on the couch and smiling dreamily.

“You are a gigolo,” said Nic. “Or maybe you should be.”

George stuck his tongue out at her and crossed his eyes and she laughed. He was like the younger brother that she'd never had. Being the youngest of six she was usually the annoying one. It was nice to have someone like George around, someone sweet and funny and irritating. Someone to remind her that life wasn't always serious. As if she was in danger of ever believing that.

“I value my reputation too much to be a gigolo,” he said. “Do you think that Spielberg or Tarantino will be impressed if they see that I'm selling this fantastic body for dirty money?”

Nic snorted and picked up her sherry again. “I'd take any kind of money at this point,” she said.

The cupboard was quite literally bare. Payday wasn't until Friday, and she wasn't looking forward to a week of scoffing half-eaten sandwiches at the café and hoping that there were stale cakes left over. As the cook she could generally sneak a couple of extra meals home. But every day for a week? That seemed to be pushing it.

“You're the heir to the fortune,” she said now, poking George with her foot. “Isn't there a platinum Visa down the back of the sofa or something?”

“Chance would be a fine thing,” George said, turning so that his perfect profile was outlined by the light. “Ma and Pa have unequivocally cut me off until I, quote 'get this acting lark out of my system.'”

“Right. Ouch.” Nic sniffed and drank again. She was getting used to the taste now. Maybe the sherry was better than nothing. “So, no secret trust funds or anything?”

“Ha, I wish.” But the way he stopped with his mouth still half-open captured her attention.

“What?” she pushed, sitting up. “What? Tell me right now.”

“Nothing. It's nothing.”

“George Raymond Gainer you tell me what exactly you just thought of or I'll give you a wedgie the size of Baltimore.”

“Baltimore? Seriously?”

“George...”

He blew out a breath. “There's a trust fund,” he said. “Not from my parents though. From my grandmother.”

Nic let out a crow of delight. “We're rich! We're finally rich! Caviar in my Ramen from now on.”

George rolled his eyes. “Yeah, not quite, darling. The trust fund's a loser, nearly as hateful as the old bat herself. There's no touching the money until I turn twenty five.”

“Which is, what, a month and a half from now?” Nic said. Her stomach was flipping. Was this actually going to happen? Not that the money was hers. But having George rich would mean a definite rise in the standard of living around the place. Two-ply toilet paper, for a start.

“Yes,” allowed George. “But there's a second condition.”

“Which is?” prodded Nic, her heart beating faster now.

“I have to be married.”

And her heart slowed down so fast it almost stopped. Her feet were suddenly back on firm ground. “Crap.”

“Exactly,” George said. He picked up the remote. “I'm switching to National Geographic unless there are any objections?”

Nic shrugged and took another gulp of cooking sherry.

She didn't know why she said it. There was no forethought involved. It was, she supposed later, like most things in her life: spontaneous. Jumping in with both feet without even looking to see if there was water in the pool was the way that George later put it. But so what? That was her, that was how she did things, how she lived life. It was who she was. Do now, regret later. An exciting, if not a particularly sensible, motto.

“You could marry me.”

George didn't even look at her. He flicked through TV channels and laughed.

“No,” she said. “I'm serious. We could get married. You'd get your trust fund.”

He eyed her now. “And you'd get?”

“A rich room-mate,” she said. Then she re-considered. “Alright, maybe a percentage of the cash. Like, I don't know, ten percent? What's fair for a fake bride?”

George rolled his eyes. “You'd only spend it on booze and hookers.”

“I'd spend it on going to France,” she said, again without having put any planning into the words at all. Though now she said them she felt a burning rightness to them. “Going to France to learn how to cook.”

“You already know how to cook,” he said, turning back to the TV.

“Properly,” she said. “I'd learn how to cook properly.”

George's attention was being sucked away by a family of meerkats on the screen. Nic sipped at her sticky-sweet glass. And the idea floated around the room, implanting itself into both their brains.

THE MEAL was uncomfortable but free. A pretty fair trade, in Nic's opinion. It was clear as hell that Elizabeth Gainer didn't like her. Whether that was because she was 'stealing' the woman's son away from her or because she was Latina, Nic wasn't quite sure. A mixture of both, she supposed. All the woman had wanted to discuss was wedding plans, and Nic had let her twitter away until she could finally stand no more and had excused herself to go to the bathroom.

She was on her reluctant way back when a hand caught her elbow. She turned to see George Sr. grinning and pulling her to one side.

“Um, what—?”

“Just a moment of your time, my dear.”

She didn't have him down as predatory. Handsy, sure, and he definitely looked, but he didn't seem the type to get truly physical. But now she was worried. Confused about what he might want. And that smile was downright creepy.

He cleared his throat as he got her to the bar, out of eyesight of the table.

“Touchy subject,” he said.

Nic raised an eyebrow. This didn't sound good. Maybe he knew George was really gay? Maybe he'd had an investigator do a background check on her? Maybe he was in the Klan and about to tell her that anything less than pure white blood wouldn't be acceptable. She gulped.

“But, uh, George has explained a little about your situation.”

Nic's heart thudded.

“And, well, I don't want to make a big deal out of this. But I know that you don't have family to speak of.”

Not exactly true. She didn't have family to speak to. There was a difference. She had a family, they just chose not to acknowledge her or her life choices.

“And, uh, well, I just wanted you to know that Elizabeth and I would like to cover the costs of the wedding.”

And a picture crystallized and she understood what was happening and this man, with his beer belly and his shy smile, was suddenly not at all what she had thought. She bent in and hugged him, kissing his cheek as she thanked him as sweetly as she could.

It just went to show what kind of judge of character she really was.
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Chapter Four
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The very first thing that Klara did every morning was to pick up her phone from the night-stand and check out the engagement announcements.

Not that most people these days felt the need to take out an ad to announce their engagement. In fact, generally only the super-rich or those that were eager social climbers did. And it wasn't like she was going to get any of those kinds of clients anyway. But still, it was a habit. A habit that she'd started because she wanted to be reminded of what could happen.

Maybe one day she'd be in a position where she could land one of the big society weddings.

And secretly, in the very back of her mind, she still thought that maybe, one day, she'd be in a position to take out an ad of her very own. We are pleased to announce the upcoming nuptials of Klara Anne Sorensson and her beautiful fiancée...

The second name changed weekly. Sometimes daily. Sometimes, if she were really honest, hourly.

As the sun beamed through the window of the cramped little bedroom her fingers slid over her phone and glanced down the list of announcements. She always felt a little skip of happiness in her heart at each set of names. A special skip if it was a same-sex wedding.

There were three major newspapers in the city, and she checked all three. And on this particular morning all three papers featured the same lead announcement.

Mr and
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