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Prologue


‘Oh hello again,’ said Max McBride, looking across as the shop door opened with a tinkle and seeing an increasingly familiar face. ‘Fancy meeting you here.’


‘I think you’re stalking me,’ replied the tiny, spiky-haired Bel, coming inside quickly to escape the February chill. ‘Either that or I’m stalking you.’


The two women smiled at each other. Five times they had visited this White Wedding bridal shop now and on every occasion it was to find the other one there. It was only a wonder that the third lady who also seemed to move in their orbit was absent – the pale woman with silver-blonde hair, whom Max was certain had gone to her school. She remembered a girl in the year below whom the other kids used to call ‘Ghost’ because of her unusual colouring.


‘What are you looking for this time, then?’ asked Bel.


‘I’m only browsing really,’ Max answered. ‘We’re having a small wedding, no fancy frills. But I just can’t help myself looking.’ That was the truth of it. Her fiancé Stuart, wasn’t a man for fuss. Plus, as he said, a wedding ceremony should be about two people and their vows, and though Max had nodded in agreement, her head had immediately started building up a list of embellishments; dress, cake, veil, flowers…


‘What about you?’ Max asked.


‘I haven’t a clue,’ smiled Bel. ‘I was just passing and thought I’d call in and see if anything took my fancy.’


‘Are you having a big wedding?’


‘A hundred or so guests,’ said Bel. ‘Although it started off as fifty and will probably end up as two hundred.’


The more the merrier, she thought with a little kick in her heart. Her wedding day couldn’t come quickly enough for her now and she wanted the whole world to hear her say the words ‘I do’ to Richard. She couldn’t wait to be his other half, ‘her indoors’ – his wife. Recently, she thought she might burst open with joy at the thought of becoming Mrs Belinda Bishop.


‘Are you both all right or do you need some help?’ asked the shopkeeper as she approached them. She was a tall, elegant lady: grace personified. She exuded an air of calm that spread through the lovely shop and made it an almost magical place to mosey around. She wore a name badge – Freya – above her left breast. It seemed too modern for a lady of such advanced years, yet at the same time the delicate femininity of it fitted her exactly.


‘I’m okay, thanks,’ said Bel. ‘I’m just looking. Again.’


‘Me too,’ added Max, with a little sigh in her voice. She could buy half of the stuff in this shop if she let herself off the leash. It was torture really, trying on tiaras and headdresses, knowing that she would end up wearing a plain beige functional two-piece suit for the registry office service that would bind her and her partner of seventeen years together. But ever since she discovered this shop quite by chance a few weeks ago, she hadn’t been able to resist coming in. It was princess-heaven for Max to wander up and down the long, narrow shop that was packed to the gills with all manner of wedding paraphernalia. Her childhood bedroom had been filled with boxes of play jewellery, crowns and frilly dresses and when anyone asked her what she was going to be when she grew up, her answer was always ‘a princess’.


Bel had just picked up a pair of tiny silk boots when the doorbell tinkled again and in walked a woman with long silver hair and deep-violet eyes.


‘Well, blow me,’ laughed Bel. ‘How weird is this? We were just wondering if you’d turn up.’


‘Fancy meeting you two here,’ said the pale-skinned lady with a chuckle.


‘We’ve done that line,’ smiled Max. ‘Anyone fancy a coffee across the road when we’ve finished shopping here?’










Belinda’s Wedding










Chapter 1


Three months later


‘Oh my GOD, look at that.’


‘Yep, I’ve seen it.’


‘And that. Oh look at that.’


‘If she says “look at that” once more I think I just might murder her.’


‘Look, LOOK at that.’


‘Right that is it.’ Bel picked up a small cushion and launched it at Max’s head. Her mouth was so wide open she could have swallowed it whole had it landed on target.


But Max was too mesmerized by the world of the gypsy brides on the television screen to react when the cushion bumped into her shoulder. She had never seen anything like it. Those huge crinolines that the bride and her twenty-five bridesmaids wore, the Cinderella coach, the cake – bigger than the house she was born in – it was all so over the top, unbelievable… fabulous. It poked at the place inside her brain that still kept safe her latent fantasies about growing up and becoming a princess and dressing every day in a sparkling tiara and a swishy long frock. ‘Look at that as well.’


‘Can’t you say anything else but “look at that”?’ Bel pretended to be exasperated with her.


Violet half chuckled, half sighed. ‘Do you know, Max, I’ve known you for only a few weeks but I wouldn’t have thought you’d ever be the type to be lost for words.’


But Max still wasn’t listening. She sat entranced as a huge cloud of white net squeezed out of the Cinderella coach. The train went on for ever. The narrator was reporting that there was over a mile of material in the petticoats alone.


‘Fill up, Lady V?’ asked Bel, tipping the bottle neck towards Violet’s glass.


‘I shouldn’t really,’ Violet replied, not taking a breath before adding, ‘Oh go on, then, if I must.’


‘Good girl, and yes you must. This is my official hen night, after all. I’m not counting the family “ordeal” on Thursday.’


Bel lifted her lip in an Elvis sneer. She was looking forward to having a meal with her dad, and Richard would be there of course, and her cousin and bridesmaid, Shaden; but so would her Botox-frozen-faced step-aunt, Vanoushka, and her husband, slimy Martin, with his sausage fingers that were magnetically attracted to women’s arses. Her stepmum, Faye, would be there too, naturally, making sure that the evening was as flawless as possible. The one thing Bel would wholeheartedly credit her for was her hosting skill.


‘This must be a bit of a shit hen night for you,’ said Max, giving her friends some attention while the adverts were on. ‘I thought you might have wanted to go to a club with loads of your mates.’ Not spend it cooking chilli con carne in your apartment for two women you barely know.


Bel shrugged her shoulders. The truth of it was that she didn’t have any real friends. One by one, they had dropped away over the years; Sara had married a German, moved to Frankfurt, turned into an earth-mother and churned out five children, possibly more by now. Though they had been inseparable through their childhood and teenage years, they didn’t even swap Christmas cards any more. Bel knew deep down that her inability to bear children and Sara’s fecundity had sadly got in the way of their relationship. Amy had moved to London and got in with a weird bohemian crowd, and Shaden… well, suffice to say that she and her cousin had grown very far apart in adulthood.


‘Couldn’t be arsed going out. I just fancied a quiet night in with a bottle and a bit of light company,’ sniffed Bel, knocking back half a glass of wine in one. Max and Violet exchanged a quick secret glance, both suspecting what the other was thinking: that this wedding-uninterested Bel was very different to the woman they had first met at the White Wedding shop, the one who walked on air, smiled a lot and said ‘Richard’ a damned sight more than she said it these days.


‘Are you all right?’ Violet asked, but tentatively, because she had picked up very early on that Bel was a woman who played her cards close to her chest.


‘Yes, I’m perfectly fine,’ said Bel with a firm nod.


‘I expect you’re knackered, aren’t you?’ asked Max. Maybe that would explain the tired circles under her new friend’s eyes.


‘Totally,’ Bel affirmed and poured herself another wine.


‘That’s good, then. That you’re all right, I mean. Not that you’re totally knackered,’ Violet said. Yes, that made sense. Bel had arranged her whole wedding alone, so she must have the energy levels of a dying sloth at the moment.


Bel smiled at their sweet concern. She had grown to like these two women enormously in the relatively short time she had known them. So much so that she wished she hadn’t been so impulsive early on and invited them to her wedding. Still, she couldn’t think about that now – what was done was done and she had to keep her head focused and her heart totally out of it.


‘I thought we might meet your bridesmaid tonight,’ said Max. It was a little odd that the maid of honour wasn’t at the hen night while she and Violet were.


‘She was supposed to be here but alas she’s got a cold and didn’t want to pass on her bugs.’ The lie fell effortlessly from Bel’s lips.


‘Poor thing,’ said Violet.


‘Yes, she’s so considerate of my feelings,’ nodded Bel. Dear Shaden. The thought of her cousin punctured a dangerous hole in Bel’s composure.


‘I hope you’re having those nails done before next Saturday,’ noted Max, nudging Bel.


Bel curled her bitten nails away from sight. She had gnawed them down to the quick and they throbbed.


‘How’s your new ice-cream parlour coming on?’ asked Bel, batting attention away from herself before she said something she regretted, before she let them in. Violet was leasing a recently built small shop more or less across the road from White Wedding.


‘Oh it’s perfect,’ sighed Violet with a beaming smile. ‘I can’t wait to open up. I’m just sad that Nan won’t be able to work in it with me. She loved helping me in the old place that I ran.’


Violet had told them all about her beloved Nan, sadly in the early stages of Alzheimer’s. Nan lived with Violet’s mum, Susan, who was her widowed daughter-in-law. ‘Mum found her slippers in the fridge the other day.’


Violet laughed a little, but there was a very sad quality to the sound. The old lady, once so sparky and fit, seemed to be getting frailer by the day – physically as well as mentally.


‘Oh bless,’ Bel wrinkled up her nose sympathetically.


‘When’s the grand opening?’ asked Max. ‘I love ice cream.’


‘Well, the space is completely plastered and whitewashed now,’ Violet bubbled with excited glee, ‘so I put an advert in the Chronicle last week for an artist to paint a mural on the wall. I’m meeting one up at the shop tomorrow afternoon, actually. I reckon that I should be open for business by early August.’


‘Who’s going to work with you if your nan can’t?’ Bel muffled, through a mouthful of tortilla chips.


‘Glyn?’ Max suggested. ‘Or is that a really bad idea?’


‘That is a really bad idea,’ said Violet, with quick protest. ‘Could you honestly work with Stuart and Richard all day then go home and spend the night with them as well?’


Bel considered the question and wanted to laugh out loud. Maybe once upon a time she could have, but not now.


They didn’t know that much information about each other’s fiancés yet, but what they had gleaned from their conversations was that Richard was a drop-dead gorgeous high-flying banking executive who had been in Bel’s life for three years, and Stuart was head warehouse storeman for a local supplier of nuts and bolts who Max had been courting since they were sixteen. About Glyn, the others knew least of all. Apparently he and Violet had been together for just under a year and a half and he had been off sick from work for most of that time – something to do with a mental breakdown – so neither Bel nor Max thought it fair to press her for details about him, however much they wanted to.


‘Max, another wine?’ asked Bel.


‘Absolutely,’ replied Max, holding out her glass. ‘I might as well take advantage seeing as I’m getting a taxi home. So, are you going to keep hold of your mother’s wedding dress for your own daughter, then? That would be fabulous, wouldn’t it? Three generations of women all wearing the same gown.’


Bel had told them ages ago in White Wedding that she didn’t need to buy a dress as she would be wearing her mum’s gown down the aisle. This was especially poignant as her mother had died after complications in childbirth.


‘I can’t have kids,’ Bel said as undramatically as possible to spare Max’s feelings. ‘I have a rubbish womb. I won’t bore you with the tedious medical details, blah blah, but it will never happen for me.’ She watched that familiar mask of sympathy fall on to the two female faces in front of her. ‘It’s okay. It’s something I’ve known from having an operation as a kid. Ironically my stepmother has the same condition. She can’t conceive either. “I can’t have kids and neither can my mother” – ho ho.’


‘Oh God, I’m sorry,’ said Max. She herself had never wanted children. Her healthy womb was going to be wasted and she suddenly felt really guilty about it.


‘Oh come on, Max, how were you to know? Anyway, having kids is a privilege, not a right,’ said Bel kindly. ‘There’s always adoption for people like me, so don’t worry. It’s just one of those things that can’t be helped.’ She smiled and sounded a lot stronger than she felt; she always did when she was on that particular subject. She had honed the hiding of her true feelings about it to a fine art.


‘Oh I see the adverts are over.’ Bel alerted Max to the television in the corner as part three of the gypsy-bride programme started.


‘How can she possibly wee in that frock?’ asked Bel, spellbound by the antics on the screen as the bride’s mother and three of the bridesmaids were lifting the big dress over the back of a chair so the bride was able to sit down at the top table. Those bridesmaids, with cleavages bigger than Pat Butcher’s backside, were bursting out of their harlot-red corset tops. Bel imagined that shade of red against Shaden’s golden hair. There was no doubt she’d be the true centre of attention in her strawberry-coloured dress. As she so deserved to be.


‘Look at the bride’s hair,’ yelled Max. ‘That wig is taller than the Empire State Building. I want one.’ But it wasn’t just the wig that Max wanted, it was the dress, the flowers, the cake – it was everything. There was a seismic rumble within Max. All those stored visions of her as a princess bride were shaking off their cobwebs and preparing to burst out of her head into the real world.


‘You’d better tell Stuart to buy a defibrillator then because he’s going to need one if he sees you coming towards him like that when he’s expecting a woman in a beige suit,’ chuckled Violet.


‘Men are easy to get round,’ said Bel, stuffing in more tortilla chips. ‘Just give them a blow-job and they forget everything they’ve said before.’ She laughed, and Violet noticed how strangely bitter she sounded.


Max sipped at her wine and thought that in seven weeks exactly this would be her last night as a single woman. That didn’t give her a lot of time to change her plans – a thought that was both scary and exhilarating at the same time. Max was at her best whenever an improbable challenge lay ahead of her.


‘Violet, are you still going up to White Wedding tomorrow?’ asked Bel.


‘Yep.’


‘I’ll come with you if that’s okay.’


‘Course you can.’


‘Don’t leave me out,’ said Max. ‘The beige suit is toast as from today.’


‘I’ll pick you up at half-past nine, shall I?’ said Violet to Bel. ‘Then we’ll both come round for you, Max.’


‘Don’t be daft. That’s too far out of your way,’ Max protested.


But Violet insisted. ‘No, really. I don’t mind. It’s a lovely drive up there.’


‘I’ve nothing better to do either,’ added Bel.


‘Okay, then,’ said Max. ‘Bel, since this is your official hen night, totally shite as it is, I think we ought to have a toast.’


‘Oh yes, we must toast you,’ agreed Violet, raising her glass. ‘To our lovely new friend Bel.’


‘To Bel, may your wedding day be one to remember for ever.’


Bel raised her glass and chinked it against theirs. ‘I think I can safely guarantee that it will be,’ she nodded with a syrupy smile.


‘What the heck is that mother of the bride wearing?’ laughed Violet, catching sight of a huge woman on the television in a banana-yellow-and-white spotted dress that barely covered her knickers. The woman’s spray-tanned skin was the colour of a teak sideboard. ‘Do you think your mum would dress like that, Max, if you really do have a gypsy wedding?’


‘There’s no “if” about it,’ Max said. And once Max had spoken, it would happen – and on no small scale. Max by name and max by nature. When Max put a plan into action, nothing stood in her way.


She sighed, drifting back into the fabulous world of the young traveller brides. All Stuart’s plans for a small no-fuss registry-office wedding had been blasted into oblivion that evening. In place of the intended simple suit already hanging in her wardrobe, she was going to source a dress like no other. She saw acres of net and fairy lights that lit up as she glided down the aisle. She saw a sugariced palace cake, Kew Garden-sized flower displays. She imagined herself spray-tanned not so much to a sun-kissed mocha shade but to sun-shagged mahogany, and waving to passers-by in a carriage led by a team of white horses.


Bel watched the gypsy bride posing for photographs, her dress and flowers filling even a wide-angled lens. As mad as it appeared, it was still a real wedding, for a real bride in real love with her man.


As for Violet, she gulped at the emotion in young gypsy Margaret’s face as she turned to kiss her handsome floppy-haired Joseph. They looked truly besotted with each other, which was just as well because they were expected to be together for the rest of their lives. Marriage was for good. Till death us do part. Or maybe even for eternity. An ice-cold shiver accompanied that thought.










Chapter 2


‘Where have you been until this time?’ Glyn called, leaning out of the open window.


‘What are you doing, still up?’ Violet raised her hand to wave a small goodbye to the taxi driver then she entered through the security door, taking the stairs at no rushed speed up to the firstfloor flat. Glyn was waiting to greet her dressed in his faithful blue dressing gown, which had been voluminous on him when he bought it last year but now had barely an overlap of material at the front.


‘You know I can’t sleep until you’re back home safely. There are so many nutters out there. Doesn’t help that I’ve just been watching a Crimewatch special about a rapist on the loose in Sheffield.’ He ushered her in through the door and helped her off with her coat.


‘You worry too much, Glyn,’ said Violet, as he leaned over and kissed her cheek, all smiles now that she was safely back in his world. Once upon a time she used to melt thinking about how much he cared and worried about her.


‘I’ve just put the kettle on.’


Violet knew that kettle would have been on a constant boil for at least an hour in readiness for her return.


‘Want some toast as well?’


‘No, thanks. We had a Mexican at Bel’s. I’m full to bursting.’


Glyn stuck his head near to her face and sniffed. ‘I know, I can smell the garlic. Lucky for you I like it second-hand.’ He grinned and tweaked her cheek, then went back to the job of brewing a fresh pot of tea. She noticed he had a huge plate of biscuits waiting on the coffee table as well. These days his life seemed so food-orientated. She often wondered if he was trying to fatten her up so much that she wouldn’t be able to get out of the door.


‘So tell me all the details,’ Glyn said, taking the milk out of the fridge. ‘I suppose it was all girly wedding talk.’


‘More or less,’ replied Violet. ‘We watched that My Big Fat Gypsy Wedding programme on the television.’


‘And?’


‘And that was it really. Talked a bit.’


‘What about?’


‘Things.’


‘What sort of things?’


Violet shrugged. ‘Can’t really remember, to be honest. All forgettable stuff.’


Glyn brought the tea into the lounge in his and hers mugs, a present from his mother. ‘Want a biccy to dunk?’


She took the tea. She didn’t want it but it was easier just to accept it and sip at it, otherwise there might have been an inquisition on the subject of why she didn’t want a drink.


‘Thanks, but I’ll pass on the biscuit.’


‘It’s only one biscuit, Letty. You’ll not get fat on a jam ring.’


‘I said I’m stuffed, Glyn,’ said Violet.


‘Oh. I nipped to the shop and got them in especially,’ said Glyn, his smile falling into a glum downward arc.


Violet watched his bottom lip start to curl over. She reached out and took a chocolate finger to pacify him. The sunshine flooded back into his expression again as he stared at her, relishing the sight of her eating one of the biscuits that he had so lovingly bought for her. When she was a little girl, Violet used to dream of being looked at so intently by a man.


‘How tired are you?’ he asked.


Oh God. ‘Very,’ Violet replied, forcing out a yawn. ‘And I’ve got a full day ahead of me tomorrow.’


‘Oh. Okay,’ he sighed. Again that little cloud had floated over his head. ‘I put the electric blanket on tonight as it’s a bit chilly. It’ll be lovely and extra-cosy in bed.’


Violet tried not to roll her eyes. She hated climbing into a bed that was already warm. She liked cool cotton sheets and sleeping with the window open so that a breeze could waft over her during the night. Glyn always had the heating turned up to full blast and all the windows closed. Violet found it hard to breathe in his flat sometimes.


She went through the pretence of drinking some more before taking her mug to the sink and pouring the tea down the drain. Then she sneaked her half-uneaten biscuit into the flip-top bin in the corner.


‘I’ll just have a quick shower,’ she announced, heading for the bathroom.


‘Want some company?’ Glyn winked at her and snatched another biscuit.


‘Not worth it, I’ll only be in for two minutes. I’m too tired to stay in there for long. See you in bed,’ she called briskly.


She would rather have had a long hot soak in the bath, but at least by saying that she was taking a quick shower she had more chance of some privacy. Still, she half expected to feel the waterproof curtain shift and then his naked body pressing into hers from behind. But, for once, that didn’t happen. He was waiting for her in bed, though; ready to slip his arms round her and cuddle into her back until he fell asleep. Then she shifted ever so carefully away from his sweat-sticky fleshy stomach to the furthest edge of the bed.










Chapter 3


Max floated home on a vision of billowing net, silk, satin and white horses. She swaggered up the drive to the front door of her double-fronted detached house imagining that she was swathed in the world’s biggest frock, the train stretching so far behind her that she needed binoculars to see the end of it. Hundreds of lights were sewn into the material, their glow soft and as fuzzily gorgeous as a soft-focus portrait. Gypsy Margaret had pink flashing flowers sewn on her dress. Max imagined butterflies for herself, with such vividly coloured wings that they showed up on Google Earth. At almost six foot tall, with curves that made the Alps look like a Dutch landscape, Maxine McBride was not built for subtle. And there was no place for anything discreet at a gypsy wedding.


Stuart was still up when she got home. He was watching a documentary about some old cricket player who had recently died. Max felt so happy about her newly revised plans for her wedding that she almost squashed her fiancé when she plonked herself on the sofa beside him and threw herself at him for a kiss.


‘You’ve been on the vino, I see,’ he laughed. ‘How many glasses have you had, then?’


‘Not that many,’ she replied. ‘I’m just high on life.’


‘Have you eaten or shall we be really naughty and order a pizza?’


‘Oh Stuart, I couldn’t fit in so much as a Tic Tac,’ said Max, puffing out her cheeks. ‘Bel made a very large and garlicky chilli.’ Then she breathed on him and he pretended to choke.


‘Wonderful,’ he said. ‘I look forward to having relations with you tonight, then.’


‘Ooh, are we doing it?’ squealed Max. ‘I’ll go and eat a tube of toothpaste, shall I?’


She made to get up, but Stuart pulled her back.


‘Don’t you go anywhere,’ he said. ‘A mere smidgen of garlic won’t put me off rogering my wife-to-be.’


‘So what’s put you in such a randy mood?’ chuckled Max as Stuart moved in for a snog. ‘You must watch programmes about dead cricketers more often. Can we buy some on Blu-Ray? Does that constitute cricket porn?’


‘What’s put me in a randy mood is actually seeing you for once. I’ve almost forgotten what you look like,’ said Stuart, pushing his lips against Max’s. ‘If you aren’t working you’re talking weddings with your new mates.’


‘I’ll make it up to you,’ said Max, thinking what Bel had said about blow-jobs being the way to a man’s heart. Or at least, so she hoped, to the changing of it.










Chapter 4


Bel was unloading the dishwasher when her mobile went off. She picked it up and looked at the name on the screen: Richard.


She pressed the ‘connect’ button. ‘Hi,’ she said sweetly.


‘So, had a nice time tonight?’ he asked.


‘Lovely, thank you. You can’t go wrong with food, wine and girly gossip. What about you? What have you been doing?’


‘I’ve been doing some very boring work. Friday night and I’ve been number-crunching. Can you believe?’


‘Of course I believe you,’ Bel’s laugh tinkled down the receiver. ‘Why wouldn’t I?’


‘Shall I come over and give you one?’


‘Naughty, Richard,’ purred Bel. ‘You know perfectly well there is a bonk embargo on us until after the wedding.’


‘But Bel, my knackers are the size of basketballs.’


‘No buts. Think how good it will be on the wedding night. Think about me unbuttoning your shirt and kissing your chest.’


‘I’d stop talking like that if I were you,’ replied Richard breathlessly. ‘It’s cruel.’


Bel slipped into full seductive Fenella Fielding mode and lasciviously gave Richard a few more examples of how good their wedding night was going to be. She enjoyed teasing him. Boy, was she was going to blow his head off next week.


She put down the phone after working him up to such a pitch that his head – and other bodily parts – were in danger of exploding. She relished the thought of him wanting her and counting off the days until she did all the things she had just promised. Richard couldn’t even imagine the half of what was waiting in store for him on their wedding day.










Chapter 5


Violet tried to sneak out of bed without waking Glyn, but failed, as usual.


‘Come back to bed,’ he yawned, attempting to pull her into his chest.


‘I have to get up and go wedding-dress hunting.’ She shrugged off his hold but he didn’t seem to mind because the reason for her desertion pleased him.


‘I can’t wait to be married to you and for you to be Mrs Violet Leach,’ he said as she gathered up her clothes. When she didn’t say the same back to him, he sat up in bed and prompted her.


‘Well? You’re supposed to say, “I can’t wait to be married to you either, Mr Leach.’ ”


‘Of course,’ said Violet with a tut. ‘You know that.’


‘Men need to hear the words just as much as women do, you know.’ He sank his head back on to the pillow. ‘Sometimes…’ he began, then stopped with a heavy sigh.


‘Sometimes what, Glyn?’


‘Nothing,’ he said, in a sad low voice. The word trailed in the air like a hook in the water with a big fat worm on it waiting for the fish to bite. But Violet was in no mood for a ‘why the dramatic pause’ game and took herself into the bathroom to get washed and dressed.


When she returned to the bedroom for her shoes she found Glyn still staring up at the ceiling with that glum expression on his face. She tried to ignore the accompanying small-but-meant-to-be-heard sighs and said breezily, ‘Right, I’m off. I’ll see you later.’


‘What time?’ His head turned slowly to her. She saw that his eyes looked a little watery.


‘Oh it may take three hours, possibly four. I’ll ring you if I’m going to be late.’


‘You could be gone four hours?’ Glyn’s eyebrows knotted together.


‘Yes. I’ve got to go to the shop after the dress hunt. I’m meeting a painter up there, remember? I’ll be back for lunch.’


‘Well, I’ll cook us something really nice.’ Glyn held out his arms for a hug. Violet leaned over him and turned her mouth away abruptly when he tried to kiss it.


‘Watch out – I’ve just put my lipstick on,’ she said.


‘I’ll kiss your cheek, then.’ He studied her face as they drew apart. ‘Is that a new shade of lipstick? It’s very bright.’


‘Yes, it’s new. I wouldn’t have said it was bright, though,’ said Violet.


‘What was wrong with the old colour?’


Violet tried not to react. It was hard sometimes not to scream at Glyn.


‘Nothing was wrong with it. I wanted a change.’


As soon as she shut the flat door, Violet knew that Glyn’s brain would be over-analysing why she had veered from the path of neutral colours and ventured into the realm of darker shades of lippy. She expected he would have devised a list of questions about it by the time she got home.





Glyn carried on staring up at the bedroom ceiling and listened to the sound of Violet’s car driving off. The question whirling round in his head was: why was she wearing a different lipstick? What did it mean? He threw himself out of bed and dragged open the curtains to cast some light into the room while he searched through Violet’s drawers to see what else she had bought recently that was different. He knew something was amiss. And he would find out what it was. It never crossed his mind that a new lipstick could be anything as simple as an act of rebellion against a corset-tight existence.










Chapter 6


‘Your lift’s here,’ said Stuart, hearing a car horn beep outside. He pulled back the blind and waved at Violet and Bel. He saw two hands flapping back at him.


‘Ooh lovely,’ said Max. ‘Quick, kiss me before I go.’ She threw her arms round him. They were on eye level with each other when she was in her heels, although her darkest-red hair piled up in its customary bun gave her the final height advantage.


‘Am I covered in lippy now, as usual?’ Stuart asked, dabbing at his mouth.


‘It’s one of those ones that don’t come off,’ Max replied, her standard shade of tomato-red lipstick totally intact. You can scrub at it with a Brillo pad and it’ll still be there.’


‘So how do you get it off?’


‘You scrub at it with two Brillo pads,’ laughed Max.


Stuart shook his head. All that make-up lark was beyond him. He was glad he wasn’t a woman. He couldn’t think of anything worse than having to start off his day faffing about with eye colours and the like, as Max did every morning.


‘Where are you all going, anyway?’


‘Looking at wedding dresses.’


‘Why are you going, then?’


‘To give Violet the benefit of my expertise,’ Max trilled casually.


But Stuart, who had known Max for seventeen years, could smell a rat. He scratched his short mid-brown hair and narrowed his usually smiley brown eyes at her.


‘What?’ she said, such a picture of innocence that she made Anne of Green Gables look like a deranged Chucky doll.


‘You do remember that we are having only a quiet registry-office do? A very, very low-key registry do?’


‘Yes, of course I remember, Stuart. How could I forget?’ Max’s eyelashes were batting. He knew she was up to something when she blinked like that.


‘We agreed to keep it simple. No fripperies,’ he stressed. ‘We don’t need all those things after living together for so many years. It’s just a formality.’


‘I know what we agreed,’ huffed Max, adding to herself: but it ain’t going to happen.


‘Good,’ said Stuart with some relief, picking up his toast. He knew that Max being Max, she wouldn’t be able to resist a few wedding extras, but as long as they only stretched their plans a little, he could live with that. He wouldn’t begrudge her a bouquet or a hat to go with the smart beige suit she had bought.


Max decided to plant the first seed. ‘Anyway,’ she sniffed, ‘I want to go with them to the wedding shop because I haven’t one hundred per cent decided what I’m wearing yet.’


‘I thought you had.’ Stuart stopped mid-crunch on his toast. ‘What’s that suit hanging in the wardrobe for, then?’


‘It’s frumpy,’ said Max, waving her hand as if the gesture would make it magically disappear. ‘And it gets frumpier every time I look at it. Plus, you’ve seen it. And it’s bad luck for the groom to see the bride’s outfit before the wedding.’


She noticed the way he was studying her. ‘Don’t worry, blah blah, plain and simple.’ Then she stuck out her tongue at him.


‘Well, don’t come in looking like a toilet-roll-cover doll if you buy another outfit, because I’ll run off.’ He laughed but there was a warning lacing his words.


‘As if,’ Max twinkled. ‘Although I am planning to get married only the once so a white dress might be rather nice.’


‘Maaax.’


Violet beeped her car horn again. Max jumped to order.


‘Okay, I’m offski. Back later, darling. I won’t be that long.’


‘Good,’ said Stuart, chewing on his toast again. ‘It might be nice to spend some time with you at a weekend for once.’


‘Let’s do lunch,’ suggested Max. She blew him a kiss as she opened the front door, then she trotted down the garden path in her tall pin heels.


‘What have you been doing?’ Bel shouted through the window of Violet’s pink mini, adding, as a grinning Max opened the car door and got into the passenger seat, ‘We’ve been waiting hours.’


‘I have been busy making mischief,’ said Max, patting her gravity-defying bun.


‘What sort of mischief?’ asked Violet, slipping into first gear.


‘ “My big fat gypsy wedding” Step One sort of mischief,’ Max answered, clipping herself into her seat belt. ‘I’m building Stuart up to it slowly. First, I’ve told him that I’m probably not going to be wearing the crappy wedding outfit that I bought. Then I’ll add more details on a need-to-know basis. You wait, he’ll be booking a 747 to arrive in before I’ve finished with him.’


Violet didn’t know what sort of man Stuart was, but she had no doubt that if Max couldn’t bring him round to her way of thinking, he must be made of stone.





As they pulled up at the side of White Wedding, the postman was just pushing open its door. It never failed to fascinate him how long the shop was inside. He had the feeling that if he went right to the back and pushed the last rail of dresses out of the way he’d end up in Narnia.


‘Morning, ma’am. Parcel for you to sign for,’ he said. He always called the tall, snow-haired lady who ran the shop ‘ma’am’. She had a quiet elegance about her that would have made him want to tip his cap at her, if he’d worn one.


‘Thank you,’ she said, taking the pen he proffered. She was a beautiful woman; her skin was clear and youth-fresh, her cheekbones sharp and her eyes bright. She must have been a real stunner in her time, thought the postman. There was something regal about her, as if she was one of the Russian princesses who escaped from the revolution and had lost her fortune but never her dignity. He suspected she was a lot older than she looked.


She carried the parcel to the large counter halfway down the shop and looked at the label on the front. It was addressed simply to: Freya, White Wedding, Maltstone, Barnsley, South Yorkshire, England. It had come from Canada. She had an inkling of what was inside it – and she was right.


In the layers of white tissue paper was the dress, carefully folded. The long ivory-silk gown with the tiny peach roses at the neck looked as new as the day she had sewn it herself. As she lifted it up to shake out the creases, a small note fluttered to the floor and she bent to pick it up.




Dear Freya,


It was true. The dress was magic. It did show me happiness – and the way forward. It felt right to send it back to you.


Thank you.


Dxx





Freya smiled. She remembered the girl with her lovely freckled face and sad, trembling bottom lip. Now she could supplant that memory with the picture of a smiling bride with sunshine in her eyes. In a different dress. This one was not meant for her, which is why she’d returned it.


All Freya’s dresses were special to her, this one most of all: the first wedding gown she ever made, and it always came back to her. She had created it but never thought she would wear it herself. After all, she was married at the time. She shuddered at the thought of the cold, loveless life she once had. She had been determined that if she ever realized her dream to own a wedding-dress shop, she would ensure that any woman who crossed her threshold became a happy bride. Maybe not always in the straightforward way they imagined, though.


‘I love coming here,’ said Max, shivering with excitement.


‘Me too,’ echoed Violet, attempting to copy Max’s enthusiasm. ‘Did you buy your cousin’s bridesmaid’s dress from here, Bel?’


‘No, Leeds,’ replied Bel, remembering the day last month so well. She and Shaden had driven there and gone for a refined brunch in Harvey Nicks’ first, where they ate grilled chicken salad and indulged in very small talk. The bridesmaid’s dress had cost more than the whole of Violet’s wedding probably would. However, nothing but the best for dear cousin Shaden. The dress was beautiful and her long bleached Californian-blonde hair looked stunning against it. Strawberry-red silk. A perfect fit as well. Not a stitch of alteration needed. Meant to be.


They all peered into the shop’s bay window before entering. On display there was the prettiest selection of bridal accoutrements and all arranged perfectly. Confetti was scattered around the shoes and tiaras, veils and faux-fur stoles, and centre stage was claimed by an hourglass-figured mannequin wearing a plain white, but exquisite gown. Freya changed the window regularly and it always looked so beautiful.


Bel pushed open the door and the sound of the bell above it heralded their arrival.


‘Good morning,’ Freya smiled at them, nudging back a swoop of her hair with the heel of her hand. ‘Back again, I see. En masse this time.’


‘Morning,’ they returned with a chuckle.


‘Do feel free to wander as usual and if you want any help, just ask,’ said Freya. Her attitude was so refreshing. In the shop where Max bought the beige suit, the assistant followed her around so closely that her CV should have read: ‘Previous occupation: shadow’. In retrospect Max wondered if she had bought the suit to get the hell out of there as quickly as possible.


‘You’re cutting it fine, aren’t you? I can’t believe you haven’t found a dress you like yet,’ said Bel to Violet.


Neither could Violet, if the truth be told. She had half-heartedly searched a few more bridal stores and tried on loads but still not settled on anything. Maybe she was subconsciously putting off buying a dress; that was the only possible explanation. She knew she would have to pick one soon, and something kept pulling her back to White Wedding.


‘This is nice, but it’s more bridesmaidy than bride, don’t you think?’ said Bel, holding up a cream ballerina-length dress with puffy sleeves.


‘Talking of which, how do you fancy being my bridesmaids?’ asked Max suddenly.


‘Max – I thought you weren’t having any.’ Bel thought that Max would have forgotten all about her new daft gypsy wedding plans after a good sleep. It wasn’t as if she had time to arrange something of that magnitude anyway.


Max raised her eyebrows innocently. ‘Bel, if I have a gypsy wedding I can’t possibly go down the aisle with no bridesmaids behind me, can I? And who else can I ask? I don’t know any women except the ones that work for me and the ones I sell things to. Or my cousin, Alison, who would scare the living shit out of Jeremy Kyle,’ she said with a shudder. That was the trouble with workaholics – they too lost their friends along the way.


Bel looked around idly. There were some gorgeous dresses in her sight but none as beautiful as her late mother’s gown. She was surprised her stepmother, Faibiana, hadn’t got rid of it; in fact she had done the opposite, placing it in a suit cover to preserve it for the day when Bel might need it. Not that Bel ever thanked ‘Faye’, as she preferred to be called, for that. Faye Bosomworth had breezed into Bel’s widowed father’s life twenty-eight years ago on a hearty gust of floral perfume and totally and immediately enchanted him. To her stepdaughter she was nothing but kindness and patience, yet Bel had never quite lost the feeling that the new queen of her father’s heart had unlawfully usurped the old one, who should have reigned for ever. Bel had never called Faye ‘mother’ and Faye had never pressed her to. Luckily her stepmum was nothing like her cow of a sister Vanoushka – Shaden’s mother. Or her sow of the other sister, Lydiana, who, thankfully, now lived in Melbourne, Australia, and visited only once yearly. And that was once yearly too much.


Max carried on hunting along the rails, but there was nothing remotely like gypsy Margaret’s dress. Freya directed Violet to her new stock but she still couldn’t see a dress she liked enough to consider buying. The only one she tried on had a neckline that was far too low and didn’t flatter her almost non-existent cleavage at all.


‘O. M. G.’ Max’s scream was so high-pitched that dogs started barking outside. Violet jumped.


‘What’s up?’ she said, rushing over, closely followed by Bel.


‘Look. At. That.’


‘Here we go again,’ smiled Bel, following the track of Max’s pointing finger. At the very back of the shop, and taking up a lot of its width, was a headless mannequin wearing a gargantuan white dress. It made gypsy Margaret’s look like a shift.


‘That’s it.’ Max was so emotionally overcome that she addressed the gown directly. ‘You’re the one I want.’


‘Ooh ooh ooh, honey,’ trilled Bel behind her, but Max wasn’t listening. She was cocooned in a world where only she and this big white cloud of dress belonged.


‘I’m making this for display,’ said Freya, appearing at her shoulder.


‘Is it for sale?’ Max asked breathlessly.


‘Well, yes, if I found a buyer, I suppose,’ Freya answered.


‘I think you’ve found one,’ said Bel.


‘Can you customize it?’ Max asked Freya. ‘Can you add bits? Flowers? Lights?’


‘Caravans,’ put in Bel.


‘Of course,’ nodded Freya, as if she were asked every day to sew weird things onto dresses.


‘Your fiancé is going to kill you, I think,’ Violet warned her in a sing-songy voice.


‘Oh I’ll work on Stuart, don’t you worry,’ Max flapped her hand at her friend. ‘I’ve got a few weeks to bring him round to my way of thinking. It’s never been that hard before.’ She clapped her hands together and turned back to Freya. ‘Is there any chance I could try it on?’


‘I’ll have to pin it round you,’ said Freya.


‘I don’t mind,’ said Max, whisking off her jacket and throwing it at Bel as if she were a stripper.


Freya slipped the gown off the mannequin before following Max into the changing room. As soon as Max stepped into the dress she knew this was the one she had to have. There was absolutely no way on this planet or any other that she was going to wear that beige suit, which was becoming fouler in her mind with every passing minute. She would be married in this dress or die. And if she had this dress, she needed the setting of a church in which to wear it, not a room in the town hall. And a host of people to show it off to. And bridesmaids, photographers – and a cake the size of Kuala Lumpur. How could she have a dress this size and not have a cake? And flowers. Balloons. Fireworks. And sod having an intimate lunch for two after the ceremony – now she foresaw a banqueting hall, caviar starter, fillet of beef main, trios of chocolate desserts – nay, quartets of cheesecakes, quintets of meringues, sextets of cheeses…


‘Jesus Christ.’ Bel’s blasphemy broke into her reverie as she and Violet sneaked a peak behind the changing-room curtain. ‘That is one seriously massive frock.’


At nearly six foot tall, her head inches away from the low cottage roof of the shop, Max looked like Alice in Wonderland after she’d done the ‘drink me’ thing and grown out of the room. The corset top made the best of her full bust and nipped-in waist and Marilyn Monroe hips. She looked gobsmackingly stunning. And that smile spreading across her lips was as mischievous as an imp’s on April Fools’ Day.


‘Uh-ho,’ said Bel and Violet together as they saw her expression. They suspected that a giant can of worms had just been opened. But even they could never have suspected how many worms would spring out and how much damage the little buggers would do.










Chapter 7


Violet walked straight into the end house on the row of terraced villas on Spring Lane, then down the long hallway and into the kitchen where, more often than not, she would find her mother. The back door was ajar and her mum, Susan, was in the garden.


‘Hello,’ she called.


‘I’m bringing in the washing,’ said Susan. ‘Nan’s in the front room. I’ll be with you in a minute, love.’


Violet doubled back and went into the lounge. Her nan jerked awake as the door creaked open.


‘Oh sorry, Nan. Didn’t realize you were asleep.’


‘No worries,’ said the old lady, stretching her thin limbs. ‘Did you find a frock at last, then?’


‘Ah you remembered I was going shopping.’


‘Course I did. I don’t forget everything, you know. Not yet, at least. And I remember that you were going with two other ladies that you’ve become friends with lately. Maxine and… Melinda?’


‘Nearly,’ Violet smiled. ‘Belinda.’


‘See? I reckon that merits a score of nine out of ten,’ twinkled the old lady.


Nanette Flockton was as sharp as a knife when she was compos mentis. Alas, the days when she was mentally alert were becoming less frequent. She forgot the simplest of things and sometimes had moments when she talked distressing gibberish, although she couldn’t remember doing so. Violet relished the coherent times, for she knew there would be fewer and fewer of them as the months went on. Nan was her paternal grandmother. She moved in to help nurse Violet’s dad, Jeff, when he fell victim to a stroke ten years ago. He died two months later but Nan stayed put and her old cottage was rented out. Violet’s mother had always viewed her as more of a mum than the one she already had; Violet’s maternal grandmother, Pat Ferrell, was a creature with a soul of ice. Nan often said that the woman should never be visited without the escort of an exorcist.


‘I didn’t find one, no,’ sighed Violet. ‘I’m still on the lookout.’


‘I saw an angel last night. Lovely red hair she had,’ said Nan. ‘Don’t look at me like that, Violet. It was only in a dream. I don’t mean she was in the room with me. She was humming.’


Violet laughed with relief that this wasn’t one of her ‘episodes’.


‘What was she humming, Nan?’


‘The theme tune to Coronation Street.’


Violet chuckled. ‘Fancy a cuppa? I’m gagging for some tea.’


‘Not for me. I want one of those little lagers in the fridge. Ask your mum if she wants a drink, will you, love? She could do with a sit-down. She’s been washing bedding all morning. She never stops.’


Violet went into the kitchen and as the kettle boiled she watched her mum through the window unpegging sheets from the line. She changed the beds every weekend, she always had. Violet used to love her ‘clean sheet night’ every Saturday: white cotton in summer, flannelette in winter. Violet knocked on the glass and did a drinking mime at her mum. Her mother stuck a thumb up before dipping into the peg basket again. Violet brewed the tea and got out the cups. Her mum and Nan always drank out of delicate bone china. Nan’s cup had a big black cat on it, Susan’s featured butterflies.


‘Fetch the Jaffa Cakes in as well, will you, love?’ called Nan. ‘Apparently I’ve to have more fruit in my diet. I’m counting those as a couple of my five-a-days.’


Violet smiled and went to the cupboard where the biscuit tin was kept. Her phone went off in her pocket just as she was tipping the Jaffa Cakes on to a plate. Glyn. Violet felt herself stiffening at the sight of his name on the screen. She knew exactly why he was ringing. Where are you? How long will you be? She was tempted to press ‘ignore’ but knew he wouldn’t let up if she did that.


‘Hi,’ she said, lifting the phone to her ear.


‘Hi, hon, where are you?’


‘I called in to see Mum and Nan before I meet the painter.’


‘How long will you be?’


‘Three-quarters of an hour, maybe.’


‘Don’t be too long, will you?’


‘No, I won’t be,’ said Violet, grappling with the annoyance that she felt.


‘Can you pick up a bottle of white non-alcoholic wine for lunch tomorrow? That one Dad really likes. I think it’s an Eisberg Riesling.’


Violet winced. She had forgotten she was going to the Leachs Senior tomorrow.


‘Yes, of course.’


‘I’m making a meat and potato pie.’


‘Okay,’ replied Violet.


‘Do you want peas or beans with it? I don’t mind, I’ll have whichever one you decide.’


Violet rolled her eyes. If she told Glyn she wanted to eat her pie with Italian smoked oysters, he would get them for her. So many women would envy her his concern for her needs.


‘I don’t know, I’ll decide later.’


‘Okay. See you soon, then. Love you.’


‘See you soon.’ She pressed the call end button and shoved the phone back in her pocket. She turned round to find Nan in the kitchen doorway.


‘So, how long to the wedding now?’


‘About two and a half months.’


‘About?’ replied Nan. ‘When I was getting married to your grandfather and anyone asked me that question, I knew the time down to the exact minute.’


Violet opened her mouth to speak, but she feared that if she did she might never shut it again.


‘You all right, my little Violet?’ asked Nan. As her sharp grey eyes locked on to her granddaughter’s, Violet felt as if Nan could see right through to the workings of her brain and make sense of them – which she couldn’t.


‘Course I am,’ said Violet, pinning on a smile. ‘What makes you ask?’


‘Oh nothing,’ said Nan after a pause. ‘I just sometimes feel that you’re not as happy inside as you try to pretend you are on the outside.’ She opened the fridge and took out a tiny bottle of Belgian lager and then went to the drawer for the bottle opener. It took Violet a few seconds to work out what her nan was trying to prise the top off with.


‘Nan. Where on earth did you get that?’ Violet pointed to the large carved-wood bottle opener.


‘Edith brought it back for me from Corfu,’ said Nan. ‘Why, what’s up with it?’


‘Have you seen what it is?’


Nan turned it round in her hand. ‘It’s made out of an olive tree,’ she said, unable to add anything else to the description.


‘Nan, it’s an enormous willy.’


Nan looked at it again in the light of this new information and then burst into a peal of laughter. ‘Well, I never noticed. And I’ll bet you Edith didn’t either. She does all the sandwiches for the church meetings. I hope she hasn’t bought the vicar one. Oh my, how funny is that.’


Still giggling, she held out a hand for the plate of Jaffa Cakes, just as Susan came in through the back door, pushing it fully open with her ample bottom as her arms were full of dried washing.


‘Susan, look at this. It’s a penis,’ said Nan.


‘Good grief, so it is,’ said Susan. ‘How come we never noticed? Oy, you, no chocolate,’ she said, seeing Nan’s fingers reach for a biscuit.


‘Oh, one won’t do me any harm, Susan.’


‘You’ve just had tests for diabetes,’ snapped Susan sternly. ‘They told you no sweet stuff. I don’t know what to do if you fall into a coma.’


‘You’ll be glad to get rid,’ winked Nan. ‘You’ll be planning the funeral song as soon as my eyes close.’


‘I’ve picked it already,’ said Susan. ‘ “Ding Dong! The Witch is Dead”.’


Nan squawked with laughter. ‘I thought you’d be saving that for your mother.’


‘No rules saying I can’t have it for you both,’ replied Susan, picking up a cup of newly poured tea. She sighed with pleasure when it hit the back of her throat. ‘How did the dress hunting go?’ she asked.


‘Rubbish,’ huffed Violet. ‘I couldn’t find a thing.’


‘There’s always my dress if you’re desperate,’ suggested Susan.


Nan and Violet exchanged horrified glances that made them both blurt out a big fat giggle.


‘It’s not that bad,’ said Susan, affronted.


‘It is,’ put in Nan.


‘It can be altered, Nan,’ countered Susan.


‘I’m sorry for laughing, Mum, but no way will a dress that’s made for you fit me,’ said Violet.


‘And aren’t you the lucky one, where that frock’s concerned,’ said Nan.


Susan and Violet were as unlike physically as a mother and daughter could be. Violet had a slight five-foot-five build with the very pale skin and straight white-blonde hair of her father, whereas Susan was dark and curly haired, slim-waisted but full-busted, and five inches taller than her daughter.


‘Look, I’ll go and get it and show you what I mean,’ said Susan, putting down her cup. She trotted up the stairs and Violet slapped Nan’s leg gently.


‘Don’t be naughty, you.’


‘Pat designed that dress. You could tell she didn’t like your father. She was hoping he’d be so horrified he’d run off.’


‘Shhh,’ said Violet as her mum’s quick footsteps sounded on the stairs on the way back down.


Susan appeared with the long white dress in a polythene cover. The dress really was an amalgam of all the worst bits of the early seventies. It had a high lacy neck and huge puffball sleeves. There was no definition to the waist and it had a strangely placed bow high up on the back. There was no volume to the skirt, but at the bottom of the dress was a deep and disturbingly horrific lace flounce.


‘I thought,’ began Susan, ‘that if you got someone to take off that frill and drop the neckline a bit…’


‘And cut off the sleeves and that bow that looks as if it’s trying to escape upwards,’ added Nan, still chuckling.


Susan ignored her. ‘It’s lovely material.’


‘Apart from the net-curtain bits,’ Nan batted back.


‘Which I’m suggesting you take off,’ Susan volleyed.


‘I think I’ll pass, Mum,’ said Violet decisively.


Susan took a long hard look at her dress and then pulled the plastic cover back over it. ‘No, you’re right. It’s bloody awful. You never wanted to play with it even when you were a little girl, Violet. I should give it away.’


‘Obviously you can’t give it to charity,’ chirped Nan. ‘You’d traumatize the people who opened up the bag.’


‘I kept it because it had such happy memories for me,’ said Susan. ‘I had to wear it, because Auntie May made it and she wasn’t well at the time. She died not long after the wedding.’


‘Too bad she didn’t die before it was finished and give you the chance to get a proper dress,’ said Nan, as Violet gave her a gentle but firm nudge.


‘God forgive you, Nan,’ said Susan, trying hard to stifle a laugh.


‘You should have seen the bridesmaids’ dresses she made as well,’ said Nan to Violet. ‘I hope I never seen that shade of green again outside a sewer.’


‘Oy, my mother designed all the dresses,’ tutted Susan.


‘I know. Coco Chanel must have been terrified of losing her crown.’


‘It was a lovely day, though, wasn’t it, Nan?’ said Susan, slipping back into a cosy spring-scented memory. ‘And it was the seventies, so the dresses didn’t look as out of place as they would today.’


‘Aye, it was a lovely day,’ said Nan, thinking of her son, full of life then, a young man with his future stretching out before him. ‘The sun was shining and you were smiling like lunatics – you and our Jeff.’


Susan’s eyes bloomed with water.


‘Right, best get cracking,’ she said, rising quickly to her feet. ‘I want to Vax the upstairs carpets before I go out to the book club.’ She turned to Nan. ‘I’ll leave you two alone. I assume you haven’t got round to telling her yet.’


‘Not yet,’ said Nan.


‘Telling me what?’ asked Violet. Her phone was rumbling in her pocket again. She didn’t need to look at it to see who it was.


Susan smiled enigmatically then disappeared up the stairs.


‘What’s going on?’ pressed Violet as Nan took some little shuffling mouse steps over to the sideboard. She opened a drawer, took something out and sat down again. She pressed a set of keys into Violet’s hand. Then she answered the questions in Violet’s eyes.


‘They’re for Postbox Cottage. The tenants have left and I’m not renting it out any more. I’m giving it to you.’


‘What?’


‘You heard. Unless you’re getting as daft as me.’


‘Nan—’ Violet began to protest but Nan held up her hand.


‘I know you’ve never liked Glyn’s flat and, well, I shan’t ever be living there again in my state. I’ll only be getting worse and I want to know that you have it before anything happens to me. I want to enjoy giving it to you.’ Violet gripped Nan’s hand and felt very close to tears thinking about life without this lovely old lady in it.


‘I’m sorry, love. I’ve made you cry.’ Nan pulled out a tissue from her sleeve and dabbed at Violet’s eyes. ‘That’s the last thing I want to see you do. When you’re happy, I’m happy. I want to think about you having your turn at life and being settled with a nice man who thinks the world of you.’


Violet’s tears flowed faster. Tears about being happy, which she could use to disguise her tears of sadness about her nan.


Nan had been terrified about this illness, terrified that her brain would be dead far in advance of her body, meaning that Susan would have even more to do. She knew that for all her brusque manner, Susan would never let her go into a home. Soon Susan would stop going to her book club meetings. She’d say that she was getting bored by them, but Nan would know that it was because she no longer felt she could leave her mother-in-law alone for an hour and a half.


Nan presumed it was a dream last night when she was talking to the angel about her fears, but it felt too real to be that. The angel said that it was such a good idea to give the cottage to Violet. And she also said that Nan wasn’t to worry about Susan because she wasn’t destined to be lonely and unloved. Nan didn’t disclose that, though, because talk like that would have worried her family. Or had them ringing for the men in white coats.


‘Your mother doesn’t half get dressed up to go to her book club,’ said Nan playfully. ‘I reckon there’s a fella there she fancies.’


‘Mum? Give over.’


‘I bet you anything there is,’ said Nan.


‘That would be nice, wouldn’t it?’ said Violet. ‘I wish Mum would meet someone.’


‘Yes, I do.’ Nan sighed. She worried that if there was someone on the scene, Susan would feel too disloyal to the memory of Jeff to let it develop, and that would be such a shame. Susan deserved to be loved and looked after, so Nan really hoped the angel was right. She studied the key sitting in Violet’s hand.


‘That cottage is yours whatever,’ she said.


‘What do you mean, “whatever”?’ asked Violet.


‘It’s not a wedding present. It’s for you because I want to give it to you. YOU. It’s yours and you can do whatever you want with it. You can move into it, rent it out or sell it and buy somewhere else. It’s legally yours to do with as you will. I did all the signing and sealing with the solicitor when I was “of sound mind”, as they say.’


‘Oh don’t joke,’ said Violet. Her world felt as if it was turning on its head. Her mum and Nan were constants and she never wanted them to change or grow old or ill, but she knew she was helpless to stop that. ‘And of course I wouldn’t sell it. I’ll live in it.’


‘Well, you might for a bit, but it won’t be big enough if you have children.’


A picture of Glyn and her living in the cottage with children flashed across her mind. Except they weren’t really children; they were mini versions of him with his head on their flabby little bodies.


‘Just you remember something for me,’ said Nan. ‘If you’re unhappy, you’ll kill me quicker than anything happening in my brain.’


Violet fell against her nan’s fragile shoulder and the old lady put her arm round her. She smelled of a lovely old nameless scent with a hint of face powder: warm and safe.


‘There’s nothing better than a good marriage,’ said Nan. The warmth of the memory with her life’s love was suddenly chilled by the thought of her first husband, whom she married at seventeen and divorced aged twenty-one. No one in the family knew about him. No one need know how many cuts and bruises she sustained at his hands, and the baby he made her miscarry. ‘And there’s nothing worse than a bad marriage,’ Nan went on. She looked hard at her granddaughter. ‘If you have any doubts in your head at all, don’t put that ring on your finger.’ She touched her own wedding ring. It had worn thin over the years but still she could recall the feeling when Grandad Jack slid it on to her finger and whispered to her, ‘You’re mine now and you’ll stay mine.’ It brought a delicious thrill to her heart.


‘Your grandad used to drive me insane burning holes in everything with his bloody pipe, but it’ll be nice to see him again,’ smiled Nan.


‘Do you really believe in heaven, Nan?’ asked Violet, gulping down the tears that were rising to her eyes.


‘Course I do,’ said Nan with a wink. ‘Where do you think that angel came from last night?’










Chapter 8


Bel had just unlocked her front door when the phone rang.


‘Er, Miss Candy, this is Pip from For Goodness Cake.’ Bel raised her eyebrows at the ridiculous name of the shop every time she heard it. ‘Er,’ carried on the terribly puzzled female voice on the end of the line, ‘I’ve received your email about the alteration to your wedding cake design. And I just wanted to check that I’ve got this right.’ Then she read out word for word what Bel’s email had said.


‘That’s it. That’s exactly what I want,’ said Bel.


‘Oh. Right.’ Bel heard Pip’s pronounced gulp.


‘Can it be done?’


‘Yes… yes, of course. If that’s what you want.’


‘It’s what I want,’ said Bel.


‘Definitely?’


‘Oh absolutely,’ said Bel. ‘You’ll do it?’


‘I will if that’s really really what you want.’


‘Oh yes.’


‘Well, then, I’ll do it,’ agreed Pip, still not sounding convinced. She had done cakes for some wild and wacky occasions but this one would take the biscuit.


After Bel ended the call, she scratched hard at the skin on her arms where it had grown increasingly flaky over the past few weeks, like a nervous-eczema flare-up. She’d be a pile of powder by the time she got married at this rate. They might as well cut to the chase and do the ‘ashes to ashes, dust to dust’ service.


The house phone rang again, just as she turned away from it.


‘Hello, darling,’ trilled the merry voice of her stepmother.


‘Hi, Faye,’ returned Bel.


‘I thought I’d let you know, I’ve just picked up my outfit for the wedding. It had to be taken in a bit at the waist – I must have lost weight.’


‘That’s nice,’ said Bel, wishing she could get off the line to open a very early bottle of red wine.


‘And Aunt Vanoushka will be in Dior.’


Step-Aunt Vanoushka. Owner of a barn conversion with five bedrooms, each with an en-suite (which she pronounced enn-suit), as she told everyone, and a hot tub in her Swedish garden summer house. Every pretension that it was possible to have, Aunt Vanoushka had it, from her Louis Vuitton set of luggage to her garden ‘moat’, which encircled a small island where she’d had a dovecote erected. She had a Lhasa Apso stud dog called Arctic Master of the Polar Hunt for the Sun – which made as much sense to Bel as the lyrics to ‘Whiter Shade of Pale’. Thanks to the three tons of Botox she’d had injected into her head, Vanoushka’s expression would remain the same if she lost all her shares in a market crash or won the Euromillions lottery. And recently she’d had her lips so inflated that she could have rented them out as a bouncy castle. It wasn’t hard to see what Shaden was going to turn out like in twenty-five years’ time.


There was no doubt that Vanoushka would have another expensive top-up of rubber-face before the wedding. Something Bel was trying hard not to think about: how much time and money were being spent on her behalf for this wedding. But if she didn’t push such thoughts to the back of her mind, she would never be able to do what she had to do.


‘Dior? Oh will she?’ Bel attempted to sound impressed.


‘Are you sure there’s nothing I can do to help you arrange things?’


‘No, it’s all done, thank you,’ said Bel, wishing she had a pound for every time Faye had asked her that question. She knew how much Faye would have loved to help her; but Bel was independence personified and had insisted on doing everything herself. Plus, Faye wasn’t the real mother of the bride. That woman had been snatched away from her baby daughter and it would have been the ultimate betrayal to her mother to have another woman step in and help with table plans and menu choices. If her real mother wasn’t around to help, no one else would do.


‘Okay, darling,’ said Faye, managing to cover ninety-five per cent of her disappointment. ‘We’ll see you for the family dinner on Thursday, then. Just call me if you need anything.’ She emphasized the last word and she meant it.


Bel knew she had been unfair to Faye over the years. Her stepmother had done nothing other than be a secretary who had fallen in love with her widowed boss, then married him after a whirlwind romance and been kind to his daughter.


Bel went upstairs and opened her large French wardrobe door to look at her mother’s beautiful dress hanging there, freshly dry-cleaned for her by Faye, altered to fit her small waist and waiting for her to wear. It was so beautiful: a dress for the elegant woman her mother must have been, although the details Bel had of her were sketchy. There were only a couple of grainy photographs and her father didn’t talk much about his first wife. Bel knew it upset him to think about her or talk about the loss of her, so she had built up the picture of her mother in her imagination instead. There she could clearly see the statuesque beauty of Helen Candy, her long raven-black hair and red lips as she walked towards her husband-to-be in this dress, ready to say her sadly prophetic vows. Till death us do part.


Then Bel moved the dress to the side and took out the other one on the rail behind it, the one she had bought online. It was a gown so plain and boring the coathanger holding it was yawning. Round neck, straight sleeves, no detail on the bodice, no bow on the back – even a puritan bride would have expected more. It was cheap, dull and exactly fitting for the occasion to come.


‘I’m sorry, Mum,’ Bel said, turning her head upwards. ‘I can’t wear your dress. I have to wear this one. Stay with me. Keep me strong, Mum. I love you.’
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