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Unsettled probably best describes how Geri felt as she waited for Karen. Not nervous exactly, but not confident either. Karen had texted, Have something must say. Meet for coffee?

Geri hoped her friend wasn't unwell, but that didn't seem likely. If she'd been worried or had tests surely she'd have said. They've told each other everything ever since school. Karen wasn't the sort to shy away from the truth. If your breath was bad, bum looked big in that skirt, or the skirt was tucked in your knickers, Karen will say. Geri might not have wanted to hear those things before her first date or at the end of term disco, but it was better to know wasn't it?

As Karen had taken the trouble to prepare her then the news must be bad. 

Karen hugged her tight when she arrived and asked if Geri was OK. 

"I'm fine. You?"

"Oh yes, I'm OK."

Karen fussed around ordering cakes. Asking if there were fresh raspberries in the Bakewell tart and if the caramel shortbread had dark or milk chocolate. When she started talking about the weather, Geri grew both impatient and alarmed. It wasn't like Karen to hold back.

"You said you had something to tell me?" Geri prompted.

"Look, I could be wrong, but I thought you should know and I had to be the one to do it. If you found out from someone else ... "

"Found out what?"

"I'm sorry, but I think your Tony is having an affair."

"I don't believe it." Geri didn't. 

"Maybe not actually an affair, but something."

"Something?"

"I'm only telling you as your friend, Geri. I don't want you making the mistakes I did."

"Your divorce wasn't your fault!"

"Looking back I see I could have done things differently. True, I didn't actually do anything wrong, but there were things I omitted to do. I let our marriage slide."

Geri started to say that wasn't true, but shut up. She had thought Karen could have shown more interest in her husband. She was just a touch self-centred at times. When he had a car crash she was more worried about how she'd go shopping than with how he felt. Well, not more worried and of course she could see he wasn't hurt, but he probably felt ignored. Geri didn't ignore Tony. She knew she didn't.

Geri said, "Tony is maybe looking for a change. He's got you and his job, but nothing much outside that. This redhead probably attracts him because she's different. Spending time with her adds variety to his normal, sensible working life. Maybe you should get him interested in a hobby to stop him working late?"

As Karen talked on Geri realised who she meant: Juliette a redhead who worked with Tony. She was very different from Geri, very attractive too. Juliette seemed nice and as though she wanted to be friends with Geri as well as Tony. No, it couldn't be true... But everyone thought that, didn't they and Tony had been a bit odd lately. He used to chat about his work projects, but not this one. Why the secrecy?

"He quite liked golf didn't he?" Karen asked.

Geri nodded, but didn't pay much attention as Karen suggested she could maybe get him into her club.

Tony recently said something about Karen being not quite the friend she seemed. At the time she'd thought it was because they'd had a minor disagreement. Geri been about to go for her job interview when Karen called round and said her suit was all wrong. Too formal for the part time role Geri wanted.

"It's no good telling me now, when it's too late to change it," Geri had snapped. 

"Too late? Oh, is the interview today?"

"It is and I have to leave now or I'll be late." 

Karen had followed Geri to her car saying, "You should have asked my opinion earlier."

"I would have done if I'd wanted it," she'd said before driving off. If she'd known how, she'd have made the tyres squeal like they do in films. 

Geri wondered if Tony had made more of that misunderstanding because he knew Karen had seen him with Juliette and was trying to discredit her. The idea that Karen wasn't a proper friend was silly. She was; the sort who told you the truth, not just what you wanted to hear. Karen had helped her revise for exams and been her bridesmaid and when Geri had children she'd stayed in touch, sent the kids gifts. 

Why was Tony suddenly so dismissive of her? He'd been really supportive when her marriage broke up, helped her with the practicalities of moving home, invited her on social occasions with them. Then he'd inexplicably lost all patience with her. He even suggested Geri see less of her friend – just when she was most needed.

Karen didn't know about that though and she'd always been positive about Tony. She'd criticised Geri's other boyfriends, the rubbish ones anyway but she'd never had a bad word to say about Tony. Actually she'd said he was too good for Geri! 

"I'd better get to work," Geri mumbled. 

Karen hugged her again. "If you need anything or want to talk just let me know. Anytime. Right?"

"I will, thanks."

Geri was glad of the walk to the shop. It gave her time to think and pull herself together before her shift. Even if Tony was cheating, how could Karen know? OK, it was just possible she'd seen the two of them somewhere and jumped to the wrong conclusion, but she'd implied she'd seen them several times. Juliette lived near Karen, but if she'd seen Tony visiting her home surely she'd have said so. Clearly Karen was mistaken. Tony didn't take business trips and didn't work late; at least no more often than usual. For quite a while he'd regularly stayed another half hour or so.

"I miss the worst of the traffic and it means I don't need to bring work home, so I can relax and enjoy my family when I'm away from the office," he'd said. 

Maybe Karen had a point – he really didn't do anything or go anywhere unless it was with their family or to work. Maybe he was bored by that? Karen couldn't be right about Tony and Juliette though. Geri trusted him, really she did. She wasn't going to check up on him. No. She might give him a nice surprise and meet him after her work though.

Geri arrived at Tony's building just after five thirty. A group of people came out, including Juliette.

"Hi, Geri. How's the new job going?"

"Fine thanks. I did some shopping after my shift so I thought I'd wait for Tony and get a lift home rather than catch the bus."

"Sorry, you've just missed him. He managed to get away on time this evening."

Was Juliette covering up for Tony by saying he really did work late?

"Typical! The one time it'd suit me if he was late he isn't."

"If it's any consolation the project that's been keeping us all so busy is almost over. We should get back to normal soon."

That didn't sound like someone having an affair with her husband. She could easily have suggested late nights were going to be the norm. 

"Let me give you a lift," Juliette said.

"It's OK, it's out of your way."

"Not by much and it looks like rain."

A week later Tony came home early. "Sit down, Geri. I've got something to tell you."

She almost fell into the chair.

"I wanted to tell you before. Maybe I should have but... Hey, are you OK?"

"Just tell me."

"You know I said we had a big project at work that I couldn't talk about and that's why I was working late?"

Geri nodded.

"It's finished. It was by royal appointment and we weren't allowed to say a word until the Prince approved everything."

"And he has?"

"He's thrilled. So much so that he's going to come in and meet everyone who was involved. The boss is giving a fancy lunch. It's next Wednesday, I hope you aren't working?"

"I'm invited?"

"Of course."

Yes, of course he wanted her there. He loved her and trusted her, just as she loved and trusted him. She'd never had any doubts, not really. Even if she had the way he kissed her would have wiped them away.

The family went out for a meal to celebrate. They ate early as it was a school night, but even so it was too late to call Karen when they got back. Instead she sent a text asking her to meet the next day as she wanted to talk. Then, remembering her worries when Karen had sent a similar message, and what they'd discussed, she sent another saying, It's good news!

Karen hardly got a word in as Geri reassured her she'd been wrong about Tony and Juliette and told her about the planned dinner and meeting with the prince. Eventually she managed, "I'm so pleased for you."

"Sorry," said Geri. "I've been babbling. It is exciting though."

"And you must be relieved Tony won't be working late now."

"Pleased, but not relieved exactly. I never really thought he'd cheat on me."

"Lucky you."

Oh dear, she hadn't meant to flaunt her happiness quite so much. She didn't want Karen to feel left out either. "I'll need a new outfit for the lunch. Will you help me pick it? I know I can rely on you to tell me the truth."

"Sorry I'm quite busy all week, but I could come round on Tuesday evening and tell you what I think, if you like."

Geri thought that would be too late, like a lot of Karen's advice, but didn't say so. Instead she contacted Juliette to ask for suggestions on what to wear. Soon all Tony's female colleagues and the wives of the male ones were calling and emailing each other discussing the possible need for hats and floor length skirts. They agreed to go for 'the full monty'. As Juliette pointed out, "We aren't likely to meet royalty again, so why not make the most of it?"

Geri bought a dress that could have done duty in an episode of the glitziest costume dram, a hat that made her feel like a duchess and shoes which were too fabulous for words. She couldn't resist the matching clutch































































d2d_images/cover.jpg





