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What would you buy in the romance shop of life?




Prologue


Izzie put her hands over her eyes and counted to ten. ‘One . . . two . . . three . . . four . . .’ She paused, momentarily distracted by a buzzing sound near her head. ‘Erm, five . . . six . . . seven . . . ei—’


A voice said softly, ‘Don’t move.’


Obediently Isabel froze, hands still covering her eyes, mouth wide open, mid-eight. For she knew that voice.


‘Keep perfectly still. It’s a bee.’


She forgot all about counting to ten and gave a little squeak of fear. She hated insects. Especially insects that stung.


‘A b . . . bee?’


‘Like I said, don’t move.’


She felt a gentle wafting of air over her cheek, then he murmured, ‘You can open your eyes now. It’s gone.’


Izzie lowered her hands and opened her eyes.


She saw a pale, slightly freckled face and a broad jaw. Thick dark hair with an uneven fringe. Long gangly arms and legs, and a skinny body between them.


Lewis. The boy who sat beside her in class and sometimes shared books with her, or helped Izzie sharpen her pencil in the teacher’s big desk sharpener that she found awkward to use.


‘Thanks,’ she whispered, staring at him.


‘No problem.’


‘Was it really a bee?’


He nodded solemnly. ‘A big one.’ He made a gesture with his hands as though describing its size. ‘A bumblebee.’


She shuddered. ‘Double thank you, then.’


‘You’re welcome.’


She liked Lewis. And though he did not say much, and especially nothing like, ‘Can we be best friends?’ as a girl might have said, Izzie knew Lewis liked her too. She could see it in his large dark eyes and his shy smile, and the way he often waited for her after class so they could walk to the school gate together.


He frowned slightly. ‘Though bees don’t sting unless you threaten them. That’s wasps.’


‘I hate wasps.’


He nodded. ‘Me too. But this was a bee.’


She tidied her hair. ‘I was meant to be playing hide-and-seek.’


‘Can I play too?’


Izzie hesitated. ‘It’s girls only.’ His face fell, and she bit her lip. ‘But I’m sure you can join in if we ask nicely.’


But Lewis shook his head, already backing away. ‘Doesn’t matter.’


‘I can ask for you.’


‘I’ve changed my mind.’ He grinned suddenly, hair falling into his eyes as he tilted his head to look back at her. ‘But thanks, Izzie.’


She nodded, a little disappointed when he turned and ran back to his friends in the playground. She thought about the way he had said her name. Izzie. Not the stuffy Isabel the teacher always used. Izzie. Like they were already best friends.


Lewis had to go and help with the summer mural they were putting up in the hall, so she did not see him for the rest of the afternoon. Numeracy had never seemed so dull. She sucked on the end of her pencil and stared out of the window. Bees came to the glass and droned there, buzzing hopefully against the half-open windows, and the teacher jumped up to close them.


Izzie remembered how Lewis had wafted the bee away so bravely. Hadn’t he been scared that he would get stung?


When the bell rang for the end of school, she grabbed her cardigan and rucksack, and ran wildly to the back entrance of the school.


Sure enough, Lewis was there, waiting for her.


‘Hey,’ she said breathlessly, nearly tripping over in her haste to join him.


He nodded, looking casual. ‘Hey.’


‘You want to walk to the gate with me?’


‘Sure.’


There was a long sunlit path from the entrance to the school gates where the parents waited, and as usual it was packed with kids spilling out of classrooms and heading home.


Lewis walked easily, long arms swinging by his sides. He kicked a pebble and they both watched as it bounced away.


Suddenly bold, Izzie caught his hand and squeezed it.


He stopped dead and gazed at her in amazement. Then turned his head to stare down at their hands, the two of them joined together like a man and woman about to get married.


‘What did you do that for?’


She shrugged her shoulders blithely. ‘I don’t know.’


‘Let go.’


Izzie held her breath for a moment, staring back at him, then shook her head mutinously. ‘No.’


His eyes widened, then he tried to pull away. But she held fast, clamping her fingers tight round his hand and leaning back like a dog refusing to let go of a stick.


‘Izzie,’ he said in gasping panic, ‘everyone can . . . can see.’


‘See what?’


‘THAT WE’RE HOLDING HANDS!’


Heads turned curiously at his high-pitched yelp, and Lewis’s eyes widened even further. His face was flushed and there was sweat on his forehead.


‘Please let go, Izzie,’ he begged her.


She did not know why, but she shook her head stubbornly. ‘Nobody’s looking. And I like holding hands,’ she explained. ‘Why don’t you?’


‘Because . . . because . . . I don’t want a girlfriend!’


She stared, speechless. Was that what they were doing by holding hands? Becoming boyfriend and girlfriend? Was that what she wanted?


She imagined him wafting away that bee while her eyes were closed, then leaning forward to kiss her.


Oh!


Her tummy felt funny, and she knew that was indeed what she wanted. For her and Lewis to be boyfriend and girlfriend.


Only she did not quite know how it worked.


Or what it really meant.


But she knew it sounded perfect.


‘Hey, Lewis, you going out with Isabel now?’ one of the other boys shouted, deliberately shoving into him as he passed.


Sally from the next table in her class had heard the sudden burst of laughter and turned to stare. She gasped at the sight of them standing with hands locked, then nudged her best friend, Plum. The two girls giggled, heads together, then stopped and chanted loudly, ‘Izzie and Lewis sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G!’


Now everyone was staring. There was no way they were coming back from this, Izzie thought in sudden consternation.


Lewis, red as a beetroot, wrenched his hand away from her loosening grip and ran for the school gates.


Horrified and pretty scarlet-cheeked herself, Izzie ran after him. ‘I’m sorry,’ she shouted. ‘Really sorry! I didn’t mean it like that. Please come back.’


But there was no chance to apologise properly.


His parents were already there at the gate to collect him, she saw as she drew closer. His dad was pushing a buggy, and she could see a tiny, dark-haired figure in it: Lewis’s baby sister. His mum bent to give Lewis a hug, then his dad hugged him too, ruffling his dark hair as Lewis muttered something that made them both laugh. Then they began to walk away together, his dad still in charge of the buggy.


Lewis and his family lived quite close to the school. Izzie knew she could run all the way home after him and still get back to the school gates before her own mum even noticed that she had disappeared. Her mum was often late because she was coming straight from work on the bus.


But Lewis glanced back over his shoulder at that very moment, and she saw confusion and embarrassment in his face. He would not welcome her running after him. In fact, it would probably only make things worse.


She had blown it. Now Lewis would stop sitting next to her in class, and they would never be best friends.


Stupid, stupid, stupid!


‘I’m sorry,’ she shouted again, desperate now for him to forgive her. ‘See you tomorrow!’


Lewis stopped briefly, seemed to consider, then smiled back at her. As though to say it was okay, he was not really angry. ‘Yeah,’ he shouted back, and raised a hand in farewell. ‘See you tomorrow!’


Relieved and smiling, Izzie stood and watched Lewis head off home with his parents. She watched his dark head all the way along the sunlit road until he rounded the corner at the end and disappeared.


That was the last time she ever saw him.




Chapter One


Isabel was lying on her back in white lacy underwear amid what seemed like acres and acres of soft pink tulle. Staring up at the ceiling of her bedroom in her mum and dad’s house, she moved her arms and legs back and forth, making ice-pink snow angels in the incredible stuff, so soft and pink and gauzy, she was almost drowning in its over-abundance of femininity. She turned her head, nestling her cheek against the pink gauzy tulle and sniffed, not quite daring to lick it.


Amazingly, it did not smell like candyfloss.


Anything this pink really ought to be edible, she thought ruefully. That should be a rule of life.


‘An edible wedding dress,’ Isabel remarked aloud. ‘Now there’s a thought. It would save an awful lot of money on the wedding reception too. The guests could just gather round the bride – and eat and eat and eat until they were sick.’


‘Pervert,’ her maid of honour said tartly. ‘Better make sure you wear your best undies then. Though they make edible knickers now, don’t they? If you wore them too, it could become an orgy.’


Isabel snorted with laughter and sat up. ‘Annie, don’t!’


‘I can just see that peeping Tom neighbour of yours at the reception, on his knees, tucking into your knickers. Dirty old beast that he is, Mr Cartwright.’


‘Mr Cartwright? He’s about a hundred years old!’


‘Still up for it though.’


‘Norman would have a few words to say about that.’


‘Yes, I expect he would, your darling Norman.’ Annie sat heavily on the edge of the bed, regarding her with a stern expression. ‘Come on, it’s time we had a proper heart-to-heart. I haven’t seen you in months, and suddenly you’re all broody and getting married, settling down without a word of warning to any of us.’


‘I was supposed to give warning?’


Annie shook her head. ‘It’s not like you to be spontaneous.’


‘Says who?’


‘I’m your best friend, Izzie. I’ve known you since you were eleven. You can’t fool me. You’ve only known this guy five minutes.’


‘Don’t exaggerate.’


‘Six minutes, then.’ Annie made a face. ‘It’s not that anyone is expecting you to have a ten-year engagement. It’s just . . . he’s not part of our usual circle, is he? Norman’s not someone we’ve all known for years and half of us have dated. He’s . . . well, he’s new.’


Something shifted at the back of her memory, a boy staring back at her with large dark eyes, but Isabel pushed it away. The past was over and done with; she was only interested in the future now.


‘I know what you’re thinking, Annie. That it’s a mistake. But when Norman appeared out of nowhere and suddenly asked me to marry him, I couldn’t think of a reason to say no.’ She shrugged, remembering the whirlwind courtship, Norman’s passionate and wholly unexpected proposal, the earnest look on his face as he knelt before her. ‘Perhaps I just heard opportunity knock.’


‘That wasn’t opportunity you heard knocking. That was your biological clock.’


‘So what?’ Isabel tried not to sound defensive. ‘Where’s the harm? There’s nothing wrong with wanting a baby before it’s too late.’


‘Too late? Sweetie, you’re only in your mid-twenties. You’re still living at home with your parents. You’ve got another ten years before you need to worry about it being too late for babies.’


Another ten years. That was the theory, yes.


She was not going to admit this embarrassing fact, not even to Annie, but she and Norman had never actually done it. Oh yes, they had kissed and cuddled often enough, and there had even been groping on the odd occasion, late at night after a few hours in the clubs. But it had never gone further than that. Norman had announced soon after popping the question that he intended ‘saving himself’ for their wedding night, and while that seemed strange, and not her kind of thing at all, she did respect him for it.


Though maybe respect was the wrong word.


She frowned.


What if – just as a for instance – what if Norman was no good in bed? Or if they turned out to be massively incompatible?


The pink marshmallow-like dress material beckoned her seductively, and she focused on that instead, blocking out that infuriating voice of reason. Norman was just a cautious man, that was all. Cautious and ultra-polite towards women. He would probably end up being a sex god.


Norman the sex god. Hmmm. Maybe that was a bit of a stretch. But he was quite well-built. And he was very keen on her. Surprisingly so, considering how little they knew each other.


‘He’s a slow starter.’


‘I bet he is.’ Annie stared at her, eyes widening as though something horrific had just occurred to her. ‘Oh my God, you’re not . . . pregnant, are you?’


‘No!’


‘Thank God for that.’


‘I’m not that stupid.’


Her friend made a wry face. ‘You sure about that?’


‘Shut up.’ Isabel picked at the sickly pink tulle, aware of a nagging fear at the back of her mind that Annie was right. ‘Okay, yeah, I know this probably seems sudden to you. And maybe it is sudden. But it felt like my life was going nowhere. Or maybe round and round in circles. There was something missing.’


‘Your brain,’ her friend said drily.


Isabel ignored her. ‘Then Norman turned up, and he was so amazingly keen on me, and . . . Well, I thought, why not?’


‘How long have you got?’


‘Seriously, Norman’s a nice enough bloke, and I can’t keep hanging on for Mr Right forever. It’s not fair on Mum and Dad, they want grandkids while they’re still young enough to get down and play with them, and maybe we can make a go of it.’


Annie folded her arms sternly. ‘Okay, acid test.’


Isabel made a face. ‘Go on.’


‘You’re not in love with Norman, are you?’


‘Of course I am!’ She looked at her friend, tried not to blink, then gave up the struggle and pursed her lips. ‘Well, sometimes I’m in love with him, and then at other times . . .’


‘Call it off.’


‘I can’t. It’s only a few weeks away now. This wedding is costing us a fortune. Dad’s put a huge chunk of his savings into our wedding fund, and Norman has promised to match it penny for penny. I can’t blow it off now.’
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