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Chapter 1

I haven’t told anyone about me and Matt. And it’s been nearly three weeks now. That makes me either the world’s biggest optimist or completely delusional.

The problem is, the details of our last conversation are getting a little fuzzy. They say our minds do that when there’s been a traumatic event, but you’d think something like this would be cemented into my memory, given that it’s ruining my life. It’s fair to say that I wasn’t as coherent as I’d have liked, what with all the crying. I think I offered all kinds of promises when he started talking about taking a break.

A break. That’s one word away from a break-up, but that’s what he’s done. He’s gone on a break. Which is possibly why he hasn’t returned my calls.

Rowan knows about us, obviously, since I wallowed all over her sofa for more than a week, but she’s sworn to secrecy, and my brother’s been out of town on one of his consultancy assignments (Abu Dhabi this time), so there’s a chance it won’t get back to the family yet. There haven’t been any major events to cover for lately. Mum sometimes asks how Matt is when we talk, and I say ‘fine’ like I always have.

I suppose it’s too much to hope that I can keep this up, that they won’t notice the absence of a groom on the day itself.

I wish I had the stomach for it, but I cannot face everyone. Because it wasn’t me who called time, was it? I’m the one everyone is going to wonder about. No matter how I spin it, I’m the jiltee, the rejectee, the un-fiancéed.

They’re going to think I’m the defective one. Again.

I do remember that Matt was frustratingly vague about this whole break thing. That means there might still be a chance that we can make things okay. He’s got to come to his senses at some point. I will not believe that this is the end. We were too good together to just throw away the best two years of our lives. Anyone would get cold feet with all the wedding planning we’ve been doing. I probably have gone a bit overboard on it all. Naturally, I offered to pare everything down to the bare minimum, if that’s what he wanted. Even though we did decide on all the details together, and I’m not just saying that. Matt has made as many suggestions as I have, and we’ve agreed on them all. That’s what I mean: nobody is as well-aligned as we are. So why hasn’t he been in touch to admit he made a mistake?

It’s the silence that’s killing me. If we’d just broken up like normal people, then I’d get on with the usual stages of break-up grief. The share prices in Kleenex and Gordon’s would go up. I’d baffle friends and strangers with unanswerable questions, maybe do something ill-advised with my hair. At least I’d be tragically thin, even if losing that ten pounds for the wedding dress would be a moot point.

I hate this limbo. Are we getting married in three months or not? I need to know. My family needs to know.

The country’s biggest magazine definitely needs to know.

I should probably mention that too. The whole wedding is being paid for by Fantastic Magazine. All we have to do is let them cover the whole thing for the serialised wedding feature they’re running.

If only that feature contest hadn’t been so tempting, so perfect for us. Who wouldn’t want to be chosen as the most romantic couple of the year, win ten thousand quid and get an entire series written about them?

I’ll tell you the answer: a dumped fiancée, as it happens.

Sighing, I open the email again on my phone.


From: Martha@FantasticMagazine.co.uk

To: Nelly@FindingHappy.co.uk

Re: Release forms and prelim schedule

Dear Nelly,

Just a quick one to say again how excited we are to start the series. It’s going to be a total inspiration for Fantastic Magazine’s readers! Attached please find the release forms. An electronic signature is fine and we’ll need them from everyone who’ll be involved in the interviews and the photographing/filming. No rush to get them back.

Here’s a rough outline of what we’d like to photograph and interview about, but please do let me know if you have additional ideas – this is very much a collaborative effort, and it’s your wedding after all! Like you said in your pitch, the more loved-up couple-i-ness the better, and the candid ‘outtake’ filming is such a great idea for the website! I’m sure we’ll have more than enough for all three months’ stories.



	your falling-in-love story

	the dress (you said your mum will be there – anyone else?)

	decorations – will your friends/family help at all? That would make a great story

	flowers

	cake





Other ideas:



	wine tasting?

	will you do dance lessons?

	maybe bridesmaid’s dresses? It might be interesting if they’re different sizes and shapes





We’ll plan to be at your flat on the 27th. Is 10am too early?

See you sooooon!

Martha x



As if it’s not bad enough that my fiancé might actually be calling off our wedding, I’ve got this to worry about. What am I supposed to do when Martha and her team turn up, expecting to follow us around for the next three months? Pretend Matt’s in the loo the whole time?

This seemed like such an amazing opportunity, right when I’d been planning an entire life change. But I can’t even face thinking about that right now.

It’s not that I’m overly loyal to Martha, although I would feel terrible pulling out now. It’s that I’ve also already spent the advance money for the feature on deposits for the wedding. I can’t pay them back if I cancel the series.

Which means I also can’t wait around for Matt to make up his mind.

I don’t expect him to answer. I tap his name on my mobile again, trying not to be embarrassed by how many times it’s said I’ve already rung.

‘Hi, Nelly.’

‘You answered! I mean, how are you?’ My mouth has gone dry.

‘Okay. Still trying to figure things out,’ he says. ‘That’s why I haven’t rung back. I did say I needed space.’

I can hear people in the background. Obviously he doesn’t need space from everyone. ‘Who’s that?’

‘Just some people I’ve met here.’

‘Here? Where are you?’

He hesitates. ‘Tarifa.’

Tarifa? As in Tarifa, Spain? ‘You’re on holiday while I’m worrying myself sick about our relationship?’

‘It’s not like that, Nelly,’ he says. ‘I told you I needed time to think. I had to get away from London. Everything reminds me of us. I took a sabbatical to sort my head out.’

‘While you’re on a beach.’

‘It doesn’t matter where I am. And it’s not a holiday. I’m in an apartment.’

‘You’ve moved there?’ How has this happened? One minute we’re making our guest list and the next he’s making Spanish omelettes in his new apartment.

‘Nelly, relax, of course I haven’t moved. It’s just that an apartment is cheaper than a hotel. I’m not having fun here, you know. I’m trying to figure things out.’

‘If that was true, you could have gone to … I don’t know, somewhere that doesn’t have twenty-four-hour sangria and wall-to-wall bikinis. Who are you figuring things out with anyway?’

‘No one! Nelly, this isn’t about anyone else. It’s about me. Us. Besides, I’d never do that to you.’

‘But you would leave me three months before our wedding.’

‘I haven’t left you.’

‘Matt, you’re in a different time zone. What’s your definition of leaving? Can you blame me for being worried? I don’t even know if you love me anymore.’

‘Of course I do. That’s not the issue.’

‘What’s the issue, then? Because I’m more than a little confused. The last time I checked, we were in love and about to get married. Now you’re partying it up on a windsurfer.’ That Kleenex and Gordon’s binge is fast looming on the horizon. ‘The magazine is coming on the twenty-seventh. Exactly what am I supposed to tell them?’

‘I don’t give a damn about the magazine, Nelly, though clearly that’s still uppermost in your mind.’

I’m so sick of this argument. It’s not my fault that Matt doesn’t get the whole social-media thing, or that I’m trying to build a career out of it. He thinks I’m Instagramming pouty selfies and photos of my breakfast. He can’t see that this is how I’m finally going to make a success of myself.

You see, I’ve got this blog. So far, so shallow, but hear me out.

It started as somewhere to dump all my thoughts. Hardly anyone read it and that was fine with me. My friends were sick of hearing the same stories over and over. I wanted to offload into an anonymous void. It’s what helped me be brutally honest about my life. About myself. And finally, instead of feeling awful, I actually started looking for ways to be happy.

Well, apparently I’m not the only one looking, because what started as a few people commenting on my posts has, four years later, turned into a community of thousands who read the blog every single day.

We gee each other up on Instagram. We’re there for each other. And though we’ve never met in person, some feel like real friends – they are real friends, and I love them. They’ve been with me through all the ups and downs, and the ups again when I met Matt. They’re looking forward to our wedding almost as much as I am. #superromantic!

It was easy to start posting on Instagram – and I admit that there was a bit of trout-mouth and breakfast-snapping in those early days – but once more people started engaging with the blog, my account really built up.

Then one day I got an email from a company. They wanted me to feature their inspirational tote bags! Well, things sort of took off from there.

With the magazine deal, the blog will get the exposure it needs to let me quit my day job and become a full-time influencer. I know, what a ludicrous word. Call it what you like, the point is that I can’t earn a living as a blogger without a deal like this.

But if Matt breaks up with me, it won’t only be my relationship that ends. My future career goes too. I can’t give readers a break-up story. It’s too depressing. ‘Well, I’m sorry, but we made a commitment,’ I tell Matt. ‘You agreed, remember? While you’re working on your tan, I’m trying to hold everything together here.’ Then I get a terrible thought. ‘Did you tell anyone? That you’re backing out?’

‘I’m not definitely backing out. Can’t you give me some space?’

‘Matt. Space is not seeing each other for a few nights so we can go home to do our laundry. Why can’t you just admit that you’re backing out? Did you tell anyone?’ I know he didn’t put anything on Facebook, because he’s not on there. I guess I should be grateful for that, though it does make it impossible to see what he’s doing every second of the day like I want to.

‘Only my parents,’ he says. ‘I had to when I went away.’

That explains why I haven’t heard from his mother. She usually checks in. Now she’s avoiding me. ‘Matt, help me understand what’s wrong. Please.’

I can hear him take a sip of something. I bet it’s alcoholic and frosty in the sunshine. It’s overcast here. ‘I keep thinking back to when we were first together,’ he says. ‘We were perfect for each other.’

I’m so tempted to answer him, to tell him I feel the exact same way. But I have to let him talk. I’ve asked the question. Now I need to hear the answer.

‘And you know I wasn’t looking for a relationship. It just sort of went that way. With everything being so nice and fun between us, it was easy. I’m just not sure it’s really what I want.’

‘But you asked me to marry you,’ I point out. He definitely did. I might be fuzzy on more recent details, but I remember every second of that morning: the overcooked scrambled eggs in bed, just ‘because’, he’d claimed. The way he’d kept watching me while we ate, until I asked him what was wrong. How awkwardly he’d held my hand over the breakfast tray, dragging my sleeve through the buttered toast. And then his question, without preamble: will you marry me?

‘I know,’ he says now. ‘That’s because I do love you. I do. You’ve got to believe that. Even if I’m not sure about being married, I do love you. This really isn’t about you. I hope you can believe me. I might not be ready for such a commitment. Not yet. But you’ve got everything planned already, and with the magazine coming … it makes it so official.’

Finally, an answer! I’ve been wracking my brains for weeks trying to figure out how to fix this, and finally I know. ‘What if I cancelled the magazine? Would that help?’ It won’t help me, but sod it. My relationship is more important. I’ll figure out how to pay Martha the advance back later. Maybe I can get a second job. The important thing is that I can fix this now.

‘It might,’ Matt says.

That doesn’t sound completely fixed. ‘Might? Or would?’

‘I’m not sure,’ he says.

‘That’s not enough for me.’

‘No, I didn’t think so. That’s why I didn’t ask you to do it.’

What am I supposed to do now? Give up the magazine and my chance to change my career along with it, in the hope that he’ll eventually come around?

‘This is why I need the time, Nelly,’ he goes on. ‘I’ve got to figure things out before we can go forward. I’m sorry. I know it’s not ideal.’

‘I can’t wait around forever for you to decide what you want, Matt. I’ve got a week before I need to know. It’s the twenty-seventh when the magazine gets here. At least give me the courtesy of telling me by then.’

This is just great. He’s off at the beach and I’m stuck holding the wedding goodie bag. Or not, as the case may be.




Chapter 2

It turns out Matt doesn’t need the whole week to decide our future because two days after our call, he emails me.

Email! The flippin’ coward.

He understands, he says, if I want to go on with my life. What’s that supposed to look like anyway?! Telling everyone I know that I’ve been jilted? Going to debtor’s prison for not being able to pay back the magazine advance? Wallowing until I’ve cried so much that I actually die from dehydration? He says that since he can’t make a decision in the time I’ve given him, he’ll need to say no for now. Like I’ve offered him a second helping of peas, not my heart.

So that’s it. I am officially a dumped woman. I’d love to say it’s not as bad as I feared, but it’s actually worse. My double-crossing mind keeps replaying our greatest hits to maximise my misery. Thanks, brain, for reminding me of all the times he turned up after work with a picnic so we could sit in the park on warm summer evenings or the way his face looked extra gorgeous when he was sleeping. And I’m ever so grateful to have his proposal on loop, like some sick-making ride I can’t get off.

As if things couldn’t get any worse, I’m going to have to face my family next week at my dad’s birthday party. They’ll definitely ask where Matt is. What am I supposed to say, that he’s got food poisoning again? They’ll think I’m marrying someone with serious digestive issues … when, actually, I’m not marrying anyone at all, am I? #dumped.

Meanwhile, I’ve had to keep posting on my Instagram account every day as if nothing has happened. Believe me, that’s not easy with all this crying. I’ve resorted to taking selfies with dark sunglasses on. It’s only a matter of time before people start thinking I’ve had glaucoma surgery.

‘How are you doing?’ my co-worker Jenny asks as she stops by my desk. She’s making a remarkably ugly sad face. Her eyes practically close as she scrunches up her expression, and I can see the remnants of a cold sore when she juts out her bottom lip. Normally she’s the prettiest one here, so I’m touched that she puts herself out like this for me.

I’ve only told my office about me and Matt because they’re a safe audience. Other than fearing that I’m going to blub all over them in the corridor, most of them have no skin in this game. I’ve been practising on all the non-essential people I can find – colleagues, one of my neighbours, the guy at the café around the corner who makes my tea just the way I like it. I’ll work my way up to actual friends and, oh, God, my family.

‘How long till I can go home?’ We both look at the wall clock.

‘I’m sneaking off early to meet a friend,’ she says. ‘Why don’t you come? It’ll be fun.’

With the way I’m feeling, she could have asked me to join her for a two-for-one smear test and it would’ve been infinitely preferable to sitting at my desk right now with thoughts of Matt running around my head. Besides, I don’t want to be at work this week even more than I usually don’t want to be at work.

I don’t hate my job, per se. Like almost everyone who has to get up for the Monday morning commute, I just wish I didn’t have to do it. But those insurance claim forms won’t process themselves, will they? You can only aspire to imagine the glamour of my work week.

‘Let’s go,’ I tell her, shoving my phone into my handbag.

I don’t know who I expect Jenny’s friend to be, but it isn’t a six-foot-something Colombian who looks like he’s on the national volleyball team. Once he’s kissed Jenny’s cheeks, Rafael flashes me the friendliest smile I’ve ever seen. ‘Hi, nice to meet you,’ he says, taking my hand. ‘Please, let me get the next round in.’

‘Wow, he’s …’ I say after he goes to the bar.

Jenny nods. ‘I know. His accent makes me think of piña coladas.’

‘Was that penis coladas? Did you and he ever …?’ Supposedly she’s got the perfect boyfriend, but I thought the same thing a month ago. One never knows.

‘Nah, definitely not,’ she says. ‘He’s friends with Ed, for one thing, and, actually, Rafael got me my job. He works upstairs in account management. Haven’t you ever seen him in the building?’

‘Uh-uh, not that I remember.’ Though, staring at his broad back now, how could I have missed him? Love must have blinded me … No, stop that, Nelly. You will not think about Matt now, not when this is your first time out since The Email. Let’s try to have one snot-free hour, shall we?

‘You said for one thing,’ I point out to Jenny. ‘What’s the other thing?’

‘There’s no other thing. He’s gorgeous, isn’t he? I can’t, but you definitely should.’

This is a strange conversation to be having with a work friend, especially since, other than Jenny telling me that she has a boyfriend, we’ve never really talked about relationships before. Our social interaction hasn’t progressed much beyond rubbishing colleagues who leave the milk out of the office fridge.

‘You know that the best way to get over a bloke is to get under another.’ Her smile is pure smut.

Rafael joins our laughter as he approaches the table. ‘What are we talking about?’

‘Home truths,’ Jenny says. When I clink my gin and tonic with their drinks, Jenny catches my eye. ‘Nelly is recently single,’ she says.

I kick her under the table. Hard.

Rafael trains his deep brown eyes on mine. ‘Recently? I’m sorry to hear that, if you’re sad.’

We all stare at each other. ‘Well, this isn’t awkward at all,’ I finally say.

‘Sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything.’ Then Jenny turns to Rafael. ‘Onto safer subjects, I hope. How’s the visa hunt going?’

He shrugs. ‘Nothing so far. There’s no way to extend my work permit. They got a solicitor to look into it.’ His sigh is monumental. ‘I’ve got nine more months. Then …’

‘But you can’t leave when your whole life is here!’ she says. ‘That’s not fair. You’ve been here, what, ten years?’

‘Almost nine. I wish it was ten, then I could apply for settlement. It’s not looking good.’ He sips his pint. ‘I don’t like thinking about what will happen. My friends are all here, my career, my kids.’

‘Oh, you’ve got kids?’ I ask.

‘Rafael is a football coach,’ Jenny explains. ‘Where is it? Hackney?’

‘Yeah, Dalston,’ Rafael says. ‘And Kensal Rise. Of course they can replace me, but I’d hate to leave those kids.’

‘Oh, you’re only being modest,’ says Jenny. ‘You started the programme.’ Then, to me she points out, ‘He started it as an after-school thing to keep teenagers occupied and off the street. Didn’t you win an award for that? He won an award and everything.’

Rafael looks embarrassed. ‘It was very much a joint effort with the youth centres. Anyway, Immigration doesn’t seem to value my local community award as much as you’d imagine.’

‘Well, they should! You contribute to the country, plus you pay your taxes, which is more than a lot of foreign companies do. Not to mention that you always get your round in. Rafael, you’re an asset to Britain.’

He laughs. ‘I’ll be sure to add that to my application. I probably wouldn’t have minded so much five or six years ago, but Bogotá doesn’t feel like my city anymore. I think of myself as a Londoner.’

‘That would be hard,’ I say, ‘When you’ve spent so long in a place, made it home. I can’t imagine having to leave the country.’

‘Thanks, now I feel loads better,’ he says. But he’s smiling.

‘And you definitely couldn’t marry Mabs?’ Jenny asks. Then she turns to me. ‘That’s Rafael’s best friend.’

‘Unfortunately not,’ says Rafael. He looks so sad. ‘She’s on the same visa as me. If you hear of anyone, though …’

Wow, marrying for a visa. You hear about this kind of thing, but I’ve never actually met someone in that position. Though I suppose he’s not the kind of person the Daily Mail likes to talk about. He’s got a better job than me, and if he’s starting up youth clubs and such then surely it’s a benefit to have him here.

The plan starts forming in my mind before I’ve finished my drink. If Rafael needs someone to marry, and I’ve got a groom-shaped hole in my wedding plans anyway, then why couldn’t we? It could – if I’m very smart about it – solve both our problems. I wouldn’t even have to pay the advance back to the magazine if I’ve still got a groom-to-be. And a very photogenic one at that. It’s not like I’d be giving anything up with Matt to do it, now that the bastard has done a runner.

It’s either the gin or the idea that’s making my tummy fizz. Nobody needs to know that it’s just a business transaction.

Who says that Matt was the one to call things off anyway? Except for Matt, admittedly. I can tell my side of the story whatever way I want, so why couldn’t I have finally ended things with Matt after Rafael and I met a few months ago? A little back-dating won’t hurt. It might even help his case with the Immigration people. We won’t seem quite so whirlwind that way. Lots of people meet and marry within a year. My parents did.

It would mean that people would think I was a cheater, though. I guess I can live with the reputation, given that my other option is for everyone to think that I’m too sad to marry.

I know I can trust Rowan with my secret. Jenny might be a problem, though, if she knows I only met Rafael tonight. I’ll have to think about that.

But would Rafael really do it? He might be all talk and no walk.

Well, you know what they say. Only one way to find out.

***

‘How nice to hear from you,’ he says when I ring the next day.

It was simple to find his office number, given that he works for our company. Luckily, there’s only one Rafael in the account management department. Otherwise I might have been about to proposition a fifty-something bloke with chronic bad breath and a squint.

‘You too. I mean—’ Crikey, I’m nervous. ‘I’m ringing because, well, this would probably be better in person, but I don’t want to take up your time and, well, this is quicker. Like ordering a takeaway.’ Ordering a takeaway?

‘How can I help you, Nelly?’

‘I could marry you,’ I blurt. ‘I mean, I’m British and single, so if you needed me to … to stay here, then I could. If you wanted.’

‘Uh … you’re right, that is a surprising phone call. I’d hate to see how you order a takeaway.’

‘I don’t offer marriage in exchange for a side of garlic bread, if that’s what you mean
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