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        ‘My mother says I didn’t open my eyes for eight days after I was born, but when I did, the first thing I saw was an engagement ring. I was hooked’ – Elizabeth Taylor

      

      

      Julia Crawford was lying in bed with her husband, Nick, his body spooned around hers as they snuggled down beneath the duvet. It was a Sunday morning in early October, and neither of them had anywhere to be or anything to do, so they were snoozing lazily, enjoying the rare lie-in.

      Julia sighed contentedly, as she stretched out her legs so that their feet were touching. Her head was nestled in the crook of Nick’s arm, her honey-blonde hair splayed across the cream pillowcases. Nick wrapped his arm around her waist, softly caressing her bare stomach where her T-shirt had ridden up. Then his fingers moved lower, sliding beneath her sleep shorts and over the curve of her hip, suggestively stroking the soft skin of her thigh. Julia giggled as Nick pressed closer, his stubble-peppered chin resting in the hollow of her shoulder, his breath warm against her neck.

      ‘Mmm, I know what I feel like right now,’ he murmured.

      ‘What’s that?’ Julia teased, with a pretty good idea of just what exactly he had in mind.

      ‘See if you can guess. I’ll give you some clues.’

      Julia squirmed delightedly as Nick nuzzled her neck, little butterfly kisses running across the top of her back, his teeth gently nibbling her earlobe. Her breath grew quicker, and she wriggled round until she was nose-to-nose with her husband.

      ‘Morning you,’ she murmured, staring at him lovingly. Nick was undoubtedly an attractive man, in his mid-thirties, with thick, dark hair dotted with occasional strands of grey. His bright blue eyes sparkled as he looked back at his wife, and when he spoke his voice was low and husky.

      ‘Morning you too.’ He leaned in for a kiss, as Julia slid one leg between his, their bodies moving closer. Nick’s hands began to roam, and Julia let out a sigh of pleasure… before bolting upright so fast she almost elbowed Nick in the face.

      ‘What was that?’ she asked anxiously.

      ‘Huh? I didn’t hear anything.’

      ‘I thought…’ Julia stared hard at the baby monitor, and then the noise came again. This time it was unmistakeable: a hiccoughing cry that turned into a full-on wail within seconds. Julia was instantly up and out of bed, cramming her feet into her slippers and pulling on her dressing gown, as Nick fell back against the pillows with a frustrated sigh.

      ‘There we are… It’s okay, Jack…’ Julia murmured soothingly, as she dashed across the hall to the baby’s room, reaching into the crib and picking up her crying son. ‘Mummy’s here.’ She held him close, rocking him softly from side to side, but his cries only became louder. ‘Are you hungry, hmm? Is that what it is?’

      Cradling his tiny body against her, Julia carefully carried six-month-old Jack out of his nursery and down the stairs, settling herself on the living room sofa where the support cushion was arranged. She slipped open her dressing gown and Jack began to feed, his cries stopping immediately, as Julia sank back against the sofa and watched him.

      She didn’t think she’d ever get over the wonder of simply staring at her son; how adorable and perfect he looked, and how incredible it was that she and Nick had created this little person together. Jack had a bundle of dark hair, just like his daddy, and everyone said the two of them looked so much alike; Jack’s strong nose and dimpled chin were the spit of Nick. But Jack definitely had her eyes, Julia mused. They were green and almond-shaped and currently half-closed as he fed contentedly, making little snuffling noises. This tiny bundle had utterly transformed her and Nick’s lives, and it seemed impossible to remember a time before he’d been around, when they’d been an incomplete twosome and not a blissful little family of three.

      It was hard to believe that a couple of years ago, Julia had been worried that she might not even be able to have children. She and Nick had been trying for a baby for months, to no avail, and it had taken a serious toll on their relationship. The two of them had stopped communicating, and Julia could freely admit that she’d gone a little bit crazy back then, obsessed with getting pregnant to the exclusion of everything else. Nick had barely been able to walk through the door without Julia jumping on top of him and trying to remove his trousers, and while that sounded great in theory, the reality had left Nick feeling – in his own words – like little more than a sperm donor. He’d been constantly exhausted as he tried to keep up with Julia’s insatiable demands, and for a while all the two of them did was argue, both of them becoming increasingly unhappy.

      Things had got so bad that they’d been to see a sex therapist, at Nick’s suggestion. Julia had refused at first, but in the end she’d had to acknowledge that the sessions with their counsellor, Annie, had really helped. Therapy hadn’t been anything like she’d expected and, after a few bumps in the road, Julia and Nick had fallen in love with each other all over again. Ironically, it was when they’d mutually agreed to take the focus off trying for a baby that she’d finally fallen pregnant.

      Upstairs, Julia heard Nick stir: the creak of the bed as he climbed out; the heavy footsteps as he padded across the landing; the gush of the shower a few moments later. Outside, a gust of wind whipped up a whirl of rust-coloured leaves from the back lawn, hurling them against the window before they dropped to the ground. The big rowan tree was bent almost double by the force of the breeze, and Julia felt grateful to be warm and cosy inside, protected from the chilly autumn weather.

      Yes, she was a very lucky woman, Julia reflected, with her nice house and handsome husband and adorable baby. So why did she feel as though something was missing? A nagging sensation that one piece of the puzzle wasn’t in place yet?

      Over the last few weeks, Julia had begun to feel what could best be described as… restless. Of course, she adored being a stay-at-home mum, being with Jack  24/7 and administering to his every need, but recently she’d started to get the sense that she needed to do something for herself again. To rediscover her own identity, and spend time pursuing something that didn’t involve cleaning mashed banana off the walls or singing endless rounds of ‘Old MacDonald’.

      Before Jack was born, Julia had been building up her business as an events planner, and her company had been going from strength to strength. She’d started off small, organising birthday parties and weddings for friends at a discounted rate, but word had spread quickly, and her last job before going on maternity leave had been to organise a gala dinner for the Norfolk Chamber of Commerce. It had been a magnificent event, with men in black tie, women in glamorous ballgowns, and a sumptuous meal of poached quail’s eggs followed by roast sirloin of beef, before mingling and dancing to a twenty-piece orchestra. The night had been a triumph, and the Lord Mayor himself had congratulated Julia on what a fantastic job she’d done. After the bustle and excitement of dealing with VIP guests and overseeing a team of fifty, it was quite an adjustment for Julia to spend her days changing dirty nappies and wiping up vomit.

      ‘I’ll make a start on breakfast,’ Nick called, sticking his head around the living room door and smiling at the tender scene in front of him. He was freshly showered and dressed in jogging bottoms and a long-sleeved top, his dark hair still damp. ‘What do you fancy?’

      ‘Anything,’ Julia replied, trying to stifle a yawn. ‘Surprise me.’

      ‘Will do.’ Nick gave a smart salute before disappearing into the kitchen.

      Julia peered down at Jack still nestled against her. He seemed to have stopped feeding, fully awake now as he looked up at her, his eyes bright and alert.

      Gently, Julia moved him off her breast, covering herself with her dressing gown and draping a muslin over her shoulder as she began to wind him. Noticing her mobile phone on the coffee table in front of her, she reached for it, scrolling through her emails with one hand as she patted Jack on the back with the other. There was the usual spam – a mid-season sale at Debenhams, offers on spa breaks from Groupon – then she noticed one from a woman called Valerie Cunningham, with the subject line: ‘Wedding Planner Required’.

      Intrigued, Julia clicked on it and began to read:

      

      Dear Ms Crawford,

      

      My name is Valerie Cunningham, and I am looking for an events planner to assist with the organisation of the forthcoming nuptials of my son, Jonathan, in July of next year. Your name has been recommended to me by Mary Moorhouse, President of the Norfolk Chamber of Commerce and a very dear friend of mine. I hold her opinion in high regard and believe you may be the right person for this very important task.

      

      If you would like to discuss this further, please contact me at your earliest opportunity so that we can arrange a meeting and discuss my requirements. My phone number is below.

      

      Kind regards,

      

      Valerie Cunningham (Mrs)

      

      Julia blinked twice, trying to take in what she’d just read. Baby Jack let out a little hiccough then settled back down, as Julia hastily re-read the email.

      Already, she could feel tingles of excitement sweeping through her, a sense of anticipation replacing the usual feeling of exhaustion. Her heart began to beat faster as her eyes swept over the screen once more, picking out the key words: forthcoming nuptials… recommended to me by Mary Moorhouse… please contact me…

      Nick strolled through carrying two plates of scrambled egg on toast, and Julia turned to him, her eyes shining.

      ‘Hey, what’s got into you?’ he asked, immediately sensing the shift in her mood. ‘I’ve never seen you so excited about breakfast before.’

      ‘I’ve had an email,’ Julia explained, the words tumbling out as she stood up and moved across the room to sit Jack in his bouncer. ‘From a woman called Valerie Cunningham, asking me about organising her son’s wedding next July. Apparently she got my name from Mary Moorhouse – you know, after I did the Chamber of Commerce event.’

      ‘Fantastic.’ Nick looked genuinely pleased as he attacked his eggs with gusto. ‘It’s a great opportunity for you.’

      ‘Do you think so?’ Julia wondered, suddenly feeling doubtful. ‘I mean, it’s not definite yet. I’d still have to meet her and go through everything. Discuss her requirements, as she said. But… Well, am I even ready to go back to work? We hadn’t planned for me to start back this early, and…’ She gazed down at her son who was gurgling happily, mesmerised by the blue elephant hanging from his rocker. ‘And what would we do about Jack?’

      ‘Don’t worry about that for now,’ Nick insisted. ‘We’ll make it work if you want to do it.’

      Julia smiled gratefully at him, her mind already scrolling through potential venues and useful contacts. She recalled the excitement and exhilaration she used to get from her job, the satisfaction when everything was finally complete and the client was thrilled with the finished result. She thought about what it would be like to dress up in smart clothes once again – not just the pyjamas and dressing gown she seemed to live in nowadays – and get out of the house and meet new people, dealing with all the challenges her profession could throw at her. She loved Jack absolutely and unconditionally, but perhaps it was time to do something for herself again.

      ‘At least meet with this Valerie woman,’ Nick suggested. ‘You don’t have to decide anything until then.’

      ‘And you really wouldn’t mind?’ Julia pressed. ‘I mean, if I was working again, it might make things different around here. I wouldn’t be at home all the time like I am now, and we’d have to work something out with the childcare. It wouldn’t be easy, and I don’t want us to go back to how we were before.’

      Julia didn’t have to spell out what she meant – both of them could instantly recall the time before Jack was conceived, when all they seemed to do was bicker and sulk. Back then, Nick had started spending longer at work in an attempt to avoid the strained atmosphere at home, leading to him becoming a little too close to a female colleague, and Julia had struggled to forgive him for the indiscretion. They’d managed to put the incident behind them, but it was a situation neither of them wanted to repeat.

      When Nick finally spoke his voice was gentle, his eyes warm as he looked at his wife. Yes, Julia might have dark circles under her eyes, her blonde hair hastily pulled back in a scruffy ponytail, and as far as he could tell she’d been wearing the same T-shirt for a week, but she was still gorgeous; still the woman he married; still his Julia. They’d been through their ups and downs, but come through it stronger than ever. ‘Do whatever makes you happy,’ Nick told her honestly. ‘I’ll support you all the way.’

      Julia stared back at him, a smile slowly spreading across her tired features at the prospect of tackling a new venture and getting her business back on track. She leaned over to Nick, kissing him softly. ‘Thank you. I’m a very lucky woman.’

      ‘And don’t you forget it,’ Nick replied with a wink. ‘Now eat your breakfast,’ he admonished her, as he pulled her down onto his lap and she let out a squeal. ‘It’s getting cold.’
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        ‘Grow old along with me! The best is yet to be’ – Robert Browning

      

      

      The first strains of Wagner’s ‘Bridal Chorus’ creaked into life on the organ in the old country church, and the expectant congregation turned around in their seats, every eye focused on the ornate door through which the bride would make her entrance.

      Outside, on a brilliant, summer, sun-dappled afternoon, a beautiful young woman stood beside her father, aware that these were her final few moments as Miss Deborah Barlow. In approximately thirty minutes’ time, she would be Mrs Stephen Reid, and the happiest woman on earth.

      Debbie turned to look at her six bridesmaids, resplendent in peach silk. Her six-year-old niece looked cute as a button as she skipped around excitedly, a basket of flower petals hung over one arm, as Debbie’s best friend, Angela, gave her an enthusiastic thumbs up. Debbie turned back to her father, his face glowing with pride, and the two of them linked arms before stepping forward and walking reverentially into the church.

      There were gasps as the assembled friends and relatives caught their first view of the blushing bride, her Auntie Jean hastily tugging a handkerchief from her clutch bag to wipe away a stray tear. And at the far end of the aisle stood Debbie’s beloved fiancé, Stevie. He was gazing at her as though he was the luckiest man alive, and Debbie knew without a doubt that she was marrying the right man for her.

      A radiant smile lit up her face as their eyes locked, and the congregation exhaled in a collective ‘aaah’. Debbie looked utterly beautiful, her dark, wavy hair pinned up to reveal her long, elegant neck, and showing off her cheekbones to perfection. Her shimmering dress fitted her slender figure as though she’d been born to wear it, the strapless style highlighting her toned arms and defined collarbone, whilst the corset-style bodice sculpted her tiny waist before dropping to the floor in layer after layer of white organza. Debbie knew that she’d never looked more incredible in her whole life, and she beamed round at her family and friends, taking in their smiles and tears, acknowledging the envious glances at her perfect size ten figure…

      Then Debbie opened her eyes and the image faded. The hot summer’s day disappeared and the quaint old church was no more. Instead, Debbie found herself standing in her messy bedroom, with the tatty old curtains and the bed sheets that needed washing. Her dog, Scamp, a scruffy Yorkie-cross she’d got from a rescue centre, was lying on the duvet staring at her curiously.

      As Debbie gazed into the wardrobe mirror in front of her, her heart sank. The stunning wedding dress had vanished and, in its place, Debbie was wearing only her saggy old bra and greying knickers; a Cinderella in cheap lingerie after the clock had struck midnight.

      Nor was Debbie’s body the goddess-like vision she’d been imagining. Biting her bottom lip unhappily, she took in the way her wobbly stomach hung over the waistband of her panties, the way her thighs were rippled with cellulite and rubbed together when she moved. As she held up her arms to give them an experimental shake, flaps of loose skin – the dreaded bingo wings – quivered like blancmange.

      Although she knew it was un-feminist to admit it, Debbie hated her body. Oh, it was fine for all the women’s magazines to say you should be happy whatever size or shape you were – then hypocritically fill their pages with image after image of body-beautiful specimens – but Debbie just couldn’t seem to find the love for her thick ankles or double chin.

      Whilst all her friends looked great in strappy little tops and skinny jeans, Debbie covered up in baggy trousers and shapeless jumpers. Fluctuating between a size eighteen and twenty, depending on where she shopped, Debbie was hardly the biggest woman on the planet, but there were days when she felt like an elephant amongst her slim, toned friends, with their neat little bosoms and impossible-to-achieve thigh-gaps.

      The front door banged and Debbie jumped, realising Stevie was home from work. Panic-stricken, she lunged for her jogging bottoms and frantically pulled them on, as Scamp leapt off the bed and bolted downstairs, barking in welcome.

      ‘Hello, Scamp. Hello, boy! Debs, you around?’

      ‘Upstairs,’ she called back, trying to keep the panic out of her voice, as she yanked open the chest of drawers and grabbed a clean sweater. She knew it was ridiculous, but she suddenly hated the thought of Stevie looking at her body, despite the fact he’d seen it hundreds of times before.

      Wrestling frantically with the jumper, she heard Stevie bound up the stairs, and seconds later he was pushing open the bedroom door, the dog following at his heels.

      ‘Aha, what do we have here?’ he grinned, his eyes lighting up as he took in the sight of his semi-naked fiancée. Stevie was twenty-seven, the same age as Debbie, and worked as a trainee surveyor. He had a shock of red hair that had made him the target of endless teasing in his school days, but which he now embraced, and he was far from skinny himself, with a cute little paunch that Debbie loved to squeeze.

      Right now, Debbie looked horrified, her face flaming as she tried to cover herself with the jumper she hadn’t had time to put on. Even though she was exactly the same size as she had been when Stevie left for work that morning, she suddenly felt hugely self-conscious, all too aware of every lump and bump.

      ‘That’s exactly the sight I want to see when I get home from a long, hard day,’ Stevie continued, reaching out for her.

      Debbie flinched and backed away, almost tripping over the corner of the bed in her haste to get away from him.

      Stevie frowned. ‘What’s the matter? Where’s my welcome kiss?’

      Debbie looked back at him, her dark eyes anxious. Reluctantly, she stepped towards him, holding the jumper tightly against her as she stretched up to peck him on the lips.

      ‘That’s better.’ Stevie wrapped his arms around her, but as Debbie felt his hands settle on the hated back fat pushing out from underneath her bra, she squirmed away uncomfortably.

      ‘What?’ Stevie demanded. ‘What’s the matter?’ He looked hurt, and Debbie winced guiltily.

      ‘It’s nothing.’

      ‘It must be something! Have I done something wrong?’

      ‘No, of course not.’

      How could Debbie explain what the problem really was? She didn’t want Stevie thinking it was his fault but, equally, she really didn’t want a conversation about how much she loathed her body shape right now. ‘It’s… Oh, it doesn’t matter. It’s fine.’

      ‘Really?’ Stevie looked doubtful, but Debbie nodded insistently. ‘Good. Come here then.’ He opened up his arms, and Debbie looked at them uncertainly.

      ‘I’ll just put this on,’ she stalled, holding up the jumper.

      ‘No, don’t do that,’ Stevie protested. ‘I like you all naked.’

      ‘Well I don’t.’ The words slipped out before Debbie had a chance to censor them.

      Stevie sighed, suddenly understanding why she was being so cold towards him. ‘Is that what this is about, Debs? You know that doesn’t matter to me. I love you, no matter what you look li-… no matter what,’ he finished awkwardly.

      Debbie didn’t reply. The two of them stood in silence, the jumper still held protectively over her chest, like a defensive shield.

      ‘Debs, you know I think you’re gorgeous,’ Stevie tried again, his voice soft. ‘Always have, always will. I just wish you could see that.’ Gently, he took hold of her hands, attempting to prise the sweater from her, but Debbie clung on determinedly.

      ‘Do you know what I’d really like?’ Stevie murmured, changing tack. Debbie looked back at him questioningly, as he reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out his phone. ‘I’d love to take a photo of you, just like you are now. All sexy in your bra, with your hair curling around your face, and that amazing cleavage…’

      Debbie recoiled in shock. ‘Is that a joke?’

      ‘No! Why wouldn’t I want a photo of my gorgeous fiancée?’ Stevie said honestly, unable to understand Debbie’s outrage. ‘It’d stay private obviously – just for you and me. Something for me to look at when I’m at work, to cheer me up when I think about the wonderful woman who’s waiting at home for me. Who’s going to be my wife next year.’

      ‘No way. Absolutely no way.’ Debbie was appalled at the suggestion. ‘What if one of your mates saw it? I’d never hear the end of it. Besides, they’d probably wonder why you had a picture of a beached whale on your phone…’

      She choked back a sob as she fled from the room. Stevie tried to stop her as she ran past, but she pushed him off.

      ‘Leave me alone!’

      Debbie raced down the stairs and into the living room, finally able to pull on the oversized black sweater she’d been clutching all this time. It felt warm and soft, cosy like a blanket, and she was instantly more relaxed. Throwing herself down on the L-shaped sofa, Debbie listened for a moment, her heart beating fast as she wondered whether Stevie would follow her. She heard the creak of the floorboards as he moved around the bedroom then crossed the landing to the bathroom, and Debbie realised he’d decided not to come after her. She could hardly blame him, she thought, furious at herself. She’d been feeling insecure and taken her mood out on him when it really wasn’t his fault. Even Scamp had stayed upstairs, clearly taking Stevie’s side in the argument.

      Almost without thinking, Debbie got up off the sofa and drifted through to the kitchen, automatically opening the cupboard and reaching for the biscuit tin. Suddenly she realised what she was doing and stopped short, dropping the custard cream she’d picked out and slamming the lid back on with a satisfying crash.

      For a moment she simply stood there, her breath coming fast, her eyes glazed, as she hung onto the tin like a drowning man to a life raft.

      ‘You okay, Debs?’

      She hadn’t heard Stevie come into the room and she jumped as he spoke, whirling round to face him. Taking in the worried look on his face, she forced a smile then put the biscuit tin back in the cupboard.

      ‘Fine,’ she assured him, busying herself with taking ingredients out of the fridge for the lasagne she planned to cook tonight. ‘Totally fine. Look, I’m really sorry about earlier. I don’t know what came over me.’

      ‘Come here, silly,’ Stevie sighed, as Debbie put down a family-sized block of cheese and crossed the kitchen, falling into his arms without hesitation. Stevie stroked the top of her head, smoothing down the silky hair that smelt of fruity conditioner, before planting a kiss on her forehead.

      ‘I love you, Debbie. You know that, don’t you?’

      ‘Yeah,’ she nodded, as she nestled against his chest, the size and smell of him reassuringly familiar. At five feet eleven, he was a few inches taller than she was, and his body felt solid and protective. ‘I love you too. Sorry for being a numpty – I was just having a moment.’

      Stevie’s chest vibrated as he laughed, her head bouncing against the soft cotton of his T-shirt. ‘Listen, I’ve got an idea.’

      ‘Oh no, not another one,’ Debbie groaned. ‘Does it involve a camera-phone and me taking my clothes off?’

      Stevie chuckled. ‘Not this time. Although I’m still up for it if you are?’

      Debbie glared at him, narrowing her eyes.

      ‘That’ll be a no, then. Seriously though, I was thinking, why don’t we grab a takeaway tonight, save you cooking? My shout. Indian, maybe? I’ve been craving tandoori chicken all afternoon, with a peshwari naan and some onion bhajis. Mmmm,’ Stevie was practically dribbling. Even Scamp was licking his chops, as he stared up at the two of them, a low whine escaping from him. ‘What do you reckon?’

      Debbie hesitated. Her mouth was watering at the thought of a creamy korma, accompanied by poppadoms dipped liberally in sweet mango chutney.

      ‘Yeah, go on th—’ she began, but something stopped her. Suddenly the vision of a takeaway feast was replaced with the daydream she’d had earlier; the perfect size ten wedding dress, and how incredible she’d looked in it.

      She wanted it to be more than just a daydream.

      She wanted it to be reality.

      ‘You know what?’ Debbie began slowly. ‘I don’t know if I do feel like ordering out. How about I whip us up a stir-fry instead? I’ve got everything I need in the fridge, and it won’t take long.’

      ‘Sure,’ Stevie shrugged, a little gutted to be giving up his Indian, but ready to agree to anything if it got his fiancée back in a good mood. ‘Do you need a hand with anything?’

      ‘No, it’s fine. You go put your feet up,’ Debbie insisted, putting the cheddar and beef back in the fridge and bringing out carrots, peppers, onions and courgettes.

      ‘If you say so,’ Stevie grinned, stealing another kiss before heading through to the living room and turning on the TV.

      Debbie quickly got to work, a growing pile of colourful veggies soon appearing on the chopping board in front of her. As she sliced and diced, she felt a growing sense of excitement, a certainty that she’d never experienced before. She could do this! She could lose weight! Other people did it all the time, so why shouldn't she?

      Oh, she’d tried to diet in the past, but never got very far. Debbie’s regimes usually consisted of living on soups and juices for a day or two, becoming increasingly hungry and bad-tempered, before finally cracking in dramatic style. Craving fat and carbs, she would binge on macaroni cheese and chips, litres of fizzy drink and whole tubs of ice cream with chocolate sauce.

      Food was used as a reward when she’d done something good; as a treat when she was miserable; as a pick-me-up when she was tired. But now it was time for her to take control, Debbie vowed, thinking once again of her ideal wedding dress. All she needed was a little motivation and a lot of willpower.

      Debbie drizzled a miniscule amount of oil into a wok, throwing in two sliced chicken breasts, then adding garlic, chilli and ginger.

      ‘Smells delicious,’ Stevie called through appreciatively.

      Debbie smiled to herself, thinking of his reaction when he saw his new, slimline fiancée in just a few months’ time. She would definitely buy herself some sexy underwear to show off her hot body; maybe she’d even let Stevie take that picture he’d been asking for!

      Yeah, thought Debbie, feeling another surge of excitement. This time she was going to do it. She was going to lose weight, shape up, and nothing – not even red velvet cupcakes or deep-pan four-cheese pizza – was going to stand in her way.
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        ‘It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of good fortune, must be in want of a wife’ – Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice

      

      

      ‘Wow,’ Julia murmured under her breath, as the iron gates in front of her slowly swung open. She drove through them onto the sweeping gravel driveway, feeling a little self-conscious in her ageing Renault Clio as she pulled up beside a veritable fleet of enormous  4x4s and sleek Jaguars, the massive vehicles dwarfing her own tiny one.

      The house itself was just as impressive. The address on Eaton Road was one of the most prestigious in Norwich, and Julia had been prepared for something big, but this was practically a mansion. An Arts and Crafts-style house, built in faded red-brick with mullioned windows, it boasted lush green lawns and even a small, stone water fountain, bubbling away.

      Julia stepped out of the car, breathing deeply and telling herself that she’d be fine. This was her first potential job since having a baby, and to say she wasn’t feeling on top of her game right now would be an understatement. Her emotions were all over the place, on account of having to leave Jack for a couple of hours, and she couldn’t help but remember the uncertain look on Nick’s face as he’d waved her off. Jack had been wriggling and fidgeting in Nick’s arms, his face reddening and on the verge of a tantrum.

      ‘Maybe I should reschedule?’ Julia had wondered unhappily.

      ‘We’ll be fine,’ Nick had told her, sounding less than convinced. ‘Good luck!’

      ‘You too,’ Julia had replied, her stomach churning uncomfortably.

      Right now, standing outside the huge house with its imposing facade, Julia felt a million miles away from the calm, competent professional she was hoping to portray.

      She quickly glanced down at her sensible black trousers and navy-blue blouse, checking that they weren’t covered in apple puree or porridge or… something worse. She was convinced that the outfit was frumpy and unflattering. It didn’t help that her boobs were straining against the buttons of the blouse, occasionally offering a peek at the sturdy white nursing bra below; she was still breastfeeding, and hadn’t yet gone back down to her pre-pregnancy cup size.

      ‘Ah, you must be Julia. I’m Valerie. Do come in.’

      The front door had opened to reveal a woman who was even more intimidating than the house she lived in. She appeared to be in her late fifties, and was immaculately groomed, with her light grey hair swept back in an elegant chignon. Her make-up was neat yet subtle, and she wore a cream pussy-bow blouse with a tweed pencil skirt and low-heeled brown court shoes.

      As someone who’d spent the last six months in flannelette pyjamas and fluffy slippers, Julia could only admire her dedication to looking good.

      ‘Yes, I’m Julia Crawford,’ she smiled, recovering herself as she extended a hand. ‘It’s very nice to meet you.’

      But Valerie was already marching off down the corridor, and Julia hurried to keep up with her, her eyes darting round at the beautiful wooden staircase and the oil paintings on the walls. Her feet sank into the pristine cream carpet as they walked, and they passed endless corridors leading off to who-knew-where in this enormous house.

      ‘You have a beautiful home,’ Julia said, as she finally caught up.

      ‘Thank you,’ Valerie replied graciously, turning left into what Julia assumed must be the sitting room. It looked like a reception room at Buckingham Palace, with its elegant furniture and antique grandfather clock. There were heavy draped curtains hung at the long windows, and as Julia glanced outside she could see through to the large back garden, with its well-maintained flower beds and leafy shrubs. Even the trees hadn’t dared to spoil the perfection of the scene by dropping their leaves. Valerie probably had a gardener who rushed out to pick them up as soon as they fell, thought Julia, stifling a mildly hysterical giggle.

      ‘Aimee, don’t just stand there like a spare part, go and get us all some tea,’ Valerie snapped at a young woman Julia hadn’t noticed. She was in her early twenties, with dark blonde hair cut in a flattering bob, and she flashed a brief, nervous smile at Julia before hurrying out of the room.

      ‘Now,’ Valerie turned to Julia with a flourish. ‘This is my son, Jonathan. Isn’t he handsome?’ she purred, beaming at him.

      Jonathan rolled his eyes indulgently, but seemed to revel in his mother’s attention.

      ‘Pleased to meet you,’ he said, standing up from the damask couch to shake Julia’s hand. He was very good looking, Julia noted; tall, with dark hair, bright blue eyes, and flashing white teeth. There was an air of confidence about him too, as though he was used to getting his own way.

      ‘So you’re the groom-to-be,’ Julia grinned. ‘Congratulations.’

      ‘Thank you. I’m a very lucky man.’

      ‘And will your fiancée be joining us?’

      ‘Yes, she’ll be along shortly,’ Valerie cut in, taking a seat on the sofa beside her son, and indicating that Julia should take one of the armchairs alongside. ‘Now, I’ve already impressed upon you – I hope – the importance of this wedding,’ Valerie began seriously, as Julia nodded. ‘Jonathan is my only son – my only child, in fact – and he’s incredibly special to me, so this has to be a memorable and, indeed, magnificent occasion. Nothing vulgar, of course.’

      ‘No, of course not,’ Julia agreed, as she opened her pad and began to make notes. She wrote the words ‘ONLY SON’ in capitals, then added ‘NOT VULGAR’ and underlined it.

      ‘This wedding is going to be the highlight of the summer social calendar, and I need to ensure that everything goes without a hitch. I’ve heard very good things from Mary Moorhouse about the work you did for the Chamber of Commerce gala, and I hope you live up to your reputation.’

      ‘Thank you, I’m flattered,’ Julia replied, unsure how to take Valerie’s comments and deciding to give her the benefit of the doubt. ‘Do you have any dates in mind?’

      ‘We’re looking at the first Saturday in July.’

      ‘And have you approached any venues? I should warn you that places can get booked up years in advance, and ten months is an extremely tight timeframe for an event on this scale.’

      ‘I have a few possibilities in mind,’ Valerie explained, and Julia noticed how neatly she was sitting, with her knees and ankles together, her posture rigidly upright. ‘I’m sure that with the right incentive, we’ll be able to have the venue – and indeed caterers, orchestra, florist, and anything else this wedding might require – of our choice. Money is not an object,’ she finished, with a slight hint of a smile.

      Julia was about to reply when Aimee came back into the room. She was carrying a tray on which she’d balanced a teapot, teacups and saucers, a milk jug and a sugar bowl, all in the same floral-patterned china. She set it down nervously in the centre of the Louis IV-style coffee table, and began pouring out the tea.

      ‘Would you like milk and sugar?’ she asked Julia, in a soft voice.

      ‘Just milk, please,’ Julia smiled at her, wondering what it must be like to have staff. The house was immaculate, and Julia very much doubted that Valerie ever got down on her hands and knees to scrub the skirting boards or disinfect the toilet. She wondered if this girl was some sort of live-in housekeeper.

      ‘No biscuits?’ Valerie burst out sharply. ‘Where are your manners, Aimee? Well, I suppose you’re not to know, are you? There’s a Marks and Spencer’s selection in the pantry, go and get those. And for heaven’s sake, don’t just bring the box through. Arrange them nicely on a plate first.’

      ‘Yes. Sorry,’ Aimee apologised, her cheeks flaming red as she scurried off. Julia felt bad for her – the girl had looked mortified – but when she glanced across at Valerie she merely shook her head and tutted disapprovingly.

      Jonathan evidently felt bad too, as he leaned across to his mother and commented, ‘You know, you really shouldn’t be so hard on her. She’s trying her best.’

      ‘She’s got to learn,’ Valerie shot back, without a trace of remorse. ‘It’s a very valuable skill, being able to hostess and run a household. Now, where was I?’

      ‘We were talking about venues,’ Julia reminded her, keen to get the conversation back on track and steer Valerie away from the deficiencies of her housekeeper.

      ‘Ah, yes. Now, we went to look at Hambledon Hall, didn’t we Jonathan?’ Valerie was all charm once more, as she reached across to pat her son on the knee. ‘And that really was beautiful. But the ante-rooms were very cramped, and there were no hand towels in the bathroom – just those noisy dryers, which I find very inappropriate. Wellington Lodge was charming, but they only served Lanson champagne.’ Valerie pulled a face.

      ‘How many guests are you thinking of having?’ asked Julia, underlining ‘NO LANSON’ in her pad, as Aimee walked back into the room, a selection of chocolate biscuits arranged in a fan shape on a bone-china plate. She set them down in front of Julia and then, to Julia’s astonishment, Aimee poured a cup of tea for herself and went to sit on the sofa, on the other side of Jonathan.

      Perhaps Valerie was more lenient than Julia had imagined, if she was happy to fraternise with ‘the help’ in this way. It was Saturday after all, so perhaps once Aimee’s duties were completed she was allowed to sit with Valerie and her son.

      Of course, Julia realised suddenly. Aimee would most likely play a key role in helping out with the wedding, so no wonder Valerie wanted her to sit in on the meeting. She was probably some kind of personal assistant, rather than a domestic housekeeper.

      ‘I think we’re looking at around two-fifty. Possibly three hundred,’ Valerie said airily. ‘Of course, we have an extensive network of friends and acquaintances, then there are all Jonathan’s business contacts, not to mention everyone from the club. How many from your side?’ she asked, her voice dropping several degrees, as she turned away from Julia back towards her son.

      ‘Not very many,’ Aimee replied in that same, soft voice. ‘I only have a small family, so there won’t be many relatives. I have a few school friends that I’d like to invite.’

      ‘Hmm,’ Valerie’s lips pursed into a tight pucker. ‘We’ll see if we can fit them in. There might be some room towards the back.’

      As Julia looked on in confusion, Jonathan stretched his arm languidly, draping it around Aimee’s shoulders and giving her a little squeeze.

      ‘Of course we’ll find room,’ he assured her. ‘We’ve got to have… what’s her name? Rachel, that’s it. We’ve got to have her there, haven’t we?’

      ‘I had thought she could be one of my bridesmaids,’ Aimee offered shyly.

      ‘Whatever makes you happy, darling. Of course that’s fine, isn’t it, Mother?’

      ‘I suppose,’ Valerie replied coldly.

      ‘Thank you, Jon,’ Aimee beamed, snuggling up against him.

      Julia was growing more incredulous by the second. Aimee was Jonathan’s fiancée? Aimee, who she’d mistaken for some kind of hired help – whose future mother-in-law treated her like some kind of hired help – was actually the bride-to-be?

      ‘So you’re the future Mrs Cunningham,’ Julia burst out, unable to help herself.

      ‘Yes, I am,’ Aimee confirmed, with a tinkling laugh, as she gazed up at her fiancé.

      ‘I told you I was a lucky man,’ Jonathan grinned. ‘Isn’t she incredible?’

      ‘You both look so happy together,’ Julia told them. ‘And what a gorgeous engagement ring,’ she gushed, suddenly noticing it for the first time and leaning over to take a closer look as Aimee stretched out her hand. ‘It’s very unusual. Is it a ruby?’

      ‘In a pavé diamond setting,’ Aimee nodded. ‘I have to confess, it’s far bigger than anything I would have chosen. I’m terrified of losing it.’

      ‘No need to sound so ungrateful, dear,’ Valerie interjected. ‘It’s a family heirloom,’ she informed Julia, her face once again a picture of disapproval. ‘And Jonathan has clearly decided that Aimee is the right person to give it to.’

      ‘Of course she is, Mother,’ Jonathan laughed easily.

      Valerie picked a piece of lint from her skirt, brushing it onto the carpet. ‘Well, at least it’s heavily insured.’

      ‘It really is a beautiful ring,’ Julia cut in hastily. Valerie’s displeasure hung heavily in the room, a black thundercloud looming threateningly on the horizon. ‘And Aimee, do you have any thoughts about what you’d like for your wedding day? I’m sure you have lots of ideas.’

      ‘Oh, if it was up to me, I’d probably have a very small, intimate wedding. Just me and Jon – maybe on a beach somewhere tropical…’

      Julia glanced across at Valerie and saw her turn positively pale at the thought.

      ‘But I’m happy to go with whatever Jon wants. And Mrs Cunningham is so good at organising. She has ideas for things I’d never even have thought of.’

      ‘Well, we have to make sure that everything’s appropriate, don’t we?’ Valerie smiled tightly. ‘That the day is elegant and sophisticated, with a real sense of class. And some people are just better at this kind of thing than others.’

      Her words lingered in the air, a thinly veiled insult, and Julia waited for Aimee to spit back a reply, or for Jonathan to defend his fiancée against his mother’s obvious barbs. But no one spoke. The only sound was the chink of china as Valerie placed her teacup back down on its saucer.

      Julia swallowed, wondering whether she really wanted this commission at all. She could be back at home now, cuddling with Jack, watching him smile and gurgle as she played with the furry caterpillar toy that never failed to make him squeal with delight; not here in this strained atmosphere, wondering whether she could ever meet Valerie’s impossibly exacting standards…

      But no, she was being silly, Julia reassured herself. It was merely nerves at being a working woman once again and getting back into the swing of things. She’d dealt with bigger events than a simple wedding, and come up against bigger divas than the demanding Valerie. Besides, Aimee seemed like an absolute sweetheart, and Julia felt sure that as the wedding drew closer, Valerie would take a step back and let Aimee have her say. After all, how bad could the woman possibly be?

      Shaking her head to dispel any negative thoughts, Julia opened her notebook to a fresh page, and turned to Aimee with a beaming smile. ‘So,’ she asked brightly. ‘Have you started shopping for your dress yet?’
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        ‘Hollywood brides keep the bouquets and throw away the grooms’ – Groucho Marx

      

      

      ‘That’s my T-shirt, give it here!’

      ‘Not until you give me back my lip gloss. It’s Benefit, it cost a fortune.’

      ‘I haven’t got your stupid lip gloss. You probably lent it to one of your stupid friends.’

      ‘You’re such a liar! I know you took it out of my school bag. Give it back or I’ll punch you.’

      ‘I’d like to see you try…’

      Gill closed her eyes, trying to block out the sounds of fighting coming from upstairs. She’d just got herself settled in the living room with a cup of tea and a copy of Blushing Brides magazine, but she should have known that five minutes of peace and quiet in her chaotic household was going to be impossible. She turned to the first page, but barely had a chance to take in the contents when there was the sharp sound of a slap, followed by an outraged yell.

      Gill threw down the magazine and jumped up from the sofa, taking the stairs two at a time.

      ‘What’s going on here?’ she demanded, as she burst into the room that her thirteen-year-old daughter, Kelly, shared with her soon-to-be stepsister, twelve-year-old Paige. Posters of boy bands were plastered over every spare inch of wall space, whilst the floor was a sea of discarded clothes. Hair straighteners, tongs, and half a dozen bottles of glossing spray jostled for space on the vanity table, alongside perfume and jewellery and abandoned school books.

      The two girls barely looked up at Gill, her eyes blazing, her hands planted firmly on her hips. She was a formidable woman in her early forties – stocky, with a large bosom, her hair cropped short and dyed a vivid shade of aubergine – but her daughters paid little attention.

      ‘She took my lip gloss,’ Kelly screeched, at the same time as Paige yelled:

      ‘She never lets me borrow anything, she’s such a mean cow.’

      ‘Don’t call your sister a cow.’

      ‘She’s not my sister! And you’re not my mum. I should have known you’d take her side, you always do,’ Paige stropped, flinging herself down on her bed, tears springing to her eyes.

      ‘Paige, that’s not true. Kelly, can’t you let her borrow it? Just a little bit to try?’

      ‘Mum, that’s not fair,’ Kelly retorted, with a terrifyingly teenage roll of the eyeballs. ‘Just because she doesn’t have nice stuff doesn’t mean she can borrow mine. She shouldn’t even be wearing lip gloss, she’s only a kid.’

      ‘I’m, like, nine months younger than you.’

      ‘Yeah, and you still don’t have any tits.’

      ‘Oh here, have it back,’ Paige yelled, flinging the lip gloss with venom. ‘I didn’t want to wear it anyway, you selfish bitch. I’ll probably catch herpes from it.’

      ‘Paige, language!’ Gill was shocked.

      ‘I don’t care. I hate you.’

      Gill inhaled sharply, stung by Paige’s words. She knew the situation was difficult for her – well, it was difficult for all of them – but she didn’t deserve to be spoken to like that.

      ‘Paige, you can’t—’ Gill began, when a riot of shouting erupted from the next bedroom.

      ‘Yes! I killed him! I totally beat you, you loser.’

      ‘Yeah, but only ’cos you cheated. You never normally win.’

      ‘I didn’t cheat! How could I cheat? You’re just mad ’cos I totally smashed your score.’

      ‘Boys, please,’ Gill snapped, poking her head around the door to where her nine-year-old twins, Freddy and Finlay, were furiously bashing at their PS3 controllers.

      ‘Sorry, Mum,’ both of them replied in unison, neither looking up from the screen where round two of Street Battle had just started.

      Four-year-old Sammy was sitting on a beanbag watching them, half-heartedly playing with a plastic dinosaur. When he saw Gill, he jumped up and ran over to her, twining himself around her legs like a cat. She reached down to stroke his soft, sandy-coloured hair, and he stared up at her with hopeful eyes.

      ‘I’m hungry. Can I have some peanut butter?’

      Gill smiled. ‘Okay. Let’s go make some snacks.’

      He wandered happily out of the room, Gill following behind him. Then he sat down at the top of the stairs, slowly bumping his way down every step.

      ‘Sammy,’ Gill said warningly, as she eyed the threadbare carpet in the centre of the stairs. ‘Do it properly, please. On your feet.’

      Sam swivelled round, flashing her an adorable smile, before continuing to bump-bump-bump all the way down to the bottom where he waited for Gill, taking her hand and leading her through to the kitchen.

      ‘So, peanut butter,’ Gill said brightly, as she pulled the almost-empty jar out of the cupboard and opened the breadbin. ‘Do you want banana on it too?’

      Sam thought for a moment, his dark eyes serious, before he nodded decisively, hitching up his trousers, which were starting to slide down.

      Gill quickly made the sandwich, cutting it into four then pouring Sam a glass of blackcurrant squash. She carried it all through to the living room where he climbed up onto the sofa beside her, balancing the plate on his knee.

      ‘What’s that?’ he asked through a mouthful of bread, spotting Gill’s magazine.

      ‘It’s full of pretty dresses. Wedding dresses. Do you want to help me choose one?’

      Sam reached for it, leaving smeary banana fingerprints on the glossy pages.

      ‘Pretty,’ he commented. ‘Like Princess Elsa.’

      Gill laughed. ‘Yes, like Elsa from Frozen. Although I’m not sure I’m going to look quite like that,’ she said ruefully, looking down at her distinctly un-Disney-princess-like figure.

      Sam took another bite of his sandwich and chewed it thoughtfully.

      ‘Are you my mummy now?’ he asked.

      Gill took a breath, the question catching her off guard. ‘No,’ she began carefully. ‘Not exactly. You’ve already got a mummy, remember?’

      Sam frowned, so Gill stood up and walked over to the dresser, rifling through the top drawer and pulling out a photo. It was a holiday snap, taken in what looked like a bar or restaurant in some hot Mediterranean country, and it showed an attractive young woman with curly blonde hair and a deep tan wearing a vivid pink bandeau top. She was smiling at the camera, and in her arms she held a mousy-haired child, less than a year old. He was wedged on her hip, looking away from the camera at something that had caught his attention.

      ‘That’s your mummy. Do you remember?’ Gill asked softly, brushing the crumbs from Sam’s cheek.

      He stared at the photo in silence.

      ‘And who’s that, do you know?’ Gill prompted, pointing at the young boy in the picture.

      ‘A baby,’ Sam replied confidently, as Gill smiled.

      ‘It is a baby, but it’s you. It’s you when you were a baby, with your mummy.’

      Sam stared up at Gill, wide-eyed with disbelief. Then suddenly he seemed to lose all interest in the photo. Cramming the last of the sandwich into his mouth, he climbed down from the sofa and announced, ‘I’m going to play with Freddy and Finlay.’

      Moments later, Gill heard the pounding of his feet as he ran up the stairs, followed by the blare of computer games as he pushed open the door to the twins’ room.

      Gill was deep in thought as she replaced the photo in the drawer, taking one last look at the woman – whose name was Tina – before firmly closing it. She found herself wondering what it would be like to have your own child forget about you. How you could go off and leave your babies without a backward glance, then get on with living your life as though nothing had happened. To Gill, the idea was inconceivable.

      She carried Sam’s plate through to the kitchen, brushing off the crumbs and quickly rinsing it, before heading back to the living room where her tea was rapidly cooling. Sitting down, she picked up her magazine, and had barely raised the mug of tea to her lips when Kelly wandered in.

      ‘What’s wrong with you?’ Gill asked cheerfully, noting her pouting lips and sullen expression.

      Kelly shrugged, managing to convey frustration and anger and apathy all in one movement. Gill was reminded once again of how terrifyingly teenage her daughter had already become.

      ‘Come and tell me all about it,’ Gill offered, putting down her tea and patting the space beside her that Sam had just vacated.

      Kelly flopped down on the tired brown sofa, letting out an enormous sigh. Gill waited patiently for her to speak.

      ‘It’s not fair!’ Kelly burst out finally. ‘Why do I have to share a bedroom with Paige? She’s so annoying, and she always steals my stuff. I thought I’d lost my Jack Wills hoody, then I found it stashed in her wardrobe. She reckoned it had got there “accidentally”.’ Kelly put air quotes around the word.

      ‘I know it’s hard sometimes, but there’s no other option.’

      ‘Why can’t we get a bigger house? I bet it wouldn’t cost that much more.’

      ‘It’d cost more than we could afford.’

      ‘But I’m the eldest,’ Kelly pressed on, with flawless logic. ‘I should have my own room, not Sam. Why does he need to be on his own? He’s only a little kid.’

      ‘We’ve been through this. Obviously the twins can share a room, and it makes sense for you and Paige to share.’

      ‘Why can’t Paige share with Sam?’ Kelly was kicking the sofa with her heels in a slow rhythm. ‘They’re brother and sister after all.’

      ‘Yes, but Paige is twelve and Sam is only four. It wouldn’t be… appropriate. If you two could learn to get along, I’m sure you’d love it.’

      Kelly frowned, looking at Gill as though she’d just suggested going on a hot date with Nigel Farage. ‘That’s not happening, Mum.’

      This time it was Gill’s turn to shrug with frustration. She reached for her tea again, and Kelly caught sight of the magazine curving over the sofa arm.

      ‘What’s that?’ she asked, giving an exaggerated yawn as she saw the title. ‘Oh, wedding stuff. You’re still planning on doing that then?’

      Gill couldn’t hide her amusement. ‘Yes, we are still planning on doing that. Do you want to help me out? Maybe give me your opinion on some dresses?’

      ‘No, not really.’ Reluctantly, Kelly took the magazine her mother was proffering, listlessly flicking through. ‘That one’s okay I suppose,’ she offered, pointing out a very simple dress, with a lightly jewelled bodice and plain skirt. ‘But seriously, Mum, you’re going to look ridiculous.’

      Gill’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.

      ‘I mean, you’re not some skinny twenty-five-year-old model, like in the photos,’ Kelly went on. ‘You’ve already been married once anyway. What’s the point in doing it again? There’s no guarantee you’ve made the right decision this time around either.’

      Gill took a deep breath, biting back a dozen snappy retorts that were on the tip of her tongue. ‘Like Mike says,’ she replied calmly, ‘when we’re married, we’ll all be a proper family.’

      Kelly snorted.

      ‘I do wish you’d make more of an effort. Besides, you’ll get to be a bridesmaid. Aren’t you looking forward to that?’

      ‘Little kids get to be bridesmaids,’ Kelly remarked witheringly. ‘I’m too old for that. It’ll just be embarrassing.’

      ‘What’ll be embarrassing?’

      The two of them turned to see Mike standing in the doorway. He was thirty-eight, five years younger than Gill, and he was well built, with a pleasant face and a balding head that he shaved. His hands were covered in oil, from where he’d been tinkering with his motorbike out in the garage.

      ‘Nothing,’ Kelly muttered.

      ‘Right, nothing,’ he grinned, catching Gill’s eye. She flashed him a look of exasperation. ‘And what are you up to today?’ he asked, directing the question at Kelly.

      Kelly gave an enormous sigh, dragging herself off the sofa as though it required superhuman effort. ‘Like you’d care,’ was her parting shot, as she sloped out of the door.

      Mike looked at Gill, disappointment written across his face. ‘Something I said?’

      ‘Give her time. She’ll come round.’

      ‘It’s been almost two years. How much more time does she need?’

      Gill said nothing, and Mike came to sit down beside her, catching sight of Blushing Brides.

      ‘How’s the planning coming along? Found anything yet?’

      ‘Sometimes I think this wedding’ll never happen,’ Gill sighed. ‘I barely get five minutes to myself in this house, let alone time to sit down and think about the venue and the guests and the food and the flowers and all of the endless stuff that goes into planning a wedding. Chair covers! Who knew that naked chairs were frowned upon and you need to hire things to dress them up in? And with a colour theme too.’

      Mike smiled, leaning across to peck her on the lips. ‘Don’t stress about it. Let’s just do something small, like we agreed. We’re hardly Kim Kardashian and Kanye West.’

      ‘But even something small takes planning,’ Gill wailed.

      ‘Okay then, let’s elope. You and me, Gretna Green, next Saturday.’

      ‘With five kids in tow?’

      ‘Nah, we can leave them at home. They can fend for themselves for a weekend.’

      Gill blanched. ‘Can you imagine? It’d be like Lord of the Flies. We wouldn’t have a house left to come back to.’

      ‘Which would solve the bedroom issue,’ Mike pointed out. ‘No one would have a room, so there’d be no arguing. We could just camp out in the garden, tell the girls to pretend they’re at a music festival. They’d love it.’

      Gill burst out laughing, as Mike leaned across and kissed her once again. He might not be the richest or most handsome man out there, but he was steady, dependable, faithful – exactly what Gill needed.

      ‘Now, how about I wash this muck off my hands and make us both a nice cup of tea,’ Mike suggested, getting to his feet. ‘If I forage really hard, I might be able to find us some biscuits too.’

      Gill looked across at the mug of cold tea sitting on the side table, realising that with all the comings and goings she’d never had time to drink it.

      ‘That,’ she said with a grateful smile, ‘sounds absolutely perfect.’
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