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To all the Lara Cliffes out there . . .



What would life be if we had no courage to attempt anything?

—Vincent Van Gogh





Part I

Hull to Rotterdam



Chapter 1

The Hen Party Ladies

‘So do you want tea or coffee?’ Lara asked Pip, who was staring hard at the menu. From the look on her face, it was as if she was deciding between life and death.

‘I don’t fancy tea or coffee. I’m feeling a bit seasick.’

‘What? We’re still in Hull. We don’t set off for another two hours,’ Vicky chuckled.

‘I know, but my brain is telling my stomach that we’re on a ferry and it thinks we’re moving,’ groaned Pip.

Pip, Vicky, Jo and Lara. Four friends who had known each other since school were about to sail to Holland for Lara’s hen party. They would sleep on the ferry, spend a day in Amsterdam, sleep on the ferry, then go home. A mini holiday three weeks before the wedding. It had been Pip who suggested they choose Amsterdam.

‘Since when have you been seasick?’ Lara asked Pip, thinking that Pip did look pale.

‘Since I had the twins. I think pregnancy changed my DNA. Put me on a plane or a boat and I feel sick. I was even ill on a tram in Blackpool, and we only went from the North end to the South. I’m okay with cars and buses though.’ She smiled weakly, as if that helped. It didn’t much.

‘Why didn’t you say this to me before, Pip?’ said Lara. ‘We could have gone somewhere else. I didn’t know you hated travelling across the sea so much.’

‘I don’t. I want to like it and I hoped I’d be okay. Plus I know how much you wanted to go to Amsterdam for your hen party. And we can only get there by going across some water, unless we all swam, and I’m rubbish at swimming as you know.’

Pip was truly hopeless at swimming. She could not float in water. In fact, she had half-drowned in school aged thirteen. She had been trying to dive for a brick dropped in the bottom of a pool in order to get a swimming badge. Mr Fenton, the hunky young PE teacher, had to jump in to rescue her.

Nine years later she had bumped into him in a pub in town and asked him if he recognised her. He hadn’t, but when prompted, said that he remembered Pip Ellis as ‘that prat in pigtails’. They had laughed about it. Then he’d asked her if she wanted a drink. Then he asked for her mobile number. They were married within two years of their first date.

Pip opened her mouth to say she would have a mint tea, when Jo spoke up: ‘What are we doing? This is a hen party. Why are we in Costa choosing coffees when we should be in the bar having some Prosecco? Let’s start the party NOW. Come on, ladies. We’re wasting time.’

They began walking away from the coffee shop, not really knowing where to go, when Vicky spotted a map of the ferry fixed to the wall. It had been drawn as if someone with a very large saw had cut the ship in half from end to end. There was a red spot in the middle and the words ‘You Are Here’ next to it.

‘Okay, so there’s Costa and there’s the self-service buffet, and there’s the Reef Bistro on this floor. Now, if we go up a floor there are two bars. Left to the Moonlight or right to the Jolly Sailor,’ said Lara. They all agreed that the Jolly Sailor sounded the best fun. They were all going to sail, and they were all going to be jolly. If anyone deserved a jolly hen party it was Lara. And they were all going to make sure she had it.

They had met in school and had stayed friends ever since. Vicky and Lara first met aged four in nursery. One of Lara’s first memories was fighting with Vicky over who was to wear the Snow White dress in the play box. They met Pip and Jo in junior school aged ten, when their classes joined up for PE. Now, they were all thirty-seven and the years between had been filled with mostly laughter, some tears, but above all a deep and wonderful friendship. They had stuck together through good times and bad and a lot of boys and men.

Now, though, they were all settled. Jo and her husband Benny were barristers who liked travelling too much to have children. Pip – who was now a teacher herself – and Jed Fenton had twins five years ago. Vicky – the first of them all to be married – had had a big fat Greek wedding to Adonis, who was a chef. She helped to run the family Greek restaurant, Zorba’s, and they had four children who all took after their father in looks. They were tall with olive skin and dark hair, not short and blonde like their mum.

What those three had in common was that they were very happily married, and now Lara – at last – was going to be too. Her friends were delighted for her, because Lara’s heart had been broken more times than any of them could count. If there was a useless man to be found, Lara’s heart would find him and fall in love with him.

But three years ago, Lara met Freddie Elmtree. Pip, Vicky, Jo and Lara were having dinner together in Zorba’s and were sitting next to a table where a lively gang of men were having a Christmas get-together. Freddie Elmtree was one of them. He turned around and tapped Lara on the shoulder asking to borrow some salt, and that’s where it all started.

Her friends worried because Freddie was a huge man with tattoos and a shaved head, who looked as if he had just broken out of prison using that head to break the wall down. But Freddie Elmtree was as strong and solid as his name. He was a builder with his own business, own house, own car and his own lonely heart that needed the company of a good woman. He adored Lara. He treated her like a princess, and her friends could not understand why it had taken her so long to agree to marry him.

Or rather, they did understand. It was all the fault of Lara’s ex – Danny Belfont. Her first and worst love. He broke Lara’s heart into a million pieces and it had never quite managed to heal itself.

Danny was the love of her young life. He had a head full of big dreams about becoming a rock star. He was a very talented guitarist, and he and Lara bonded over a shared love of music. He promised Lara the world . . . and then, three weeks before their wedding, he dumped her for another woman – Sammy King. She’d gone to the same school as them all but was in the year below. Sammy had dreams about becoming the next Madonna. Dreams as big as Danny’s dreams about becoming the next Jimi Hendrix.

Her friends were there for Lara when all that happened, but she was in a bad state for a long time. She went into another relationship too quickly, and it was a disaster. Then another – also a disaster. Then another . . . But ‘Steady Freddie’ Elmtree was the real deal – a good, kind man who treated Lara as she deserved to be treated.

Danny Belfont had stripped away all her confidence. Freddie Elmtree gave her confidence back to her. He made her value herself as she used to do in the old days, before Danny Belfont and his guitar blew into her life. Freddie Elmtree told her that no one would ever value her if she didn’t value herself. And the message hit home loud and clear. At long last.



Chapter 2

The First Evening Aboard

In the Jolly Sailor bar, Vicky lifted up her long, slim glass of Prosecco and chinked it against the other three, which were also raised and waiting for her to make a toast.

‘Miss Lara Cliffe, may this hen do be as jolly as the rest of your life is going to be as Mrs Lara Elmtree. Yamas, as my husband would say.’

‘Yamas,’ said the other three in a bright echo of the Greek ‘cheers’ before sipping at their drinks.

Lara smiled then. She would be very happy with Freddie Elmtree because he was the sweetest man on the planet. He had told her that whatever sort of wedding she wanted, she would have it. All he asked in return was that she pick the hymn ‘Love Divine’, because it was his mum’s favourite and she wouldn’t be there to see her son get married. She’d died long before he had met Lara.

Lara had no plans to be greedy though. She didn’t see the point in spending as much on a wedding gown as some people earned in a year. She found her dream dress in a shop in Leeds after trying on hundreds of them – or at least that’s what it felt like.

Her friends had gone with her to help her choose and offer their styling services. Lara had tried on frilly dresses and plain dresses. Dresses so big they would have filled half the church, fancy dresses that cost a fortune and dresses that made her look like a cake. In the end, they had all decided that the one that looked best was a classy white satin one with a long train. It suited her tall, slim frame. She would wear a sparkly tiara in her long, dark hair and carry her favourite flowers.

The service was to be held in a lovely old church and, afterwards, seventy of their friends and family would go to the charming hotel next door to eat a five-course meal. It was the sort of wedding Lara had always wanted. So why was it that she had the feeling something wasn’t quite right? It was as if she was looking at a finished jigsaw puzzle with no missing pieces, yet the picture did not look as it should do and she couldn’t work out why. She didn’t mention it to her friends. They would have said she had last-minute nerves, wedding jitters, but Lara knew it was more than that.

*

They were on their second glass of Prosecco when Vicky looked out of the window and said, ‘We’re moving.’

‘Oh,’ said Pip glumly, as if mentally waving goodbye to the safe, still dockside.

‘Let’s go and eat,’ Lara suggested. Apart from taking Pip’s mind off being at sea, she was also really hungry.

‘Good idea, I’m starving,’ said Vicky, who was always starving. It was a good job that she enjoyed going to the gym so much, because her life involved a lot of eating. Her husband Adonis’s family was large and merry, and there were a lot of family get-togethers over wonderful home-cooked Greek food.

‘We can go to the buffet and serve ourselves, or there’s the bistro where we will be served by someone else. Which do you fancy?’ asked Lara.
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