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Chapter One




Olivia Miller @livi_girl


I’m getting married in the morning . . . Just picked up my dress & en route to the airport! See you soon @princess_shoestring #excited
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Looking up the aisle, I’m starting to tingle with anticipation. It actually looks like someone has plucked the scene out of a fairy tale. There’s a perfect amount of ivy creeping over the weathered brickwork of the old hotel; the Disneyesque turrets of the medieval city wall are poking their head above the hedge line and the brilliantly bright but not too scorching-hot sun is basking the white-covered chairs in a warm light.


The string quartet is playing Adagio for Strings, and whilst I’d ordinarily miss the background beats of the William Orbit version, in the ambience of the surroundings it is making me weep.


I’m gliding up the aisle, despite my heat-swollen feet feeling like they’re wedged into my Louboutins. I ignore the throbbing toe sensation and instead smooth down my floaty silk dress. Finally, I feel like the princess I always dreamt of being.


‘A little to the left, Penny.’


I elegantly side-step as requested, my smile not faltering.


‘Actually, shuffle up to the right.’


I’m not going to let him interrupt my gliding moment. I shimmy to the music across to the path I’m having carved out for me.


‘Now walk slower.’


My smile has turned into more of a pursed-lip pose. He’s ruining this for me.


‘Stop! Walk back and go from the top.’


I take a deep breath and try to channel the inner calm woman that I’m sure must reside in me somewhere. I brush my skirt down in an attempt to brush away my frustration.


I turn and notice that guests have started to congregate in the outdoor courtyard. I roll my wrist to check my watch and gulp as I see the time.


‘Patrick, we’re going to have to wrap this up. The bride will be dressed now, and you haven’t got long to get the photos of her in the ramparts before she needs to be here.’


For a fleeting moment I wish that it was me that was going to be walking down this perfect aisle towards my groom, people smiling at me like I’m the most beautiful bride in the world.


‘OK, two more minutes max. Please?’ he pleads.


I give an exaggerated sigh. Two minutes is fine, but I want to give him the impression that I’m doing him a huge favour. I’ve only been a full-time wedding planner for a few months, but I’ve already learnt that this is the best way to handle the artistic temperament of wedding photographers.


I walk slowly down the aisle, this time not with my princess fantasy hat on, but with my serious wedding planner hat instead. I am finally allowed to reach the spot, currently empty, where I should be meeting my groom. I wish my husband, Mark, was here. He’d have loved it. Maybe this is where we should renew our vows, when we get to that stage. Apparently a year and a half isn’t long enough after our wedding to warrant another ceremony. Believe me, I’ve asked. He’s told me that I can’t ask him after I come back from every single wedding I plan. I simply can’t help it; I love weddings and I love the idea of getting to be a bride again. Last time I mentioned it he said that he’d tell me when the time is right, and warned that we’ll both have grey hair by then. I must be the only woman in the world that does a little leap for joy when I see a white hair sprout on my head – I see them as a sign we’re getting closer.


‘Perfect – hold it there for a second,’ says Patrick. ‘Great, all done. Thanks, Penny. You’re a legend. Now, let’s go and see this bride.’


I give a quick thumbs-up to the musicians, who have launched into Pachelbel’s Canon as I walk past the early-bird guests. I’d even settle for being one of them right now. They’re milling about, drinks in hand, sunglasses on, without a care in the world. Whereas I’ve entered what I call the demon hour – the hour before the nuptials start and the time where things are most likely to go pear-shaped. I’ve only planned five weddings since I accidentally became a wedding planner earlier in the year, and only three of those have been since I officially launched Princess-on-a-Shoestring. I’ve found that once the brides are dispatched up the aisle, I tend to collapse in a corner having a near nervous breakdown, trying to regain my poise in time for the reception.


There’s always something that seems to crop up: a bride freaking out that a strand of hair is out of place; a father-of-the-bride who’s gone AWOL; a bridesmaid who’s got to go to the toilet because she forgot to go before she got to the church. All in all, actually making sure that the bride and groom are at the end of that aisle, almost on time, is the most important, and sometimes the most difficult, part of my job.


I hadn’t intended to change career and become a wedding planner. It all happened after I started a budget wedding blog, when I was trying to fill the void left from planning my own wedding. One of my readers asked me to plan her wedding for her, and then I agreed to plan one for her friend too, which is when it changed my life. It turned out that her dad was my new boss and he almost fired me for moonlighting. It was then that I realised that my heart had been captured by wedding planning and, even though it means that Mark and I aren’t going to be moving out of our two-up-two-down starter home any time soon, starting my own company is worth the wait.


Patrick and I enter the hotel and climb the stairs up to the bridal suite, where I left the bride, Olivia, in a state of peace and tranquillity thirty minutes ago. Her hair was in perfect waves flowing over one shoulder, her make-up flawless, and all she needed to do was slip into her dress. Usually I’d be worried, as I’m the one that usually gets roped into lacing the brides in if they’ve got a corset dress. It’s a terrifying experience where you think you’re going to literally squeeze the life out of the bride in their pursuit of a tiny waist and voluptuous cleavage. Luckily today I don’t have to worry about that, as Olivia has a figure-hugging mermaid-style dress with a zip. Surely one of her five bridesmaids will be able to handle that.


‘Penny!’ Olivia screams as I open the door and make eye contact with her. ‘Penny, I’m supposed to be a princess! A PRINCESS.’


Why is she still wearing the hotel-provided, fluffy dressing gown? Why isn’t she in her expensive, bespoke wedding dress? I glance round at Patrick and he’s not doing anything to hide the shock in his eyes, which tells me this is bad. Very bad indeed.


‘A PRINCESS!’


‘OK,’ I say holding my hands up to try and contain the bridezilla that is threatening to rear its ugly head. I quickly scan the room first – not to try and work out what the hell’s going on, but to see if there is any booze left over that I can drink to help me tackle this latest crisis. ‘Whatever has happened, it’s going to be fine. Now, take a deep breath and tell me what’s going on.’


‘A princess,’ Olivia repeats, spluttering and collapsing into a chair by the ornate dressing table.


I turn and look at the others in the room, hoping one of the many bridesmaids might offer up the information.


‘Her zip’s stuck,’ says her mother.


I eye up the champagne flute in her hand, wondering where it came from and if there’s another one, before I remember that it’s my job to fix this situation. How stuck could it be?


‘Let me,’ I say, as if it’s going to be like the sword in the stone and I’ll magically be able to make it work.


The dress, which cost more than the entire budget of some of the previous weddings I’ve organised, is hanging on the back of the wardrobe door. It’s so beautiful, with its ivory dupion silk and antique lace, that I almost can’t bring myself to touch it.


‘I’ll give you a hand,’ says Patrick.


He’s got a look on his face that says this is serious business. After all, he’s got to get the money shot of her in her dress looking over the castle walls before she says ‘I do.’


I try the zip and it’s not budging, not even a teeny tiny bit.


‘Let me have a go,’ says Patrick again.


I’m slightly reluctant to let him put his hands on the delicate dress, but needs must.


‘Did you have problems when you had it on at your last fitting?’ I ask, trying to work out what the hell has happened to it.


‘It was fine, then Delia said she’d make one more adjustment to make the zip lie flatter and now it’s ruined. RUINED.’


In the space of half an hour, lovely calm Olivia has turned into a monster. Not that I can blame her, but I’m the one who’s got to tame the beast and get her up the aisle to meet Jeremy – I look at my watch – in exactly fifty-two minutes’ time.


‘I’m sorry,’ says Patrick, letting go of the dress and shaking his head in defeat.


I’d secretly been hoping that a little bit of male brute force might do the trick.


‘OK,’ I say, my heart racing and my head throbbing from the inevitable headache that’s about to set in. ‘There has to be a solution. I take it you’ve all had a try?’ I ask hopefully in case there is anyone with magic fingers amongst us, but the look – or death stare – that Olivia has just flashed at me tells me that everyone has tried the zip, probably a billion times already.


Think, Penny, think. How am I going to fix this?


Unfortunately I don’t carry the wedding planner utility belt as modelled in the film The Wedding Planner. Neither do I possess any sewing ability. I knew there was probably a reason I should have taken home economics or textiles as a GCSE option instead of religious education. No one ever needs you to whip up a philosophical argument about religion in the same way that you need to perform an emergency skirt repair or prepare a quick dinner after work.


‘PRINCESS, PRINCESS!’ screams Olivia, in a way that isn’t conducive to making my brain work any quicker.


I scan the hotel room looking for anything that might help. I open a cupboard and desperately search inside: trouser press, ironing board, laundry bag. No magic zip fixing tools. What kind of a hotel is this? The hotel. It hits me that we’re in a fancy-pants hotel. A hotel that has a concierge and might have a seamstress or at least a chambermaid who can sew. Flying to the telephone, I grovel to reception and they promise to send somebody up to help me.


If only all my budget weddings were held in elegant hotels with a problem-solving phone line. I don’t usually do high-end weddings like this, but I’ve recently discovered that it’s not only broke people that have to find cheaper solutions to get what they want. It seems that no matter how much money brides have, they always want more than their budget will stretch to. Which is how I ended up with Olivia.


I met her at Mark’s best friend Phil’s daughter’s christening. She was moaning to me that she was going to struggle to afford to have her perfect castle wedding, and after she started telling me some details, I realised I could help. It was a short-notice wedding as Jeremy was being seconded to New York and it would make it easier, legally, if they were married. I convinced her that a destination wedding in Carcassonne, France, would work out cheaper than hiring the expensive Northumberland castle that her wedding planner was suggesting. Her guests were all going to have to fly to get there anyway, and this way they got a nice mini-break out of it. Olivia gets her wedding in a lovely hotel that happens to be hidden in the medieval cité of Carcassonne, which comes complete with turrets, fortified walls, horses and carts – you name it, everything to make her feel like a princess. And, luckily, it had last-minute availability.


‘See, this is going to be fine,’ I say calmly, nodding at Olivia in a way that I hope will reassure her.


‘But what about my photos? I’m going to be late down the aisle. Jeremy will think I’m not coming.’


‘Of course he won’t.’


I’ve had nervous grooms before. In fact, at wedding number three the groom almost ran out of the church when the bride wasn’t there on the dot of two o’clock. Ever since then I’ve tried to keep tabs on both parties right up until the start of the service.


A knock on the door interrupts us, and I let in a woman carrying a wooden box with a large handle.


‘Bonjour,’ she calls, storming into the room and heading straight for the dress. ‘Je m’appelle Céline. Oh là là,’ she says as she tries the zip.


I wince as she takes out an unpicking tool and starts to unstitch. According to my watch, Olivia is due to walk down the aisle in forty-six minutes. We’ve already established that I know nothing about sewing, but I’m pretty sure that it’s going to take longer than that to replace a whole zip.


‘Are you sure . . .?’ I don’t finish my sentence as Céline has thrown me a look that would rival Olivia’s death stare. She certainly is sure. She starts rattling something off in French and I turn my attention back to my nails.


‘I do hope I’m not jinxing this wedding,’ remarks Patrick to one of the many adult bridesmaids. ‘The last wedding I shot got called off minutes before the ceremony. Groom got cold feet.’


‘Really?’ says the bridesmaid. She takes a a step closer to him and tugs her dress down to reveal a little more cleavage, as if it’ll help loosen his lips. ‘Tell me more.’


‘Well, the bride was late and—’


‘Patrick,’ I say watching Olivia’s face, which is contorting as she struggles not to burst into tears and risk ruining her make-up. ‘Why don’t you go and take some photos in the courtyard of the guests arriving? If the dress gets fixed in time for bridal photos before the ceremony, then I’ll come and get you.’


‘Sure thing. I’ll tell you that story later on,’ he adds, winking at the bridesmaid.


After Patrick’s departure I do my best to keep the bridesmaids busy, getting them to tidy up the bridal suite and decorate it for the wedding night, in a bid to distract everyone from the alterations going on in the corner.


By the time we’re T-minus ten minutes the tension in the room has reached fever pitch.


‘Penny, I’m going to be late,’ whispers Olivia, her eyes still riveted on Céline, who has the zip entirely in her hands now.


‘All brides are late – it’s the law of weddings.’


‘I’m not even in my dress yet,’ she hisses.


I take a deep breath and creep up to Céline. ‘Sorry to interrupt. I was just wondering . . .’


Something tells me from her look that I’m going to keep wondering. I retreat back over to the other side of the room.


‘Penny! I’m going to be more than a few minutes late. Jeremy’s going to freak out, and what if he thinks I’ve changed my mind?’


I’m about to laugh and point out that it doesn’t matter as they’re technically already married, thanks to the civil ceremony at the town hall yesterday which is a legal requirement in France. Today’s more like the public show that’s the equivalent of a blessing, but I know it means a lot to Olivia. ‘He’s not going to think that. Why don’t I go and speak to him? Let him know there’s a bit of a delay.’


‘Yes, yes,’ says Olivia nodding. ‘Tell him nothing would stop me coming.’


Back out in the courtyard and, with just over ten minutes to go, it’s starting to fill up with guests.


‘Hi, Penny,’ says Jane as she shimmies up to me. Jane is Mark’s friend Phil’s wife. She’s the ultimate snob, dripping in designer labels, and she has a way of making me feel inadequate. I automatically look down to see what I’m wearing, but for once I don’t regret my choice. I’m in my official wedding planner outfit: a lemon-coloured Karen Millen dress, and my all-important Louboutins, a present from Mark when I started the company. I desperately want to flash the soles so that Jane can see them, but I don’t want to make it too obvious that I’m trying to impress her.


‘Jane, how lovely to see you,’ I say, air-kissing her on each cheek. Which seems less pretentious than it usually does, seeing as we are in France. I smile at her daughter Imogen, who looks immaculate sleeping in her iCandy buggy in her ruffled occasion dress, and for a second I ache, wishing that Mark and I were still trying for babies. We’d been trying for almost a year when we decided to put it on hold so I could start the business. But someone hasn’t told my hormones, and every time I see a cute baby I want one.


‘This is simply beautiful, Penny. I can’t believe that you pulled it off.’


I try to raise the corners of my mouth up higher to hide the fact that I’ve noticed the emphasis on the ‘you’ in her sentence. I know what she’s thinking. How could a person like me, that doesn’t buy her food from M&S and in her eyes usually looks like I’m dressed for decorating, pull off a swanky wedding?


‘It’s lovely, isn’t it?’ Then I catch sight of the groom over her shoulder and remember the task in hand. ‘I’ve got to go and speak to Jeremy – a couple of last-minute details – but I’ll see you later on.’


As I approach him, Jeremy looks up at me and smiles. I pray silently that he’s still smiling when I walk away.


‘Pennnnnny,’ he says, elongating my name for so long I wonder if he’s ever going to stop.


‘Jeeerremy,’ I reply, trying to match him.


‘This is gold standard, Penny. Simply gold standard. Couldn’t have asked for anything more. I think the registrar is going to get the guests to sit down any minute.’


‘Now, um, about that. I thought it best to let you know that there might be a little delay.’


‘What kind of delay?’ His smile has dropped, and his voice has lost its warm tone. ‘Is this about that Tony man? Is he here? I’m going to kill him. I’m really going to kill him. I won’t be left standing here like a fool.’


I hold my hands out to stop him from storming off towards the hotel entrance. ‘There’s no Tony,’ I say, wondering who Tony is. That sounds like a right piece of juicy gossip – but, alas, not what I’m here for. ‘There’s a slight dress malfunction, but it’s being fixed. She’ll be here, just a little late. I’ll get the string quartet to play another few songs.’


Jeremy’s narrowing his eyes at me.


‘Relax, Jeremy. I thought it best to tell you what was going on. Wait another ten minutes before you get everyone to take their seats, and that way no one will even notice she’s late.’


‘Make sure she’s here by quarter past. No later. And if I get a whiff that this was about Tony—’


‘I promise,’ I say patting him on the arm to calm him. ‘It’s all about the dress. She told me to tell you she’ll definitely be here.’ I back slowly away from Jeremy, smiling at the guests as I go. A few of them are staring as if sensing something is not right, but I’m not letting my face give anything away for once.


My back hits the door of the lobby and, out of sight of prying eyes, I turn and bolt up the stairs to the bridal suite to check on the state of ‘Zip-Gate’. After this is over I’m never going to turn my nose up at having to lace another corset dress.


I close my eyes and pray to the god of princess weddings that I’m going to see smiles on the other side of the door. I open it slowly and I’m treated to sounds of laughter and high-pitched chatter. I open my eyes and gasp. There in front of me is a mermaid. Olivia’s chestnut brown hair is in loose curls draping over one shoulder and her strapless dress is hugging her slim but curvy figure, flowing out into a fishtail that would give Ariel a run for her money. The simple shell-shaped comb holding her hair up at the back completes the mermaid look. In short, she looks amazing.


‘Penny,’ says Olivia. It’s so nice to hear my name said at a regular level of decibels. ‘Hasn’t Céline done the most wonderful job?’


‘She has,’ I reply, beaming my most pleased smile in Céline’s direction as she tidies away her tools. ‘Everyone’s fine downstairs. The string quartet are playing extra songs, and you’ve got about seven minutes to get down the stairs.’


I look down once more at the mermaid tail and figure-hugging dress and for some reason I can’t get out of my mind the old photographs of Chinese women with bound feet, who had to be carried everywhere because they couldn’t walk. I’m hoping that her dress has more give than meets the eye.


The make-up artist seems to have taken the hint, as she places a piece of tissue between Olivia’s lips, and gets her to blot down on it. ‘All done here,’ she declares, smiling.


‘Let’s get this show on the road then,’ I say.


The five bridesmaids, dressed in their pale lavender dresses with their hand-tied bouquets, hover round Olivia as I escort them down to the courtyard.


‘You’d better get in there,’ I whisper to the bride’s father, who is waiting for us at the entrance and looking a bit nervous of the highly excitable gaggle in front of him. ‘And you ladies should form the orderly queue we practised last night.’


I’m amazed as the women actually do toe the line, and after a few shakes of their heads to get their perfect hair in place and dabbing their eyes to check their make-up, they’re all ready to go.


I give Olivia one last smile, and she reaches out and gives my arm a squeeze. ‘Thanks, Penny, for making all this happen.’


‘You’re welcome,’ I say, positively beaming. I’m already lost in my daydream of wondering how I got to have the most amazing job in the world, when the silence reminds me that this is my cue to go and signal to the musicians that the bride has arrived.


I look at the scene in front of me and I could cry, it looks so perfect. This is definitely going in the budget bride’s wedding book I’m currently writing. It’s perfect for the ‘Destination Weddings’ chapter as it already looks like it has been lifted out of a professional photo shoot.


The quartet breaks out into the wedding march and as I watch Olivia glide up the aisle to meet Jeremy, I experience another brief pang of jealousy. This is only my fifth professional wedding, but it’s the first one to give me proper bride envy. I guess it’s because it’s the closest I’ve organised to the ultimate fantasy wedding that I lusted over for so many years. The pursuit of that dream wedding almost cost me my husband (as well as ten thousand pounds that I flushed down the metaphorical gambling toilet, but that’s another story!), but watching this scene unfold in front of me is still making me pine after it again. Not that I would want to change the day I had. But if I could just convince Mark to renew our vows . . .


Speaking of Mark, that waiter in the far corner looks awfully like him. Maybe all the drama of the last hour, mixed with the heat, has made me start to see things . . .


Now I’m hallucinating that he’s walking towards me, and he’s looking more and more like Mark every moment . . .


‘Come here often?’ Mark says as he walks up and plants a kiss on my lips.


‘I would do if I knew you’d be here, darling,’ I reply in as lecherous a voice as I can.


We both crack up laughing. We’d be so rubbish at being those couples that pretend to be strangers on dates.


‘What are you doing here?’ I add, still not believing that it’s actually him. How did he get here?


‘Surprise.’


It’s certainly that. But a lovely one. ‘I can’t believe you’re here,’ I say, grinning. ‘I mean how? When?’


I hope the wind doesn’t change as I’m scrunching and contorting my face, but I can’t help it; I’m so confused about what he’s doing here.


‘I was talking to Phil on the phone last week about the wedding, and he was telling me how excited he was about going to Carcassonne and how romantic it was supposed to be. And then I thought of you, being here on your own, and I decided to fly out with Phil and Jane.’


‘So you got here this morning?’


‘Uh-huh, I’ve been camped out in their room keeping hidden.’


‘Sneaky,’ I say, planting another kiss on his lips.


‘I know. So what time are you done with the wedding?’


‘Probably not for quite a while. Eight, maybe nine? After the ceremony I’ve got to hang around for the speeches, the wedding breakfast, the cake cutting, the first dance . . .’


I trail off, disappointed that I’m barely going to get any time to spend with him.


‘Great. I’m going to go and find a bar to watch the rugby in and then we’ll go out for a late dinner when you’re finished.’


‘Are you sure you’re OK? You came all this way and we’re only going to get a few hours here to enjoy it.’


‘That’s where you’re wrong, Mrs Robinson. I’ve changed your return. We’re now flying back together on Monday. I’ve got the day off work, so by my watch we’ll have thirty-six hours together.


‘That sounds amazing.’ I’ve been so focused since I started the company, helping others have their perfect romantic day, that I can’t remember the last time we had time for a proper bit of romance of our own. Certainly not thirty-six hours’ worth. I immediately get lost in a few naughty fantasies of what we can do in that time.


‘Until then.’ Mark kisses me again and I watch him walk away. All my jealousy of Olivia’s wedding has slipped away. Mark has reminded me that I can be a princess any day of the week when he’s around.


I pinch myself to check I’m actually awake. I still can’t believe that this is my life. Not only do I have an incredible husband, but I get to plan these incredible weddings for a living. I look over as Jeremy bends down and kisses Olivia, and a warm, fuzzy feeling washes over me. This is what it’s all about: the romance; the sparkle. It makes those chaotic and lonely days in my make-shift home office worth it.









Chapter Two




Olivia Gold @livi_girl


Back in Blighty – the honeymoon is officially over :(Now to sort out the move to NYC.


 


Penny Robinson @princess_shoestring


@livi_girl Blimey, two weeks already?! Hope you had an amazing time in Mauritius. PS have you seen the blog about your big day?


 


Olivia Gold @livi_girl


@princess_shoestring Just read it. Made me cry. Almost makes me want to get married again to have another big day #donttellJeremy
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I’ve learnt a lot of things about working from home. The first is that no matter how good my intentions are to work in my office, aka the spare room, I always end up working in the kitchen. Not only is it nice and warm, but it saves me going up and down the stairs to the biscuit tin and kettle. Don’t worry, I still get my exercise when I run up the stairs before Mark gets home as I don’t want him to know that I don’t use the office. It took him ages to dismantle the spare bed and put it in the loft, not to mention that he almost put his back out getting the new futon up there. I don’t have the heart to tell him the truth.


The second thing I’ve learnt is how much I thrive on routine. Take today – the postman is ten minutes late. Ten minutes might seem like nothing, and I would never have noticed before, but once I’d set myself a target to hold out for another Jaffa Cake to have with my coffee when I was opening the post, ten minutes seemed like a lifetime.


My phone rings, and for a minute I forget about the Jaffa Cake crisis and answer it.


‘Hello, Princess-on-a-Shoestring,’ I say in my posh voice.


‘Hello, Penny. It’s Cathy.’


‘Hi, Cathy.’


Cathy’s the curator of the Surrey Military Museum that I used to volunteer at. We’ve been speaking a lot lately as I’m organising a wedding fair there next week.


‘I was phoning to see if you had sorted out the band showcase, as I suddenly thought it might clash with the museum bells chiming.’


‘Don’t worry, I’ve already spoken to the bands about that and reshuffled the schedule accordingly. Hang on a second,’ I say, opening a PDF of the document I’m working on. ‘I’ll send you over the new timetable now.’


I hit send and hear the swish as the email leaves my outbox.


‘Thanks, Penny. It sounds like it’s all under control. In that case I’ll see you next week for the set-up.’


‘You will indeed,’ I say, thinking that it surely must finally be biscuit o’clock.


‘Oh, one last thing – a wedding supplier rang about exhibiting at the fair. I said I’d get you to call her back. Let me find the name. Ah, here we go . . . Georgina Peasbody.’


I run the name over in my mind. I’m sure I’ve heard of her. ‘Have you got her number?’


‘Yes.’


Cathy reels it off and I write it down on the scrap of paper that I’ve been using to make notes and doodle on whilst she was talking. I’ve managed to draw a huge number of hearts in the short space of time we’ve been on the phone.


The doorbell rings. At last – the postman.


‘Thanks, Cathy. I’ve got to run. Someone’s at the door.’


‘OK then, Penny, speak soon.’


I hang up and instantly jump up. I’ve got a smile on my face, and I realise how sad it is that I’m this excited about the post. Don’t get me wrong – it’s great running your own business. It’s much nicer getting out of bed when all you have to do is pad downstairs. None of that freezing your fingers off whilst trying to scrape ice off your car or shivering whilst the mist clears on your windscreen. But there are days upon days where I don’t see anyone and I hadn’t prepared myself for that. On those days I have to try especially hard to get dressed in actual clothes and not stay in my Tigger onesie. I’ve found that it’s quite difficult to sound professional on the phone when a prospective client calls and I’m trying to get comfy sat on a fake tail.


Up until two months ago I worked as an HR assistant for a large multinational company. I wouldn’t say I missed the work, as wedding planning is so much more fun, but I do miss the people and the buzz of the office. I would even go as far as to say I miss Shelly, who’d become my work rival when we went head to head for a promotion. Don’t tell her that; her ego’s become as big as Simon Cowell’s since she became HR supervisor, apparently.


I arrive at the front door and pull it open, smiling upon recognising Adrian the postie, who is the closest I’m going to get to a water-cooler chat these days.


‘Morning, Mrs Robinson,’ he says, grinning.


‘Morning, Adrian. Any post?’ I say – our own little joke after he rang my doorbell one day last month and then realised he had no post for me.


‘Yes, this bundle here.’


I know the letters would have easily fitted through my letter box, but luckily for me he does like a little chat. I slip off the elastic band and shuffle through the letters. It’s amazing that I’ve only been running my business officially since August yet I already get an inordinate amount of junk mail relating to it.


‘Now, you know I’m not one to gossip, but you would not believe what your neighbour at number seventy-four ordered.’


I fold the post under my arm, my attention rapt. Before these little chats with the postie, I had no idea what colourful lives some of my neighbours lived. Fifty Shades of Grey has a lot to answer for.


‘Well . . .’ he says, lowering his voice and looking around, signalling that whatever he has to say is especially juicy.


The phone rings behind me and I look over my shoulder with a sigh.


‘I think it will have to wait until tomorrow,’ I say.


‘That it will,’ he replies, giving me a wave as he turns round.


I rush back up the hallway dumping the post on the table, and pick up the phone. ‘Hello, Princess-on-a-Shoestring.’


‘Hey, Pen, it’s me.’


Now, I’m usually thrilled when Mark phones, but today I can’t help being slightly irritated that I missed out on the gossip for his call. Mark and I speak three or four times a day, so it’s sod’s law that he’d ring in the rare moment I’m having a chat with a real-life person. They’re never very important calls, usually something mundane like making plans for dinner or reminders to pay the gas bill. Really it’s just me needing to check my voice still works when I haven’t spoken to anyone for a few hours.


‘Hi, honey, everything OK?’ I say trying not to let my imagination run away with me about my neighbour at number seventy-four.


‘Yeah, fine. Just wondered if you fancied going out for dinner tonight?’


‘I’d love to,’ I say without pausing for thought. I’ll do pretty much anything to get out of doing the cooking. ‘What’s the occasion?’ I add, mentally running through my Rolodex of important dates, anniversaries of our first date, wedding anniversary, Mark’s birthday . . . Nope, all clear.


‘I thought we could use a date night. We said in Carcassonne that we were going to carve out time for them again.’


Before we got married we used to have weekly date nights, but for the last three months, since I started the business, they’ve been pretty much non-existent. I’ve been too busy doing research and meeting brides in the evenings.


‘We did,’ I say, remembering that magical night away last month. Last month? I can’t believe that was over two weeks ago.


‘There’s that new French restaurant that’s opened in Fleet. We could try there? You know, bring back some memories from our trip . . .’


I think back to that night. ‘I don’t think that’s very appropriate behaviour for a restaurant,’ I say fanning myself with the pad of paper in front of me. Is it just me or is it getting warm in here?


‘Well, there’s always later tonight when we get home.’


‘OK, sounds great. Book it and I’ll see you later.’ I need to wrap up this phone call before I get too hot under the collar. Our night in Carcassonne turned out to be one steamy affair. It was as if we were trying to recreate our two-week honeymoon in thirty-six hours. I’m suddenly looking forward to what I thought was going to be a dull autumnal night in front of the telly. If only Mark and I were still trying for a baby. All this rekindling of passion seems like a bit of a waste. Well, not a total waste, I chide myself.


‘Before I go,’ Mark says, ‘I spoke to Nanny Violet on the phone earlier and she sounded a bit weird. Can you pop round later on, if you’re going out anywhere?’


I glance down my to-do list, which is getting longer rather than shorter today. I’ve got to make time to do the finishing touches to the sample chapters of my book at some point, but this afternoon I have to pop out to meet a florist with one of my brides, Ellie, who’s getting married in December. I don’t have the heart to tell Mark that I could do without going to see Violet, but his nan means the world to him and she’s eighty-nine. It looks like I’ll be working right up until we go out for dinner tonight.


‘Sure, I’ll swing by this afternoon.’


‘Thanks, Pen. I’ll book the table for eight.’


I hang up the phone and turn my attention back to my ever-increasing to-do list. I add Nanny Violet to the end of it, before remembering that I was supposed to call that woman Cathy mentioned. I pick the phone back up, but before I manage to dial the doorbell rings.


I glance at my watch and realise that it’s half past eleven already. Not only have I not had my coffee yet, but I also haven’t tidied the room before my clients turn up. I try not to have meetings at my house as a dreary terrace house in suburban Farnborough is not the most professional of settings. Added to that, I always have to spend a ridiculous amount of time cleaning, even for a short meeting.


I try and tidy my pile of papers and stack my wedding magazines as neatly as I can on the table, then hide my breakfast dishes in the dishwasher, reminding myself to stack them later.


I hurry down the hallway and open the door. ‘Josh, Mel,’ I say air-kissing them both as they come in.


Luckily for me, I know these prospective clients and I don’t worry too much about what a state the house is in. Josh is my gambling mentor and Mel is his long-term boyfriend. When I finally admitted to myself that I had an online bingo addiction, I went to a gambler’s support group and was paired with Josh. He not only helped me to stop gambling, but he helped to save my marriage too.


‘Come on through,’ I say, leading them into the kitchen, where I finally put the kettle on. ‘Tea, coffee?’ I ask, rambling slightly. I realise that I’m nervous. It’s ridiculous. I know I get nervous with new clients, but I’ve known Josh for nearly two years and he’s helped me through some pretty dark times. I would never have thought I’d get the new-client nerves with him.


‘Coffee for me, please,’ says Mel, smiling away.


‘Not for me. I’m fine,’ says Josh.


I start organising coffee bits whilst the water boils, watching Josh out of the corner of my eye. He’s fidgeting in his chair as if he’s trying to get comfortable. He puts his elbow awkwardly on the table and leans his head into his hand, but his elbow slips underneath him and he hits the stack of bridal magazines. He jumps back in horror as they cascade over him, as if they’re poisonous.


It seems I’m not the only one that’s nervous. ‘So, it’s exciting, you two getting married,’ I say, trying to remember the type of sales patter I usually do with new clients.


‘Yes,’ says Mel. ‘Can you believe it? We never thought this day would come.’


‘You can say that again,’ says Josh.


He’s looking down at the floor, and I see Mel give him the kind of look I’d give Mark if he said something embarrassing in public.


‘I’m excited, as not only will it be my first gay wedding to organise, but because I know you two. I hope that I’m going to be able to make it extra special,’ I say.


I pour hot water into the waiting cafetière and bring it over to the table, along with mugs, milk and sugar. Luckily I bring an extra mug, as Josh seems to have forgotten he declined a drink and pours himself one before stirring it briskly, jiggling his knee at the same speed.


When I first met Josh he told me he didn’t believe in marriage, and yet here he is, getting ready to do it himself.


‘So, have you given any thought to what you want?’ I say, looking between the two men.


‘We just want it to be close friends and family,’ says Mel. ‘Nothing too showy.’


‘Yeah, something really small and intimate,’ agrees Josh.


It makes my job easier when the two parties involved agree on things. ‘Great. How about when and where?’


‘We haven’t got that far,’ says Mel. ‘When they legalised gay marriage we had no reason not to get hitched any more, and when Josh finally agreed all I said was that we had to have you plan the wedding. That’s as far as we got.’


‘I’m a little biased, but that’s a good start,’ I say, smiling.


Josh is shifting uncomfortably in his chair and I’m getting the feeling that he might not be as onboard with this wedding as Mel thinks.


‘I quite like the idea of having a theme though,’ says Mel. He’s wincing slightly and I can see why: Josh is visibly tensing all his muscles next to him. It’s hard not to notice as he’s got such a lot of them.


‘What type of theme?’ I have all sorts of awful stereotypes in my head, drag queens with tiaras and feather boas.


‘I don’t know,’ says Mel, looking at Josh as if for answers. ‘Something classy.’


‘Perhaps we should stick to the basics first,’ says Josh, clearing his throat.


‘Of course,’ I say. But now my head is in the Moulin Rouge and I’m wearing a can-can girl’s outfit. ‘First of all, have you set a budget?’


‘Not yet,’ says Mel.


‘Right, well, those are your starting points. How much you’ve got to spend, what type of place you want to have the wedding: country hotel, quirky venue . . . and, of course, most importantly, when you want it to be.’


‘We can do that, can’t we, J?’ says Mel.


Judging by the pale colour that Josh has gone, I’m not so sure.


‘Perfect!’ I say, trying to fill Josh’s silence. ‘When you’ve got a better idea of what you want, you can come and see me again.’


Mel is grinning and Josh is gurning. This has been one of the strangest initial planning meetings I’ve had. Not that I’ve had that many, but still, the ones I have had have been with enthusiastic brides and grooms.


‘Thanks, Penny. I know that it’s all under control with you at the helm.’


‘Ah, Mel, you’re too kind.’


‘Right, well, we won’t take up any more of your time,’ says Josh, practically leaping out of his seat. ‘We’re off up to London to do some shopping.’


‘Ooh, that sounds like much more fun than my day,’ I say.


‘You’ve clearly never been shopping with Josh,’ says Mel, laughing.


‘Oi, watch it, I’m not the one that spent three hours in Harvey Nicks menswear last time.’ Josh is grinning at Mel in a whole different way, and suddenly it’s like the Josh I know is back.


‘You deserved it after your brogue hunting.’


The two of them make their way out of the kitchen, bickering over who’s a worse shopper all the way to the front door.


‘We’ll be in touch,’ says Mel as he steps outside. ‘And soon. This one is so nervous, if we don’t get it planned soon, he’ll be changing his mind.’


I smile, but I can’t help wondering if he already has.


‘Great, and I’ll see you at group,’ I say to Josh. Thinking that I really need to go more regularly. With setting up Princess-on-a-Shoestring I’ve missed quite a few over the last few months, and I need to get back into the habit of going regularly. I’ve learnt that you’re never cured of an addiction; you have to learn to manage it. And the best way to manage it is to go to the group sessions, to remind yourself what you’re up against.


‘You will indeed.’


I wave them goodbye and wonder if the follow-up meeting will ever happen. With the wedding planning, I’m getting a real insight into the dynamics of relationships that I usually wouldn’t get to see. There are some people that meet with me that I swear aren’t going to make it to the end of the honeymoon, let alone till death do us part. I’m not saying that Josh and Mel aren’t compatible – I think they are – I just think that Josh isn’t into the marriage thing as much as Mel. Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe Josh will warm up to the wedding idea. I certainly hope he does. Out of all my clients, I’d love to plan him a special day to try and repay him for all he’s done to help me when I got myself in a muddle with my gambling.


Speaking of odd couples, I might as well leave now for the florist for Ellie and Silent Blake’s wedding. I tend to nickname all my brides to keep them straight in my head, only for this one I’ve nicknamed the groom as he’s – how shall I put this? – distinctive. I’ve met him a grand total of three times, and on each occasion he’s said no more than hello. I think it’s extra remarkable as I’ve known Ellie for years. She’s my best friend Lou’s work colleague, and we’ve bonded over many a bottle of wine. She’s one of those people who makes whoever she talks to feel like her best friend. She’s warm and bubbly, but Blake by contrast is completely silent. They do say opposites attract.


I pick up my handbag, making sure I remember my new Filofax that I treated myself to when I started the company. It’s a little bit nineties, but so much handier than me trying to type things into my iPhone calendar, which can be tricky with my uncoordinated thumbs.


I’m driving to the florist when I remember that I said to Mark I’d pop in on his nan. It probably makes sense for me to go and see her en route. It is lunchtime, after all, and there’s a good chance she’ll be making cheese on toast. It may be the world’s simplest lunch, but no one makes it as perfectly as Nanny V. She even cuts it into quarters and everything.


I drive over there, feeling a bit guilty as I realise I haven’t seen her for a good month, maybe even more than that. This wedding planning isn’t very good for living a Monday to Friday lifestyle. With weddings and wedding-related events mainly taking place on the weekend, and brides often only being available on Saturdays, my visits to see Mark’s nan have dwindled. I must make more of an effort to take the odd afternoon off in the week, but it’s just been so busy.


Whilst I haven’t had many weddings yet, I’ve been working really hard to get lots of them booked up for next year. I’ve done pretty well, with fifteen bookings so far. With any luck I might start making some profit by then, and then hopefully Mark won’t take such a sharp intake of breath when he opens our bank statements. We’re lucky that he’s got a good, stable job and most of our day-to-day outgoings are covered by him, but by starting the company I wiped out what meagre savings we had, and until the company makes money we’ve got no way of building them up again.


I park in front of Nanny Violet’s bungalow and notice that Ted’s car is parked outside too. Ted is a former fellow volunteer at the military museum where I had my wedding. I’m always trying to do my best to get him and Nanny Violet together. They almost got it on during the war, but back then Nanny Violet was married to his best friend, who was killed in the D-Day landings. It was a tragic story of lost love that saw them both go on to marry other people. And yet here they are sixty years later – friends again.


Mark tells me that I should give up trying to get them a happy-ever-after and focus on the fact that since they became friends again his nan’s much happier and doesn’t keep telling us that she’s about to pop her clogs. Yet, as a hopeless romantic, I won’t be satisfied until I’ve planned them a super-duper wedding.


As I walk down the path to her bungalow the front door swings opens. Thinking it’s to welcome me, I smile, but Nanny Violet walks out, followed by Ted.


‘Penelope,’ says Violet, stopping dead in front of me. She’s looking at me like she’s seen a ghost. I know I haven’t been here for ages, but I hadn’t expected her to look so shocked to see me.


‘Hiya, bad time?’ I say.


‘We were on our way out,’ says Ted, smiling.


I resist the urge to go and hug him, as I have to do whenever I see him. I sort of want Ted to be my surrogate grandad.


‘Anywhere nice?’ I ask, thinking it might be lunch and I could tag along.


‘Church,’ says Nanny Violet. ‘Yes . . . funeral of an old friend.’


I look at Ted in his rather-trendy-for-an-old-man chinos, and at Nanny Violet who is dressed in trousers too, very unusual attire for both of them for a funeral. Especially as Violet’s a real stickler for black at such occasions and she’s wearing a fuchsia jumper.


‘Oh, that’s too bad,’ I say, wondering where they’re really off to.


‘Did you want anything in particular?’ she asks.


‘No,’ I reply, thinking about the cheese on toast. ‘I was on my way to a supplier and I was passing so I thought I’d pop in.’


‘How thoughtful. It would have been nice to catch up as it’s been a long time. Why don’t you come round at the weekend? You and Mark.’


‘That would be lovely,’ I say, trying to look into her eyes, but she’s avoiding my gaze.


‘I’ll see you next week too,’ says Ted.


Nanny Violet gives him a look.


‘At the wedding fair, I mean,’ he adds, looking back at her.


‘That you will,’ I say, watching them climb into Ted’s Micra.


They give me a wave and Ted starts the engine and they drive off.


There was something weird about that encounter. I haven’t seen Nanny Violet act that odd since she thought I was having an affair and almost ruined my wedding. I get back in the car and see my Filofax sticking out of my bag. It reminds how much I’ve got left to do today and I should get back to my list of jobs. I’ll have to interrogate Ted at the museum next week to try to get to the bottom of whatever is going on with Nanny Violet.









Chapter Three




Sally Jessop @Jessoplady


Hoping to see @princess_shoestring at the wedding fair today! Need serious help planning my own. I’m more Clueless than Alicia Silverstone.


 


Penny Robinson @princess_shoestring


@Jessoplady Do say hello! I’d love to help with your big day :)
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‘Penny, you’ve exceeded our expectations. You should be very pleased with yourself,’ says Cathy.


It reminds me of getting a gold star when I was at school. Glancing down from the balcony onto the grand hall, I’m proud of the sight before me. There’s clearly no limit to my organisational skills.


When Cathy the curator asked me if I’d organise a wedding fair, I was more than a little bit nervous. I’d never organised an event where someone else didn’t invite all the guests and get RSVPs beforehand. I had a terrifying wait this morning, when the suppliers were set up and ready to go, and all we needed were the brides-to-be. But amazingly they came, and came, and now there are bloomin’ loads of them.


‘Thanks, Cathy.’


‘The front desk says we’ve already had enquiries about holding weddings here.’


‘That’s amazing. I’ve spoken to a few brides who seemed very interested in using Princess-on-a-Shoestring and another half a dozen who read my blog.’


‘That’s great. Looks like we’ll have to make this a regular thing.’


Not only is this good for drumming up business, but it’s handy for my business bank account too as I get a percentage from the takings. The problem with planning weddings so far in advance is that I won’t get much money until next summer when the bulk of my scheduled events take place. To say my business is a bit cash poor at the moment is an understatement.


‘Perfect. Maybe two a year?’ I say, thinking off the top of my head. ‘Maybe one this time of year and one just before wedding season?’


‘I think that would work well.’


‘The only thing I’d change is maybe restricting the food samples to wedding cakes. Can you smell that cheese? It put me right off my breakfast this morning.’


‘I can’t say I’ve noticed. But I’m a bit of a cheese fiend to be honest.’


‘So am I, usually,’ I say, turning my head away from the cheeses stacked up like wedding cakes, ‘but it was a bit overwhelming when I came in at seven this morning.’


‘Possibly,’ says Cathy. ‘Or . . .’


She trails off as a woman’s voice rises up to us at the balcony. ‘This is preposterous! There must be someone I can talk to,’ squeaks the high-pitched voice.


The word ‘preposterous’ is never the sound of a happy customer. I look down and spot the outraged woman. She’s impeccably dressed, probably in her late forties. From up here she looks like a little pixie, with boy-cropped blonde hair and angular features.


I see Ted trying to appease her, but it seems like she’s having none of it.


‘Did you want me to go and sort it out?’ asks Cathy.


For a split second I almost take her up on the offer, but then I remember the event plan, and my name at the top as the person running it.


‘No, I’ve got this,’ I say.


‘OK, well, I’ll be in my office if you need me.’


I walk down the stairs while trying my best to guess this woman’s problem. Too crowded to get to talk to the suppliers? Not enough dress designers? Or maybe it’s the fact that the caterers are cooking really smelly food and like me she’s finding it off-putting. Whatever it is, she seems really mad.
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