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The stately, manor house was stunning.  Standing facing the façade of the impressive brick building, I marvelled at the history before me.  Smiling, feeling happy to have arrived at last, I headed in and checked into the wonderful hotel.  

Once settled in, I had a job to do-so I left the room and made my way outside, following the signs into the gardens.  Clasping my vision boards, I half skipped down the path towards the clearing, such was my excitement at arriving.  Here for my best friend’s wedding, I was absolutely buzzing with anticipation-especially as I hadn’t seen my friends for so long.

‘Hello!’ I said, as I arrived in the forest clearing, which was down a picturesque path from the manor house.

‘Hey; I’m Kirsty,’ a woman told me.  ‘What’s your area?’ she asked.

‘I’m flowers,’ I told her, smiling widely.

‘Oh, right-over there please,’ she said, indicating a large easel, currently empty.

‘Thank you.  I’ll go and get it all set up,’ I replied, happily. I couldn’t wait to see Laurie get married-I was even more eager to meet the fiancé I’d heard so much about and never yet met! It was so exciting!

Heading over to the easel, I set up my vision board, with the flowers depicted in every which way I could think of.  Laurie had been inspired to do things differently for her wedding.  Choosing each of her close friends to take one area of the event independently, she had trusted us all to sort the wedding as a group and each contribute by taking responsibility for one thing.  Mine had been flowers-which had been a pleasure to arrange.  It had been so exciting to design a beautiful backdrop to the surroundings where I currently stood.  We’d all had the photos of the enchanting, forest clearing, but until I’d arrived here, I couldn’t have quite imagined how beautiful it truly was.  The flowers I’d chosen would work perfectly, I mused, and it would be an incredible way to honour my old, best friend.

Once I’d set up my vision board and even draped a floral arrangement around it for added approval, I made my way around the other displays, seeing what Laurie’s other friends had planned for her.  It was such a unique idea that although I knew it could be full of spontaneity, I also thought that it actually might just work!  

There were other boards with incredible details on each, wonderful designs created.  I was revelling in the one to the side of my own creation when a bitter statement caught my attention.

‘What on earth is she thinking?’ the woman was saying to her friend.  ‘I mean look at this! It looks like something out of Lord of the Rings!’ she ranted.  ‘Or like a wedding for witches! For God’s sake, I can only imagine how ridiculous the clothes are going to be if this is the kind of thing they’re planning!’ she scoffed.

I’d heard enough, so turned, annoyed.  Confronting the woman was a brief shock to my system, which I dispelled quickly as I looked at her.  Yes, she was absolutely drop-dead gorgeous and the finest looking person I’d ever been fortunate to lay eyes on, but she had been rude! I wasn’t going to be swayed by her looks.

‘What?’ she retorted, snappily, seeing me watching her angrily.

‘How dare you criticise my floral arrangements?’ I asked, marching over to stand before my easel with the vision board.

Her eyebrows rose.  ‘You’re...’ she murmured.

‘I am Everleigh Taylor-Laurie’s best friend in the whole world.  I don’t know who the hell you think you are, but you can back off! You’re being a complete bitch and I don’t care for it! This wedding is special-not only because it’s Laurie’s but because she’s planned something unique and different! How dare you criticise?’

‘I was only saying that...’

‘Oh, I heard!’ I interrupted.  ‘Every damn word!’ I added.  ‘Lord of the Rings? Witches? You clearly don’t know Laurie because she loves the fantasy worlds you mentioned, and my design supports that-and this beautiful forest clearing.  Did you not think before opening your mouth, because I find you quite rude and insulting!’

‘Obviously, I didn’t realise you were stood beside me,’ she pointed out.  ‘Otherwise, I would have held my tongue. I just find this whole idea to be a little...’

‘What? Spontaneous? Unique? Out there?’ I questioned.

‘Try all of the above,’ she sighed, shaking her head.

‘Some friend you are!’ I exclaimed, on my high horse.  

‘Who said I was a friend...?’ she began.

‘I’ve had enough of you,’ I blustered.  ‘You’re not even supportive of Laurie and here as a friend?’ I questioned.  ‘I’ll have you know, I’ve known Laurie for over ten years!’

‘Well, good for you,’ she said, crossing her hands over her chest.

‘I bet you haven’t known her so long, have you?’ I demanded.

‘Not even close.  About a year, actually,’ she replied, quietly.

‘Ha! Well, I know her inside out! We’re the closest best friends you can imagine,’ I told her.

She narrowed her eyes at me.  ‘Oh...’ she murmured, her frown deepening.

‘And I don’t think she’d want anyone at this wedding with the kind of negative attitude that you’re currently showing! So, why don’t you just fix your face or try again? I won’t allow people to bring their toxic, bitter comments into the day which should be the happiest of her life!’

She cocked her head at me, frowning deeply.  ‘Who the hell do you think you are, lady?’

‘Lady?’ I exploded.  ‘Don’t fucking call me lady! Who the hell do you think you are? Waltzing around and criticising the hard work of others? Where’s your vision board?’ I demanded.  ‘What the hell did you contribute?’ I asked her, angrily.

‘I didn’t make one,’ she told me, flatly.

‘There! You see! You didn’t even do anything for this event, right?’ I cried.  ‘You’re happy to be negative about everyone else’s while you haven’t lifted a finger yourself!’

‘Hang on a minute...’ she began, trying to interrupt me.

‘No, thank you! I’d rather not talk to you, in fact.  I find you rude, and I’m very insulted about your comments.  I can’t believe you think it’s okay to just say things so bluntly about Laurie’s wedding! Who are you?’ I questioned, wanting to know who the woman was. She had enraged me, and I wanted to tell Laurie all about her.

‘Everleigh!’ a familiar voice shrilled unexpectedly, stopping the conversation from continuing.  

I gasped.  ‘Laurie!’ I cried, catching her in my arms as she flew into a fierce hug with me.  ‘I missed you!’ I told her, happily, squeezing her tightly.

‘I missed you too, Everleigh! I’m so happy you’re here!’ she told me, smiling at me as she drew back.  ‘And you’ve already met Rowan!’ she grinned.  ‘That’s great!’

‘Who?’ I asked, frowning with confusion.

‘Rowan, silly! My fiancé!’ she said, indicating the rude woman.

Shock jolted through my system at the new knowledge. ‘Oh! I...yes...I guess so...we were just talking...’

‘Well, good.  Oh!’ she said, turning to my vision board with flowers decorating every inch of it.  ‘Everleigh, this is beautiful! I love it!’ she told me, happily.  ‘Rowan; isn’t this gorgeous!’ she gushed.

‘It’s certainly something,’ she muttered, sounding pissed off.  ‘Laurie; can I talk to you?’ she then said, looking even unhappier.

‘Talk to me here!’ she said back, snippy in her tone, suddenly.  ‘I’m here to see my friends! They’ve come a long way for this, you know!’

‘I’m well aware of that,’ she replied, rudely.  ‘I just don’t know if this is such a good idea.  Have you looked at all these boards? It’s all so disjointed...so random...it’s weird.’

‘Do you want to marry me or don’t you?’ she demanded, hands on hips, facing her angrily.

‘I am not discussing this with you here,’ Rowan told her, coldly, her eyes icy.

‘Fine!’ Laurie cried, her voice rising. ‘We can talk back at the suite!’

‘I’ll meet you there in five minutes,’ Rowan instructed, and then turned and marched off angrily.

I watched her go, stunned.  She might look like a goddess in appearance, with her tall stature, defined bone structure and fine features but she was clearly a complete and utter bitch.  I couldn’t hold my tongue.

‘Laurie!’ I exclaimed.

‘Sorry about that,’ Laurie apologised, turning towards me.  ‘We’re arguing about something-you’ve caught us in a bad moment!’

‘But...but...that’s your fiancé?’ I questioned, shocked.  ‘She doesn’t seem like...well, she doesn’t seem like someone you’d be with, Laurie.’

‘Hey, it’s fine, Everleigh.  She’s great, we’re just in the middle of an argument,’ she explained.

‘I can tell! She’s so angry!’ I exclaimed, screwing up my face.  ‘I wasn’t expecting that! She was criticising my flower arrangements, Laurie!’

‘Oh, don’t listen to her.  Just forget about it.  She’ll calm down,’ she said, dismissively.  ‘Let’s go and catch up!’ she cried, jumping up and down, excitedly.

‘But don’t you have to meet your fiancé in five minutes?’ I questioned.

‘No, no...we’ve got time,’ she said, lacing her arm through mine. ‘And I haven’t seen you in ages! She can sit and stew for a while.  Calm down a bit. Come on! Let’s go and take a walk.’

Despite my reservations, Laurie was like always-a bit of a force to be reckoned with.  I followed her suggestion and headed off down the path with her, falling into step and ready to catch up.

‘Thank you so much for coming, honey!’ Laurie told me, as we started walking.

‘I wouldn’t have missed it,’ I told her.  ‘It’s so novel, what you’re doing here.  I was so keen to be a part of it,’ I smiled, looking at her fondly.

‘Do you think?’ she grinned. ‘I just wanted to do something different.  I’ve been to so many weddings and it’s always the same old story.  Boring as hell.  I don’t even care if it goes horrifically wrong!’ she laughed. ‘At least everyone’s got together and had a bit of a laugh!’ she told me, merrily.

‘I guess,’ I said, slightly confused by that statement.  ‘Anyway; how is everything? You said you’re arguing with your fiancé?’ I questioned.

‘Nothing to worry about,’ she said, dismissively.  ‘We had a huge blow-up yesterday and she’s still in a mood.  It’ll blow over soon,’ she told me.

‘I hope so! It’s only days till the wedding!’ I exclaimed, surprised that Laurie was so calm.

‘I know, I know.  Don’t even worry about it.  I’ll sort it out.  So, what did you think of her?’ she asked.  ‘Grumpiness, aside of course!’ she laughed. 

‘She’s gorgeous!’ I said, enthusiastically.  ‘I can see the attraction! But I’m surprised, I must say.  She’s not usually your ‘femme’ type, is she?’

‘No; that’s true, but she has other redeeming qualities,’ she grinned.

‘Oh yeah? Like what?’ I asked, eager to know all about their relationship.

‘She’s loaded!’ she gushed, wide-eyed.

I paused, not knowing how to respond to that statement.  ‘Oh right.’

‘Yeah; she’s a top exec at one of the advertising firms in Edinburgh.  She’s got three homes already-and she’s only thirty-two!’ she told me, excitedly.  

‘Is that right? And what about you, Laurie? Are you still teaching?’ I asked her, curiously.  Laurie and I had met at University, spending the years in training to become teachers.

‘Good God, no!’ she laughed.  ‘As soon as I met Rowan, I stopped as soon as possible.’

‘Really?’ I replied, trying not to feel jealous.  ‘What do you do instead now?’ I questioned, interested.

‘Nothing right now,’ she replied.  ‘I’m a kept woman!’ she giggled, as if it were a big joke.

‘No way!’ I exclaimed, shocked.

‘Well, Rowan’s literally got money to burn-so it’s no strain on her if I don’t work.  She probably prefers it that way,’ she commented, as we made our way into the country house hotel.  Walking into the lounge area, we sat down together on plush sofas by an open fire, beautifully atmospheric in nature.

‘You’re very lucky then, Laurie! Not everyone gets to do that,’ I told her, looking at her closely.

‘Yeah, well, I hated it,’ she told me, frowning.  ‘And I wasn’t cut out for such long hours.  Management never treated me well, anyway.  I was glad to get out of doing it.’

‘So, will you never go back?’ I asked, interested in her future plans.

‘Not if I can help it! Or if I’ve got a sugar mummy to pay my way!’ she laughed.  ‘It’s not what I want to do, anyway.’

‘Well, good for you, I guess...if it makes you happy,’ I added.

‘And how are you, Everleigh?’ she asked, leaning forwards.  ‘How’s everything been since we last spoke?’

I sighed.  ‘Well...’  Before I could speak, Laurie squealed with excitement and shot to her feet, making me startled.  I watched as she ran to a woman, hugging her happily while they jumped around in obvious joy while they reunited.

When they finally let each other go, they came over to the sofa where we’d been sitting, and Laurie turned to me. ‘Sorry, Everleigh-this is my friend, Abigail, who I told you about!’

Laurie had never told me about any friend called Abigail, but I stood politely, ready to say hello.  ‘Hi, nice to meet you.  I’m Everleigh Taylor.’

‘Nice to meet a good friend of Laurie’s!’ she said, smiling happily, before turning back to Abigail.

The two women clearly had a much closer bond that I had now with Laurie as they instantly began laughing, chatting and enjoying each other’s company, while I sat there feeling like a spare part.  It became so pronounced, that I felt like my presence was not even being noticed, so I stood, excusing myself.

‘Laurie; I need to go and...’

‘Okay, see you later!’ she smiled, waving me off.

I opened my mouth to bite back a retort but stopped myself, swiftly.  She was just overexcited, but it did sting a bit.  I’d had to move mountains to make myself available for this week’s holiday, and it had been an expensive trip to plan as well.  I was sure she probably was grateful for the effort we had all gone to in contributing towards the wedding, but so far, that wasn’t apparent.

I turned and left, walking away while the two women chatted away merrily.  I headed for the stairs, up towards my room, deciding I would go and explore a little more.  I’d not taken the opportunity to really have a look at my surroundings-and it truly was beautiful, so I wanted to enjoy it.

Walking through the old, historical house, I looked around with interest, taking in the paintings, the old cabinets, the bookcases lined with old and new titles and ornate windows framing the view beyond-which was beautiful.

When I got back to my room, I took the time to look around the space and loved what I found.  The room was the height of luxury, with a four-poster bed, comfortable mattress and Egyptian cotton sheets.  It was beautifully furnished, tastefully I thought, and even the makings of tea, coffee and biscuits available for me.  I smiled at my surroundings and felt fortunate to have been able to make it here.

After a short exploration of my room, I decided I would take a tour of the country style manor house.  No sooner was I out of my door and down the corridor though, I had the misfortune of bumping into Laurie’s fiancé.

‘Oh, sorry,’ I said, stopping short as she came around the blind corner of the corridor, surprising me.

‘Sorry,’ she muttered.  ‘Hey; I’m looking for Laurie.  Have you seen her? She was with you last,’ she said, frown fixed in place.

For someone so incredibly attractive, the frown and bad attitude did little for her.  ‘No, but she was in the lounge catching up with another old friend.’

‘The lounge? I just went there.  She’s not there,’ she told me.

‘Really?’ I replied.  ‘Well, I left there literally five minutes ago and she was there chatting to a friend.’

Rowan shook her head, a heavy bitter sigh releasing angrily.  ‘Any other ideas where she might be?’

‘No,’ I told her, bluntly.  ‘I’m doing my own thing.’

‘Well, I’m so sorry to have interrupted you!’ she muttered, sounding pissed off.

‘Excuse me,’ I muttered, ‘But have I offended you in some way? I was really looking forward to coming here and meeting you, but I have to say, I’m disappointed.  Why the hell are you being so rude to me?’

She shook her head.  ‘As if you didn’t know,’ she said, crossly.

‘I don’t know! I really don’t know!’ I cried, confused beyond measure.  

‘I’m well aware of what happened,’ she told me, baffling me even further.

‘Aware of what?’ I questioned.

‘Stop playing the innocent! You know what!’ she accused.  ‘And you know something? I can’t even bear to look at you.  I don’t want to see you, I don’t want to talk to you, and I don’t want to be in the same room as you.  If you see Laurie, tell her I’m waiting for her in our room-and if she wants this wedding to go ahead, she better come and talk to me.’

With that, the woman turned and headed off, striding down the corridor at speed.  I was left dumbfounded, confused over what I was meant to have done-and where to go from here.  Deciding I had better go and talk to Laurie, I turned and hurried to the stairs, rushing down them in my eagerness to go and talk to my friend.

Laurie took ages to find.  I went through the whole ground floor of the hotel, which although was nice to tour, made me increasingly anxious as I couldn’t find my friend anywhere.  Eventually heading outside, I made my way around the grounds and eventually spotted Laurie in the gardens, and she was still with the friend from earlier, hugging her in a long embrace.

‘Laurie!’ I called as I hurried towards her.

She startled, springing apart from the other woman, as if surprised.  ‘Everleigh?’

‘I need to talk to you!’ I told her, rushing over.  ‘It’s Rowan...’

Laurie rolled her eyes.  ‘Sorry, Abi.’

‘No, it’s fine.  I should go and check in.  I haven’t even got my bags out the car yet or found my room.’

‘Alright, well I’ll catch up with you in a short while after I’ve talked to Everleigh. See you soon, honey,’ she said, waving her off affectionately.

Once Abigail had left, I turned to Laurie with a serious expression.  ‘Laurie, Rowan just had a right go at me!’ I told her, upset.

‘She did?’ Laurie exclaimed.  ‘Oh, Everleigh.  Come and sit down.  We can talk.’

She led me to a nearby bench, where we sat together, ready to chat.

‘I’m sorry this has happened.  Not much of the welcome, hey?’ she said, kindly.

‘Not really, no,’ I said, upset.  ‘She had a go at me, but I couldn’t understand what she was going on about.  She kept saying that I should know why she’s upset, or something like that.  I’m so baffled.  She was so rude and abrupt too!’

‘I know, I’m sorry, Everleigh.  Just ignore it.  Like I told you, we’re arguing, so she’s being really hard work,’ Laurie sighed.

‘What’s going on?’ I asked, baffled.  ‘I was expecting the happy couple! Not the miserable, bickering one,’ I told her, sadly.

‘No, it’ll be fine.  We’re working things out, it’s just not been easy,’ she said, looking down.

‘What are you arguing about? Is it wedding stress?’ I questioned, knowing weddings could be incredibly stressful in the lead-up to the big day.

‘No...no, it’s uh...well, there have been accusations of...cheating,’ she said, finally, glancing at me from under her eyelashes.

I gasped, shocked.  ‘She’s cheated on you?’ I questioned.

Laurie studied my gaze, nodding her head slowly.  ‘Yeah...apparently, yes...’ she said, and then looked away.

‘Oh Laurie, I’m so sorry!’ I cried, putting my arm around her shoulders.

‘Thanks,’ she said, quietly, resting her head on my shoulder.  ‘It’s all been a bit of a manic few days since we got here.  We’ve been trying to sort things out, but it’s not easy.’

‘I can imagine!’ I exclaimed.  ‘Oh, Laurie, why are you staying? You don’t have to marry a cheater!’

‘Well, I did consider backing out.  It’s been on my mind.’

‘Then why haven’t you?’ I demanded.  ‘Laurie; you know the old phrase-once a cheater, always a cheater. Don’t think you have to do this, just because it’s all planned.’

She sighed.  ‘But she’s a good catch...’ she murmured, wistfully.  ‘She’s got it all, Everleigh.’

‘Money isn’t everything, Laurie,’ I pointed out, knowing she was talking about monetary benefits.

‘Yeah, but it sure helps!’ she told me. ‘Besides, when she’s not bitching and being grumpy, she’s actually good company and there would be a lot of positive reasons for going ahead with the wedding.’

I sighed.  ‘It’s up to you at the end of the day, Laurie, I just can’t imagine how it would feel to marry someone who you’ve found out is cheating!’

She glanced at me, her expression thoughtful.  ‘I just...let me sort it, Everleigh.  We just need to have more discussions, I suppose.’

‘She’s waiting to talk to you, Laurie.  She told me to tell you she’s in your room and wants to talk.  She’s really angry-although now I know she’s a cheat, I don’t understand why she’s the one being an angry bitch! It should be you-and yet you’re so calm!’

She shrugged.  ‘What’s done is done, right? We have to move on and make decisions.’

I frowned, confused by her reaction.  If it had been me, I’d have been incandescent with rage.  I wouldn’t have been able to let it go, whatsoever.  I’d have immediately broken it off and told her where to go.  There was definitely not a chance that I’d have been marrying the woman still!  ‘Wow; well, you’re a more forgiving woman than me, Laurie! I don’t think I would have been so understanding in your position.’

She shrugged. ‘What can I do? We’re two days away from the wedding.’

‘You can still break it off!’ I told her.  ‘You don’t have to do anything you don’t have to do,’ I insisted.

‘Thanks Everleigh,’ she said, softly.

‘Do you know who she cheated with?’ I asked, aghast at the whole idea of it.

‘Well, uh...yes...it was an old friend, apparently.  Someone she’s known for a long time.’

‘No way! Not someone who will be here for this week?’ I questioned.

‘Apparently so,’ she said, making a face.  ‘Should make for an interesting experience, right?’

I shook my head.  ‘How are you so calm, Laurie? I’d be going crazy if it were me!’

‘We all deal with things differently, Everleigh.  I guess I’ve come to accept what’s happened,’ she told me, calmly.

‘Do you love Rowan, Laurie?’ I asked then, frowning at her.

She opened her mouth, hesitated a second and then seemed to right herself, with a little shake of her head.  ‘Of course I love her,’ she said, while her shaking head seemed to say otherwise.  ‘I wouldn’t be marrying her if I didn’t, would I?’

‘I don’t know.  People marry for many different reasons, Laurie, and I just feel like you shouldn’t feel bad about backing out if you want to...it’s never too late.  You can say no and not do this.  No-one would be mad with you,’ I told her, kindly.

She sighed, looking off into the distance.  ‘I just don’t know, Everleigh. I better go and talk to her, I guess.  I just hate it when she’s so angry...’

‘Do you want me to come with you for moral support?’ I asked her.

‘No,’ she said, quickly.  ‘I have to do this alone.  Besides, you have flowers to sort, right? Are you all ready?’

I blinked, surprised.  How could she be this bright and cheerful, all things considered? ‘I, uh...yes.  They’re arriving tomorrow.  I’ve ordered from...’

‘That’s great,’ she interrupted me, a little abruptly.  ‘I don’t need all the details, just the end result to be perfect.’ She stood, turning to face me. ‘You’re such a good bestie,’ she said, reaching to hug me. ‘We must catch up more soon!’ she added.  ‘You haven’t told me all about...what’s her face...the one that you were seeing...’ she said, unable to even recall the name of the woman I’d dated and talked to her about the last time I’d seen her.

‘Nena,’ I reminded her.

‘That’s it.  Weird name,’ she said, dismissively.  ‘Yeah, well, we’ll catch up soon, okay?’

‘Sure,’ I agreed.  

Laurie left, waving as she hurried off.  I bit back the feeling of disappointment which spread through me at the reunion.  I’d so been looking forward to seeing her again.  This wedding had been such an event in my mind, something I’d been looking forward to getting away to for a long time.  So far, all I felt was unease.  Laurie wasn’t the same as I remembered.  The wedding seemed unorganised and confused, and Laurie’s fiancé had been cheating! I wanted to think that things could be better than this, but told myself life wasn’t a fairytale, and perhaps this was more based in reality.

After taking a stroll through the gardens, I wandered down to the clearing where the wedding was destined to take place.  No-one else was around, and aside from the vision
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