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For Otis, with all my love





Chapter 1



THE FOREST OF BOWLAND, LANCASHIRE, SATURDAY, 24 FEBRUARY


My best friend is due to get married in fifty-two minutes and the hotel suite looks like day three on the main field at Glastonbury.


The room is strewn with random items of wedding paraphernalia – and I include the bride herself in that category. Grace is still in her dressing-gown, with only half of her make-up done. I, meanwhile, have spent the last ten minutes frantically trying to revive the flowers in her hair after she trapped them in the car door coming back from the hairdresser.


I give her curls another generous whirl of spray and throw the empty can onto the four-poster bed.


‘You’re sure it’s all secure now, Evie?’ she asks, hurriedly applying her mascara in a huge antique mirror. I’ve used enough hairspray to keep Trevor Sorbie in a comfortable retirement, so am reasonably confident.


‘Definitely,’ I say.


‘It doesn’t look unnatural though, does it?’ she goes on, picking up a tub of bronzing balls.


I tentatively touch her curls. They feel like they’re made of fibre-glass.


‘Course not,’ I lie, strategically repositioning bits of foliage over some of the thirty-odd hairgrips. ‘Your flowers are perfect. Your hair’s perfect. Everything’s perfect.’


She looks at me, entirely unconvinced.


We’re in the bridal suite at the Inn at Whitewell, a timeless old coaching inn, hidden deep in the Forest of Bowland. It is surrounded by countryside so beautiful it inspired Tolkien’s Shire in The Lord of the Rings, and so tranquil that the Queen herself once said she’d like to retire here.


Outside, there are rolling hills in a palette of lush green, glittering streams of crystal water and a sweeping sky alive with birdsong. Sadly, we’ve barely even looked at the scenery; there just hasn’t been time. It’s even difficult to appreciate the suite in this frantic stage – though, for the record, it is gorgeous.


A glamorous four-poster bed sits in the centre of a room stuffed with elegant Victorian furniture, white linen and lavish fabrics. Oak beams stretch across the ceiling towards a dramatic window, from which chiffon ribbons of light spill into the room. There is an Edwardian bath and a peat fire that sits opposite a quirky bookcase smelling of old leather and luxury room fragrance.


It could be the perfect place for peace and contemplation under any other circumstances.


‘Great! Excellent. Good! Thanks,’ Grace says breathlessly. ‘Right. What now?’


Why she’s asking me, I don’t know. Nobody could be less qualified to advise on an occasion like this.


The last wedding I went to was more than two decades ago, when my mum’s Cousin Carol married the love of her life, Brian. Within three years he’d run off with a seventeen-stone painter and decorator. Carol was devastated, despite the undeniably professional job her love rival had done on their hall, stairs and landing.


For those nuptials I wore a puffball skirt and wouldn’t let go of the pageboy’s hand all day. If I’d known then that that was going to amount to one of my life’s most meaningful relationships, I’d have tried to remember his name.


Which brings me to the second reason why Grace would be better off asking the grandfather clock in the corner for advice: I accepted long ago that it’s highly unlikely I’ll ever get married myself.


It’s not that I have anything against the idea of marriage, assuming you’ve met the right person. It’s that I don’t think I’m capable of it.


I have now reached the age of twenty-seven and have never been in love, nor indeed come close. Worse than that, the longest I’ve ever managed to stay with someone is three months. I couldn’t even tell you why it doesn’t work out beyond that – only that it never, ever does.


At first I thought it was just bad luck. I’d start dating someone feeling full of enthusiasm, certain that the relationship held promise. Then doubt would creep in and, before I knew it, I found them as attractive as a fungal infection.


I soon began to realize that this doesn’t happen to other people, at least not with this regularity. Only me. So I can only conclude that the problem is all mine.


On the plus side, it seems I’m unlikely ever to be tied down by a man. Having read The Female Eunuch in sixth form (and not shaved my armpits for three weeks), this could be seen as a Good Thing. But is emancipation necessarily so lonely? I don’t think a feminist on earth would say it is.


A typical example of this issue in action is my relationship with Gareth. We split up last week. Gareth was – is – lovely. Nice smile. Good heart. Decent job. As usual, it started well, with pleasant evenings over a bottle of Chianti in Penny Lane wine bar – near where I live in Liverpool – and lazy Sunday afternoons at the cinema.


But we’d barely been together four weeks when he suggested a three-night caravanning holiday with his mum and dad in North Wales . . . and I knew that it was just too late.


I had ceased to think about the cute little dimple in his chin and couldn’t stop thinking about the dirt under his toenails and the fact that the most intellectual thing on his bookshelf was a copy of Auto-Trader.


Yet, nothing he did or said was all that terrible and, certainly, it doesn’t compare with what some women have to put up with. Yet, while I kept telling myself there were worse things a man could do than think that George Eliot was that bloke from Minder, I knew deep down he wasn’t for me.


Which would be fine except they never seem to be for me. Anyway, after a gap of twenty-two years, I’ve now got three weddings lined up in one year and I’m a bridesmaid at every one of them. If today’s dramatics are anything to go by, I’m not sure my nerves are up to it.


‘Shoes!’ Grace declares as she stomps around the bedroom, flinging items out of the way.


I look at the clock: thirty-one minutes to go. Grace picks up her lip-brush and hesitates.


‘Maybe I should get my dress on now,’ she says. ‘No, wait, I need my stockings. Oh, hang on, should I touch up my hair with the tongs first? What do you think?’


‘Er, stockings?’ I offer.


‘You’re right. Yes. Stockings. Christ, where are they?’





Chapter 2



I would like to say it’s just the wedding that has prompted today’s pandemonium, but this scene is a microcosm of Grace’s life over the last five years. During that time, her stress levels have been not just through the ceiling, they’ve been through three floors, a well-insulated loft and a roof as well.


The onset of this hysteria coincided with her return to fulltime work after her daughter Polly was born four years ago. It graduated to a terminal case when baby number two, Scarlett came along last November.


The contents of Grace’s bag are chucked onto the floor one by one before she eventually locates her stockings.


‘I really must be careful with these,’ she says.


Sitting on the edge of the bed, she tears open the packet, removes one, and puts her toe into one leg with all the delicacy of a bricklayer pulling on a pair of Doc Martens. Predictably, her foot goes straight through the end of it with a rip that makes my hair stand on end.


‘Oh fff . . .’ she begins, but as four-year-old Polly walks in from the bathroom, she just about stops herself from saying something she’d regret. ‘God!’ she goes on. ‘They cost eighteen quid!’


‘What?’ I am incredulous. ‘For eighteen quid they shouldn’t just be toe-proof, they should be able to withstand a nuclear explosion.’


Twenty-six minutes left. I may be a novice but I know enough to be aware that we should have made more progress than this. The whole place is starting to take on the air of an episode of ER.


‘Look,’ I say. ‘What can I do to help?’


‘Er, Polly’s hair,’ Grace shouts, sprinting into the bathroom in search of her necklace.


‘Come on, Pol,’ I say brightly. But the prospect of smearing Molton Brown hand cream into the carpet seems more appealing to Polly.


‘Come on, sweetheart,’ I repeat, trying to sound firm and friendly, as opposed to desperate. ‘We really need to do your hair. Really.’


There is barely a flicker of recognition as she starts on the naran ji handwash.


‘Right, who wants to look like a model?’ I ask, searching for something – anything – that might persuade her to oblige.


‘Me!’ she exclaims, jumping up. ‘I want to be a model when I grow up!’


This is fortunate. Last week she wanted to be a marine biologist.


I tie Polly’s soft blonde curls into two bunches, add a variety of sparkly clips, and look at the clock. Twenty-three minutes to go. My own dress is still hanging on the back of the door and all I’ve managed to do with my make-up is cover the spot on my chin with some Clearasil.


Deciding that my best tactic is to do a rush job on myself so I can then get the bride into her dress, I go into the bathroom and, perching on the edge of the roll-top bath, I start to apply my make-up.


When it is done – about forty seconds later – I grab my dress from the back of the door and pull it painstakingly over my head, taking care not to leave deodorant snowdrifts down the side. I look in the mirror and survey the results.


Not exactly J-Lo, but I’ll do.


And at least my dress flatters my classically English build. Taken overall, my weight is near enough average. It’s just that the top half of my body (flat chest) and the bottom half (big bum) somehow look like they should belong to two different people.


My shoulder-length hair is mousy by nature but has been borderline blonde for several years, courtesy of an early Sun-In addiction which has graduated these days to full-blown highlights.


Today, it has been painstakingly tousled into a ‘natural’ look that took precisely two and a quarter hours and enough high-definition hair products to bouffant a scarecrow.


I’m just about to leave the room to attend to Grace, when I spot my bag by the sink and realize I’ve forgotten a crucial finishing touch. My ‘chicken fillet’ boob enhancers.


More dramatic than a Wonderbra and – at £29.99 – significantly cheaper than surgery, I’ve been dying for a suitable occasion to try these out. I shove them down the front of my dress and wiggle them into position, before I turn to look at the results.


I still wouldn’t get many tips at Hooters, but it’s an improvement on what nature has failed to bestow on me. I’m just about to show my new assets off to Grace when I hear a yell coming from the adjacent room.


The bride is having a showdown.





Chapter 3



‘The chocolate favours have what?’ hisses Grace, gripping the hotel phone furiously.


‘Melted?’ she asks, her face growing redder. ‘How can they have melted?’ She puts a hand on her forehead.


‘Okay, how bad are they? I mean, are they still heart-shaped?’ There’s a pause as steam rises from her cheeks. ‘Oh great.’ She slams down the phone. ‘Arrrghhh!’


‘So they’re not still heart-shaped?’ I ask tentatively.


‘From what I can tell, they now look like something you’d find in a litter tray,’ she says, forlorn. ‘I haven’t got a bloody clue where my tiara is. Has anyone seen my tiara?’


‘Mummy,’ Polly announces, ‘I’ve got no knickers on.’ Grace slumps onto the bed. ‘This is terrific,’ she says. ‘I’m getting married in about fifteen minutes. I’ve got a hole in my stockings, I can’t find my tiara, I’ve just found a fake-tan streak on my knee, and now it seems I’m incapable of getting my daughter out of the room with any underwear on. I am the worst bride in the world.’


I sit on the bed and put my arm around her. ‘Cheer up. You just need to put things in perspective. It’s only the biggest day of your life,’ I joke.


She starts laughing . . . then crying. Look, I’m trying.


‘What is the point in panicking?’ I continue gently. ‘It’s not like Patrick won’t wait for you. So what if you’re a bit late? And besides that, whatever you may think, you look gorgeous.’


‘Do I?’ She sounds sceptical.


‘Utterly. Now, come on, it’s time to step things up a gear.’


I go into bridesmaid-overdrive, assaulting Grace with her toupee tape, bronzing balls, lip gloss, bronzing balls (again), then, finally, the dress, which it takes both of us – plus Polly – to squeeze her into.


Just when I think we’re all done, Grace gasps. ‘I left my earrings downstairs with my mum. They’re my something borrowed. Evie, I’m so sorry – could you go and find her?’


I look at the clock again. I am awash with adrenaline.


By the time I’ve located Grace’s mum, secured the earrings and am heading for the stairs, there are about four and a half minutes to go. But as I start dashing up the stairs, something – or should I say someone – stops me in my tracks.


He is quite simply one of the handsomest men I’ve ever seen. With eyes the colour of warm treacle, faintly-tanned skin and a slightly crooked nose that means that he’s neither dull nor pretty. He’s physically toned, broad shouldered – big but not too big. As a package, he’d make Action Man look like he’d let himself go.


My pace slows as I walk up the stairs, and my heart-rate quickens as I realize he’s looking right at me. Brazenly, I find myself holding his gaze as we step closer to each other. Then, as our paths are about to cross, the most astonishing thing happens.


He looks at my breasts.


It’s only for a split second, but there is no doubt that it happens. It’s so blatant I’d almost describe it as a gawp, with eyes conspicuously widened and a faint intake of breath. As he drags away his gaze and continues downstairs, I am rigid with disbelief, appalled that this beautiful man turned out to be a knuckle-dragging Neanderthal. Still, my recent John Lewis purchase is obviously convincing.


I open the door to the bridal suite.


‘Ta da!’ I say. ‘One set of earrings.’


Grace turns around to look and gasps.


‘What?’ I ask, bewildered.


‘I’m not having you in my wedding photos looking like that,’ she cackles, barely able to contain herself.


‘Like what?’ I ask, pleased that she has finally relaxed. But as I look down, the cause of her mirth becomes horribly apparent.





Chapter 4



My cleavage has been attacked by two rogue jellyfish. At least, that’s what it looks like. My chicken fillets, the ones I was so very chuffed about, clearly felt restricted inside my dress – and have ridden up to make a break for freedom.


In fact, they nearly made it: my two ‘completely one hundred per cent natural-looking’ breast enhancers are now poking out of the top of my dress for all the world to see. Or should I say, for him – Action Man – to see. Which feels rather worse than just the world.


‘I don’t believe this,’ I say, furiously yanking both fillets from my cleavage. In the absence of a barbecue, I chuck them in the bin.


‘Just think of it as God’s way of saying you were born flat-chested for a reason,’ Grace tells me kindly.


‘I’m glad you find it amusing,’ I say.


‘Sorry.’ Grace is clearly trying not to snigger. ‘But you must admit it’s quite amusing.’


I look across the room and see that Charlotte, Grace’s other grown-up bridesmaid, is back – having spent most of the morning sorting out flower arrangements – and even she is trying to suppress a smile. It must be bad.


‘Don’t worry, Evie,’ she reassures me. ‘I’m sure nobody noticed. They may have just thought they were part of your dress.’


Charlotte is so sweet and lovely that I wish for both our sakes that I was convinced. Unfortunately, the one person who did see it couldn’t have noticed more if they’d jumped out and slapped him on both cheeks.


‘Thanks, Charlotte,’ I say.


I feel a stab of guilt for not having found some time to help her get ready today, to accentuate her pretty features. She’s got skin that I’d kill for – smooth and clear like a baby’s, with gorgeous rosy cheeks and big, gentle eyes. I remember thinking when I first met Charlotte – years ago now – that she reminded me of an eighteenth-century milkmaid: gloriously soft and round and wholesome.


But while Charlotte does have natural assets, she doesn’t make the most of them. To be horribly blunt, there are contestants at Crufts who will have spent longer on their hair than she has today. And although Charlotte wouldn’t be Charlotte without her ample curves, she never dresses to flatter them. Her dress is so tight, it looks close to cutting off her circulation.


‘It’s nearly time,’ I say excitedly.


‘Yes,’ she replies, looking utterly terrified.


‘Right, you two,’ says the bride, thrusting a bouquet in my hand. ‘We can’t stand around discussing Evie’s cleavage all day. We need to get down that aisle – and quick.’





Chapter 5



It is difficult not to get caught up in the magic of a day like today.


Even the most cynical of souls couldn’t deny how incredible it must be to love someone enough to grow old and incontinent with them.


And it’s clearly not just the spray tan that has given Grace the glow she’s got today. It’s Patrick, her groom, and the fact there isn’t a doubt in her mind that he’s the man for her.


‘What’s the matter?’ whispers Charlotte as we wait outside the main room for the ceremony to start.


‘Nothing,’ I say. ‘Why?’


‘You sighed, that’s all,’ she replies.


‘Oh God, did I?’ I whisper.


She smiles. ‘Don’t worry, Evie,’ she says. ‘You’ll meet someone special one day.’


As I follow Grace down the aisle to ‘What a Wonderful World’ sung by Louis Armstrong, I spot Gareth among the guests and my thoughts swing back to the last time I saw him, sniffing into his napkin as I gently tried to tell him our relationship was over.


I attempt a ‘no hard feelings’ smile but he sniffs and buries his head in his Order of Service. What’s wrong with me? Gareth wasn’t that bad.


I glance over to my left and another of my exes, Joe the TV producer, catches my eye and winks. Okay, maybe he was that bad. The definition of smug in his Paul Smith suit and sunbed tan, I can smell the four litres of Aramis he’s probably bathed in from the other side of the room.


I haven’t seen Peter the musician – the third of my flings here today – but I know he’s somewhere, playing with his tongue ring and rattling the key chain that I’m convinced is welded to him.


Grace and Patrick meet at the front and exchange nervous looks. I suppose even if you have spent the last seven years together, signing up for potentially the next seventy is enough to make anyone’s stomach do back-flips.


My best friend met her groom when they were trainees at the same law firm and, even though that was years ago now, we all knew as soon as we met him that Patrick was the man for her. There was an immediate connection between them – and two kids and three mortgages later – that attraction still radiates from them.


The registrar is an eccentric-looking woman in an A-line skirt that probably wasn’t very fashionable in 1982 when I suspect she bought it. As she introduces the first reading, it suddenly strikes me that there was one person I hadn’t spotted as I walked down the aisle. The man I met on the stairs mustn’t be a guest at the wedding. So at least one of the most mortifying incidents of my life is something to which I need never give a second thought. I can forget it now. Completely.


My mind drifts to the definition in his features and those dark eyes that seemed dreamier the closer I got. I think about his smell, sultry aftershave and clean skin, and find myself slumping in my seat.


Action Man, where are you?





Chapter 6



Valentina is giving the reading. It’s only meant to be a one-and-a-half-minute speech, but you’d be forgiven for thinking she was about to collect an Oscar. She glides to the front and, as she steps onto the platform, conspicuously lifts the hem of her crimson chiffon dress to reveal more of her never-ending bronzed legs than we’ve already been treated to.


Valentina has been part of our circle since she latched onto Charlotte in Freshers’ Week at Liverpool University. They made an unlikely twosome. Poor, desperately shy Charlotte, who’d hardly been out of Widnes. Valentina the Amazon, who’d been everywhere, done everything, and was about as shy and retiring as the average Penthouse centrefold.


Valentina tried her hand at various careers when she left university – personal shopper, Hollyoaks extra, upmarket restaurant hostess – before finding something at which she genuinely does excel. She is now a professional tennis coach and apparently making quite a name for herself.


Deep down, she’s a decent cove, but that’s not a universally held opinion and she doesn’t help matters when she tells people that she’s constantly mistaken for a Victoria’s Secret model.


Valentina puts her notes on the lectern and, with a flick of her dark glossy hair, she prepares to address her audience.


‘Ladies and gentlemen, before I start my reading, can I just say how overwhelming I personally have found it, that two of my closest friends are getting married today,’ she gushes.


‘When they persuaded me to do a reading I really couldn’t have been more touched to play such a significant part in the most momentous day of their lives.’


Grace and Patrick exchange looks. Far from needing any persuasion, Valentina had sulked so much when Grace explained that she wanted to keep the bridesmaids to a minimum that Grace had only agreed to the reading to shut her up.


‘The blessing I am about to read is one which has been used in Native American weddings for centuries,’ she continues. ‘You may be interested to know, however, that the author of it is actually still unknown. It’s a beautiful piece of prose and I hope that when you hear it, you’ll agree that it is truly fitting for a day like today.’


She composes herself as the registrar looks at her watch.


‘Now you will feel no rain, for each of you will be the shelter for the other.’


She pauses for effect.


‘Now you will feel no cold, for each of you will be the warmth for the other . . .’


After Valentina’s performance, the service seems to pick up speed and in no time at all, Grace and Patrick are walking back down the aisle as man and wife, to the rapturous applause of their guests. Polly and I are next in the procession, holding hands as she skips along. Charlotte skulks somewhere behind us.


I try to avoid smiling at the guests, given that there seems to be an ex-boyfriend wherever I look. But just as I am attempting to keep my eyes fixed firmly ahead, something draws my attention to the far corner of the room. He’s standing by a window which overlooks some of the most beautiful scenery in the country. But he makes an unbeatable view all by himself.


My pulse starts racing and I grip Polly’s hand tighter. It’s Action Man. And he’s looking right at me.





Chapter 7



I’m trying my best to stay cool but heat blossoms on my neck as I make my way back down the aisle. I instinctively glance down to check my chicken fillets are in situ, and only then remember that I threw them away.


He isn’t looking at me as I approach. I catch enough of a glimpse to work out that he is staring ahead, his gaze firmly on the front of the room. Then, when my shoulder is adjacent to his, he turns to me. I instinctively turn to him.


In the infinitesimal moment when our eyes connect, my heart nearly crashes out of my chest. I snap away, quickly bending down to whisper to Polly.


‘You were such a good girl during the ceremony,’ I tell her brightly, needing something, anything, to focus on other than him.


She looks at me as if to say: ‘What are you on about?’


I can still feel his eyes burning into me as we almost reach the door. But something is stopping me from looking at him again; instead I focus on Grace’s dress and I feel like kicking myself. The fact that I’ve just noticed I’d done two of her ivory buttons up wrong is the least of my concerns.


When we reach the drawing room, Grace and Patrick kiss while champagne corks pop and the guests pour through to congratulate the happy couple. I grab a glass of bubbly from a passing waiter and only just stop myself from knocking it back in one as I monitor the door, which he’s going to have to come through sooner or later.


Not that I know what I’ll do when he does.


The drawing room is soon a riot of people and it’s difficult to keep track of who has come through the door as there are so many of them. But as I sense someone by my side, my stomach swoops.





Chapter 8



Grace is looking no less stressed than she did before the ceremony.


‘Evie, listen,’ she says, ‘I need your help again. Can you get everyone outside? We’ve got to start doing the photos.’


I look around at the guests tucking into a lavish champagne reception in a cosy drawing room warmed by roaring open fires. My task, if I choose to accept it, is to get them all out – even the ones in strappy high-heeled sandals – onto a wind-swept terrace in February.


‘You give me all the best jobs, Grace,’ I say. ‘I think it might take me until next weekend.’


As she disappears, I hover around the group of people next to me.


‘Er, hi,’ I say. ‘Er, could I please ask you all to make your way into the garden for the photographs? Thanks. Thanks so much.’


I move on to the next group and say the same.


Five groups later I realize that I’d get more response talking to the wedding cake. So I decide to start tapping people on the shoulder as well.


‘Er, yes, hi, hello,’ I say. ‘Really sorry to interrupt, but do you think you could make your way into the garden? The photographer’s ready.’


This is starting to get really annoying. I am either invisible or people are more interested in the booze and smoked salmon blinis than standing outside for half an hour being told to say ‘chocolate biscuits’.


Hmm. Okay, so I knew it was going to be a challenge. I resist the temptation to stand on a chair, but decide to give it all I’ve got anyway.


‘LADIES AND GENTLEMEN,’ I bellow, aware that all I’m lacking is a bell and a town-crier’s outfit. ‘PLEASE MAKE YOUR WAY OUT INTO THE GARDEN AS THE PHOTOGRAPHS ARE ABOUT TO BE TAKEN.’


The whole room stops talking and turns to look at me as if I’m a stripper who’s been booked as the star turn at a Women’s Institute meeting.


The poor bloke next to me turns around slowly to discover the source of this outburst and I realize that I’ve got nowhere to run.


The second I see his face, my heart sinks. At least nobody could accuse me of not knowing how to make a first impression.





Chapter 9



There’s only one way to redeem this situation – and that’s to say something witty.


I try to conjure up my best, side-splitting line, to lighten the atmosphere and ideally make Action Man want to take me home immediately.


‘Er, ah! Er, erm . . .’ I splutter. ‘Sorry about that.’ Move over Monty Python.


His face breaks into a smile. ‘Don’t worry about it,’ he laughs. ‘Subtlety clearly wasn’t going to work in this case.’


‘Well . . . people do say I’ve got a good set of lungs,’ I grin, then instantly realize this could be construed as a euphemism. ‘I mean . . . I didn’t mean that!’


He chuckles into his drink as my face gets hotter. ‘Look, it’s done the trick.’ He nods to the doors, where guests are pouring onto the terrace.


‘Thank God for that,’ I sigh.


‘Is this what being a bridesmaid involves these days?’ he adds. ‘I didn’t think you had to do anything other than stand around looking pretty.’


‘Looking pretty is really my main duty for the day,’ I agree. ‘That and deafening the guests.’


‘Well,’ he says, ‘you do both exceptionally well.’


I try to stop myself grinning. ‘Thank you,’ I say instead.


‘I’m Evie. Very pleased to meet you.’


We shake hands but before he gets the chance to introduce himself, we are interrupted.


‘Evie, you naughty thing! I hope you’re not trying to steal my date!’


Valentina is pretending that she’s joking, but she now has hold of Action Man’s arm in the sort of grip that could get her a job as a parole officer.


‘I was just introducing myself to your friend,’ he says, turning back to me. ‘I’m Jack. Lovely to meet you. And hear you.’ Before I can think of anything to say, Valentina beats me to it.


‘Jack, there’s someone you’ve just got to meet,’ she says, pulling on his arm and giving him little choice in the matter.


So off they go. Bloody, bloody, bloody hell.





Chapter 10



I’d have preferred to discover that Action Man – sorry, Jack – was a trainee monk having just taken a strict vow of celibacy. Or that he was gay. Yes, gay would have been nice. I could have lived with gay.


Instead, he’s on a date with Valentina, and that is the worst character reference anyone could have. Every man she goes out with, without exception, is obsessed with looks (his own and hers), hangs on her every word and has the intellectual capacity of a wheelie bin.


Action Man, Jack, Whatever Your Name Is: you can be as beautiful as you like, but unfortunately that’s now about the only positive thing I can say about you.


I look over to the bar and realize to my horror that Joe, Gareth and Peter are huddled together talking, apparently having formed an Ex-Boyfriends’ Club. They’re probably comparing voodoo dolls.


‘You haven’t seen Grace, have you?’ asks Charlotte, her soft voice snapping me out of my trance. ‘The photographer is waiting for her.’


‘I’ll go and look for her,’ I say, glad of a distraction.


I finally find Grace in the marquee where the wedding breakfast is being prepared.


‘I should be the world authority on wedding etiquette by now, I’ve read so many bridal magazines, but things are still going wrong.’


My friend is holding a champagne glass in one hand and rocking Scarlett with the other.


‘What now?’ I ask.


‘There has been a mix-up with the table plans,’ she says, blowing a stray bit of hair from her face. ‘When I sent them over to the hotel last week, the edge was apparently chopped off the top table, including where Patrick’s mum and dad were meant to be sitting. Now they’ve not set up a table big enough to accommodate them and they can’t change it without dismantling the whole thing.’


‘Didn’t they wonder where the groom’s mother and father were?’


‘I think they assumed they were dead,’ she says.


‘Well, why don’t Charlotte and I just step down from the top table?’ I suggest. ‘The staff can easily slot us both onto other tables. That way, Polly can still be up there with you, and there will be enough room for Patrick’s mum and dad.’


‘Don’t you mind?’ she asks, looking relieved.


‘Of course not,’ I tell her. ‘Rather that than spark a diplomatic incident with your new in-laws.’


‘You’re a star, Evie,’ she says. ‘Remind me to ask you to be a bridesmaid at all my future weddings!’


Only after the photos have been taken do I get to have a look at the amended table plan and realize exactly what I’ve let myself in for.


They’ve put me next to Jack and Valentina.





Chapter 11



Charlotte and I are heading to our tables when we overhear Valentina talking to one of the ushers.


‘Kelly Brook? Oh, that’s funny, because most people tell me I look like one of the Victoria’s Secret models . . .’


We exchange glances. ‘Perhaps she’s a little insecure,’ Charlotte says.


I launch into a coughing fit. ‘Sorry . . . Valentina couldn’t be more secure if she were padlocked and guarded by MI5.’


Charlotte giggles.


‘Anyway, let’s see who’s on your table. Oh, lucky you!’ I say, nudging her.


Charlotte has been put next to Jim, Grace’s favourite cousin. He’s a trainee cameraman with the BBC, who has been roped into doing the wedding video today. Although he’s a year or two younger than us, he is warm and friendly, with soft fair hair, nice eyes and a face that’s pleasing to look at, rather than brashly handsome. Secretly, I have always thought he would make a perfect boyfriend for Charlotte.


‘Jim’s lovely, you know,’ I tell her, not very subtly. Charlotte blushes and looks away. She does this all the time – often for little apparent reason – and I know that she despairs of this trait.


‘What’s up?’ I say softly. ‘You have been introduced to Jim, haven’t you?’


‘Er, yes,’ she replies. ‘I’ve met him once or twice before.’


‘Don’t you think he’s nice?’ I add.


‘Hmm,’ she says, her cheeks now the colour of a full-bodied Valpolicella. I strongly suspect my friend has a crush.


‘You could do worse, you know,’ I tell her.


‘I don’t know what you mean,’ she says, fiddling with sequins on her bag.


Charlotte has only ever had one boyfriend – Gordon, a damp-proofing specialist. I was desperate to like him, but genuinely the man was uniquely lacking in the ability to say a single interesting thing. His one talent was that he could tell you everything you never wanted to know about the differences between dry and wet rot, which, believe me, are many and varied. That was years ago, however, and Charlotte is more than overdue another romantic liaison.


Before we sit down to eat, I go to powder my nose and triple check for cabbage in my front teeth, and that I haven’t accidentally tucked my skirt into my knickers. Then I take a deep breath and head back to the marquee to locate table five. Jack is already there by himself. I contemplate making a diversion so I’m not left talking to him alone, but he sees me and raises his eyebrows casually in recognition.


My heart flutters. Then, I remind myself: being stuck next to Valentina’s eye candy will be anything but fun.





Chapter 12



‘It’s the bridesmaid with the big voice,’ says Jack cheerfully as I approach our table.


‘Am I not going to be allowed to forget that?’ I reply uneasily.


‘I won’t mention it again, I promise,’ he smiles. ‘So, how do you know the bride?’


I’ve chit-chatted with enough of Valentina’s beaux over the years to know that the next couple of hours are likely to be as excruciating as a dodgy Brazilian wax. But I tell myself to be polite.


‘We went to Liverpool University together,’ I say, before realizing he appears to be waiting for me to elaborate. ‘We shared a house in the last two years.’


‘But you’re not from Liverpool originally?’ he asks, studying my accent.


‘Not far,’ I say. ‘About forty-five minutes north.’


‘It’s a great city,’ he says. ‘I love it.’


‘So you don’t live there yourself?’ I ask, annoyed with myself for wanting to know.


‘I’ve just moved there for work.’


Under other circumstances, I’d pursue this as a line of conversation, but instead find myself saying: ‘I didn’t know Valentina had a new boyfriend.’


He looks surprised at the description.


‘Oh, I . . . well, we’ve only been out together once before,’ Jack tells me. ‘I’m a member of her tennis club.’


I look up to see Valentina flouncing towards us as if she’s at Paris Fashion Week, before sitting down and putting her hand conspicuously on Jack’s knee. Our conversation comes to an abrupt halt.


‘I’m really not sure about this dress,’ she muses, inching the hem up. ‘Jack, what do you think? I can’t decide whether it shows off too much leg.’


She crosses her legs slowly – to show exactly how much leg there is. Jack’s eyes are drawn to them momentarily, before he looks away.


The other guests on our table start to arrive, beginning with two of Grace’s great aunts. Auntie Sylvia and Auntie Anne are both lovely, tiny women who are dressed today as visions of dusty pink and powder blue, respectively. They both have huge hats, candyfloss perms and meticulously co-ordinated outfits that look like the sort of thing you’d find in a catalogue distributed with the Mail on Sunday.


Their husbands, Uncle Giles and Uncle Tom, have spruced themselves up just as much as their wives, although without quite the same panache. Uncle Tom has made a daring attempt at a comb-over, with just a handful of straggly hairs clinging to his scalp for dear life. I’m finding it difficult to tear my eyes away from it.


‘Hiya, love,’ says a voice I recognize immediately.


I leap up and hug Georgia, another of my old university friends, who is here with her new fiancé, Pete.


Georgia is a millionaire in waiting, but to the untrained ear you’d never guess it.


Her dad grew up on a council estate in Blackburn and is a self-made man who owns one of the largest recycling companies in Europe. They must be the most down-to-earth family on the Sunday Times Rich List. Don’t get me wrong, she likes spending as much as the rest of us, but she’s also exceptionally generous, knows the price of a pint of milk and sometimes gives the impression that she’s not entirely comfortable with her wealth.


‘So, how’s your practice-run as a bridesmaid been, Evie?’ she asks.


‘Good,’ I tell her. ‘I might even have worked out what I’m meant to be doing by the time it’s your wedding.’


Georgia and I were briefly in a band together at uni and after we left, although she moved to London, we stayed firmly in touch. We didn’t see nearly as much of her as we would have liked, of course, but that’s all changed in the last couple of months since the preparations for her wedding really got underway.


We have had to meet up for so many dress fittings I’m starting to imagine what it must feel like to be a shop dummy.


‘I love your outfit, by the way,’ I tell her.


Georgia always looks fantastic. Today she is wearing a cream suit which I’d guess is YSL – her favourite – and a simple pendant with a pear-shaped diamond that sits in her clavicle.


‘Cheers, love,’ she says. ‘It was from Top Shop.’


I smile. If that suit is from Top Shop then I’m a world champion Sumo wrestler. But I’m not going to be the one to ‘out’ her.


When our first course arrives, Jack turns and asks if I could pass the pepper. But as I reach over for it, Valentina interrupts.


‘Don’t worry, Evie, I’ve got one here,’ she says, touching Jack’s arm as she hands it to him. ‘You know,’ she says, lowering her voice and closing in on him, ‘I’ve read somewhere that pepper is supposed to be an aphrodisiac.’


I don’t know why, but my appetite has suddenly left me.





Chapter 13



‘Tell me, Pete,’ says Valentina to Georgia’s fiancé. ‘Are you interested in tennis?’


‘I’m what you’d call an armchair fan,’ Pete replies as Georgia splutters into her drink.


‘What he means is that the last time he played he was so unfit he nearly ended up in casualty,’ she says.


‘Thanks for your support, love, it’s touching,’ he jokes.


‘I’d be delighted to give you a lesson,’ says Valentina, handing over one of her business cards. ‘I’ve done some fabulous work on Jack’s forehand, as I’m sure he’ll tell you. Not that Jack’s forehand wasn’t pretty good in the first place,’ she adds, flashing a suggestive smile.


We’re onto the dessert course when Jack turns to talk to me. He’s attempted to do this on several occasions, only to be hauled back into conversation with Valentina as if she’s got him on a set of reins. So far, she’s asked him to check whether her lipstick is smudged no less than four times.


The only person with whom he’s managed a conversation is Pete, when they shared a brief discussion about their passion for rugby. It ended abruptly, however, when Pete suggested he join him in an executive box next weekend. The invitation was for a single spare place.


All of this means that I’m left to talk to Uncle Giles on my right. He seems a lovely man, gentle and softly-spoken, but to be absolutely brutal, if I hear another word about his collection of nineteenth-century shotguns I may have to ask if I can borrow one to put myself out of my misery.


‘Vintage shotguns have been my thing since I was a teenager, you see,’ he tells me.


‘You’d get an ASBO for that these days,’ I joke. He frowns and moves on to a long and detailed story about a twelve-bore boxlock ejector, whatever one of those is.


I take the opportunity of this interlude to have a peek at what Charlotte is up to on table fourteen, and am pleased to see that she and Jim are deep in conversation. At least, Jim is. Charlotte is shredding her napkin nervously and is now surrounded by so many bits it looks as if she’s just come in from a blizzard.





Chapter 14



Grace’s dad looks overwhelmed with relief as he sits down after delivering the shortest, quietest speech in the history of wedding speeches. It was difficult to make out much of what he was mumbling, but we all laughed at the one identifiable joke and clapped furiously at the end.


Next up is Patrick, who is used to public speaking and looks significantly more comfortable than his new father-in-law did. He straightens his jacket – the tails he didn’t really want to wear today – and runs a hand through his thick blond hair. Grace looks up at him proudly.


‘May I say on behalf of both myself and . . . my wife,’ he begins, grinning at Grace’s new title, ‘how delighted we are that so many of you have made it here today. Grace and I have been together for the last seven years, and I can honestly say that every day I think to myself how lucky she is to have met me . . .’


The room collapses into laughter at what turns out to be the first of many of Patrick’s acceptably lame quips.


Only when he is nearing the end of his speech do I find myself glancing at Jack. I know it’s a ridiculous thing to do. His date is sitting right next to him and I’ve already decided I’m not interested.


But I’m somehow drawn to that perfectly imperfect face as a smile appears on his lips and he turns to me, as the room erupts into rapturous applause.


I snap away my gaze and join in the clapping.


‘Have you been a bridesmaid before?’ Jack asks, as Valentina has a momentary lapse in conversation.


‘Never. Have you?’


He shakes his head. ‘I was a pageboy once, but velvet culottes and a dickie bow aren’t a good look when you’re fifteen. I didn’t enjoy it much.’


I find myself laughing. ‘Well,’ I say, ‘it is the rule at weddings that everyone else involved in the ceremony has to look rubbish so that they don’t upstage the bride.’


He raises his eyebrows. ‘So what went wrong with you?’


Before I can even contemplate an answer to this, Valentina grabs him by the hand and whisks him up from the table.


‘You still haven’t met the bride and groom properly,’ she says firmly. Jack has little choice but to go with her, although I’m certain I detect a slight frown as he does so.


‘So, Evie,’ says Uncle Giles, interrupting my thoughts. ‘You were asking about barrels earlier.’


Was I?


I spend the next ten minutes politely trying to extract myself from Uncle Giles and when I eventually do, I head straight for the ladies’ where I know I’m safe. Grace is already in there and we go into adjacent cubicles.


‘Jack’s a bit of all right, isn’t he?’ she shouts over.


‘He’s very much Valentina’s type,’ I say dismissively.


Grace pauses. ‘What, you mean thick?’ she asks. ‘I don’t think he is, actually. Val says he went to Oxford and is now the boss of some charity or other.’


I silently unravel some loo roll. Okay, so he’s been to a posh university and has a good job. He’s probably one of those clever people with no common sense.


‘Evie?’ Grace says.


‘Yeah?’ I reply.


‘Oh, you’d just gone quiet, that’s all.’


We come out of our cubicles simultaneously and she looks at me, narrowing her eyes accusingly.


‘What?’ I ask.


‘You fancy him,’ she says.


I take on the indignant air of someone wrongly accused of farting in a lift. ‘I do not!’ I say, and march over to the sink to wash my hands.


‘Look, don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me. Just don’t tell Valentina. She’s still miffed because I didn’t make her a bridesmaid. You getting off with her date would send her over the edge.’


‘Grace, I have absolutely no intention of getting off with anyone,’ I say, slightly exasperated. ‘Unless it’s escaped your notice, you managed to invite three of my ex-boyfriends to this wedding, so it would hardly be appropriate even if it were true.’


‘Only one of them was an ex when we drew up the invitation list,’ she insists. ‘You’ve managed to get through two others since then.’


‘Well, look, Mrs Smug Newly Wed,’ I say. ‘Just because you’ve found a lovely bloke you fancy enough to spend the rest of your life with doesn’t mean it happens quite so easily for all of us.’


‘So none of the men you’ve ever been out with have been lovely?’


I frown. She knows she’s got a point.


‘Look,’ she says. ‘Maybe you just need to alter your expectations a bit. The initial romance wears off in any relationship.’


‘Faster in mine than most though,’ I say, feeling thoroughly depressed now.


She smiles and raises her eyebrows. ‘Anyway, if you did fancy Jack . . .’ she says.


‘I don’t!’ I interrupt.


‘Well, I’m just saying if you did . . . I wouldn’t worry about Valentina too much. He’s apparently just split up with his long-term girlfriend. At the most the thing with Valentina will be just a couple of dates, maybe a shag.’


I pause for a second, determined not to give too much away. Grace’s words get me wondering though.


‘So,’ I say idly as we head back, ‘you do think they’re shagging then?’





Chapter 15



Nice Cousin Jim is taking a break from filming guests and is standing at the bar alone.


‘Hi, Jim. Er, where’s Charlotte?’ I ask. I’d rather hoped by now that he’d be huddled in a corner whispering some of Byron’s juicier poetry into her ear.


‘I’m not sure,’ he says. ‘I haven’t seen her since dinner. Can I get you a drink?’


‘I’m fine.’ I pause and sip my wine. ‘She’s lovely, Charlotte, isn’t she?’


‘Yes,’ he agrees. ‘She is.’


‘I honestly don’t think I’ve ever known anyone so kind, or generous, or generally fantastic.’ I hope I’m not laying it on a bit thick but he laughs.


‘She’s a really nice girl, no doubt about that.’


‘Oh, there she is now,’ he says, pointing to the other side of the marquee, where Charlotte is deep in conversation with Grace’s mother. I frown.


Oh Charlotte, what am I going to do with you?


‘Is everything all right?’ asks Jim.


‘Er, yes – why?’


‘You were shaking your head, that’s all.’


‘Oh, was I?’ I say. ‘Sorry. Er, I was just thinking about . . . council tax rises. Tsk, terrible, aren’t they? Would you excuse me?’


I begin to cross the marquee when a familiar voice stops me in my tracks.


‘Evie, there you are.’


I turn around slowly. It’s Gareth. And it’s the first time we’ve spoken since our break-up.


‘Listen,’ he says. ‘I really think we need to talk.’


Oh, God. Do we?


‘Don’t look so worried,’ he chuckles.


‘I’m not!’ I say brightly, though, actually, I very much am. I’ve been avoiding Gareth all day, because I instinctively knew he’d want to have a discussion about ‘our relationship’.


‘I really think we need to have a discussion about our relationship,’ he says.


‘I’m not sure now’s a good time, Gareth.’


‘It’s as good a time as any,’ he says firmly. We first met through my mum’s fiancé Bob, who works with him and, I’ll be honest if I’d known it was going to pan out like this I wouldn’t have bothered. ‘I really do think it’s important. The thing is, Evie, I’ve just got to know something.’
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