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CHAPTER ONE

The trouble with spending half your life with six psychic predictions hanging over your head is that your friends never let you forget about it.

‘You must be thinking about them!’ Myfanwy cries, struggling to be heard over the pumping music blasting out around us. ‘Surely you’re excited! Your birthday’s in a week! You’ve been waiting sixteen years for this!’

‘But it’s silly!’ I shout back. ‘And it’s not like they’re nice predictions anyway. I don’t want them to come true.’

She pouts. ‘Some of them are nice. And,’ she shrugs, ‘if it’s your destiny, babe, it’s your destiny.’

A woman beside us turns around. ‘Did you say my name?’

We regard her blankly for a few seconds. ‘Are you called Destiny?’ Myfanwy asks at last.

She nods.

‘Oh,’ I swallow awkwardly. ‘Sorry. We weren’t talking to you.’ She turns away and Myfanwy gives me a knowing look.

‘See, Ginny? Destiny is literally here on your doorstep. Are you going to ignore it?’

Destiny turns around again. ‘Seriously, did you want something?’

‘Um, no,’ I reply. ‘She did say your name again, but she’s still not talking to you.’ I glance desperately at Myfanwy. ‘She’s talking about, like, fate?’

Destiny frowns as Myfanwy inches closer. ‘But while you’re here, Destiny, don’t you think my friend here should be listening to signs from the universe?’

Destiny waves her hand dismissively. ‘Oh, I don’t believe in that woo-woo guff.’

My best friend looks put out. ‘But you’re literally called… OK, never mind. Don’t you think Ginny should at least be open to possibilities?’ She turns back to me, arms wide, imploring. ‘Go with destiny!’

Destiny frowns again. ‘Sorry, I probably can’t leave – though I’d love to.’ She rolls her eyes. ‘I’m on a truly crappy hen do right now and the stripper won’t bugger off.’ We glance past her at a huge man in his fifties, jerking his middle-aged body towards our easily confused new pal, Destiny. Seeing our interest, he whips his top off, revealing a waxing strip-shaped rash across his chest. He leers, flicking his nipple piercing.

‘HEY, STRIPPER? PLEASE GET LOST!’ Destiny shouts at him, enunciating as clearly as she can. He continues to dance on the spot, awkwardly thrusting his hips like he’s channelling Channing Tatum. ‘Ugh,’ Destiny turns back to us. ‘This is the worst.’

‘We’re on the same shit hen do actually,’ Myfanwy grins. There’s so many of us, it’s hard to keep track.

Without warning, the stripper changes focus, now thrusting his hips towards Myfanwy and me as we exchange a look of pure horror.

‘Oh my god, I’m free,’ Destiny breathes out, before making a run for the loos, her final word reaching us on the sweat-wind: ‘Byeeeeeeee!’

The stripper moves closer, the heat of his body invading our personal space as he smiles an easy smile.

‘Another Celeste special,’ Myfanwy observes after a moment. ‘Who hires a stripper for a hen do anymore? Haven’t we progressed as a society?’ She shudders as I nod.

‘I think that’s probably why Celeste had to hire out most of this place – because the general public doesn’t want to be reminded of things we thought were fun and cool in the noughties.’

She shudders again. ‘The noughties were full of dirty secrets.’

We turn our backs on the desperately sad man. ‘God, Myfe,’ I breathe mostly to myself, wishing I was anywhere but here. ‘My life is going to be so much easier when everyone I know is dead.’ I regard the rest of the room with dark eyes.

Myfanwy tuts. ‘You just officially reached peak introvert.’ I glance over at her, feeling a pang of guilt at her wounded expression.

‘Not you,’ I say, reaching for her arm. It’s sticky from the last round of shots we all did – the one that mostly ended up over the group rather than in them. ‘Never you, Myfe.’ She beams as I continue, ‘I just meant this is genuinely the most horrendous hen do I’ve ever been on.’

‘A horren do?’ Myfanwy muses, fiddling with the sleeve on her slutty air-hostess outfit.

‘Who even was that Destiny woman? And who’re all these people? Who are those women over there?’ I squint into the distance, where a tight-knit group on the dance floor are grinding against each other, while thirsty glass-collectors and the DJ watch with wide eyes and wide mouths, facial hair wet with perspiration. ‘Do you know any of them?’

She swats at the stripper as he attempts to grind on her. ‘I think they’re women Celeste met through Instagram? They’re all called, like, Ariana and Kendall.’

I snort, not sure how seriously to take her. Myfanwy is super clever and very dry, while I’m pretty dumb and a bit wet. Sometimes her jokes are lost on me.

‘HEY STRIPPER!’ Myfanwy shouts as he attempts another grind. ‘LOOK!’ She points over at the group of Kendalls and his eyes light up. He pants his thanks, flinging himself – and his waxing rash – in their direction.

‘Poor Kendalls,’ I murmur as Myfanwy leads us to a pair of tatty sofas in the corner. Collapsing in a heap, I glance towards the bar where Sonali, Toni and Diane are doing pink tequila shots. At least we know those three.

‘Ugh, I’m so uncomfortable,’ Myfanwy whines, pulling at her too-small skirt, digging into waist flesh. ‘This costume is at least two sizes too small.’ She sighs and I try not to smile.

Myfanwy is a few months into a new relationship with Sonali. She’s completely head over heels, madly in love, and, as tends to happen, love has brought with it many cosy nights in – accompanied by many a takeaway. She’s now a stone or so heavier than she was pre-relationship, a fact Celeste passive–aggressively chose to ignore when handing out the weekend’s costumes.

But – stupid outfit aside – the extra layer of fat really suits Myfanwy. Actually, both the weight and the happiness suit her.

‘I’m soooo sweaty!’ My sister Toni lands beside us with a heavy thud. She’s all legs and the air-hostess skirt is more of a fabric belt on her.

Sonali and Diane are two seconds behind her, sheeny and manic-eyed.

‘Are you two being boring?’ Sonali flops down beside Myfanwy, kissing her cheek tenderly. It’s still a bit strange seeing them be so openly affectionate. I met them both back at university when I was eighteen. We were all purely friends for so long and it wasn’t until a few months ago that they both admitted how they felt and started dating.

Myfanwy grins at her. ‘We’re hiding from strippers and Celeste.’ She pauses. ‘Plus, my legs are killing me after the indoor wall-climbing earlier.’

‘Yeah, who thought that was a good idea right after cocktail making?’ Diane asks dryly, pointedly scanning the room for the culprit. Celeste is over with the Kendalls, wild-armed, gesticulating as she shouts at the stripper. I laugh, immediately feeling bad because I know how much time and effort all this unnecessary nonsense required to organize.

‘I can’t believe she made us zipwire as well.’ Sonali rolls her eyes as Toni leans forward, examining bruised shins.

‘Maybe we should go zipwiring again for your birthday next week,’ Myfanwy guffaws, her Welsh accent at its strongest when she’s drunk.

I shudder. ‘Please no!’ I beg. ‘Can my birthday present be that I’m allowed to stay at home and go to bed really early with a packet of biscuits?’

‘Nope,’ Sonali grins.

‘I can’t believe it’s your thirty-second birthday,’ Toni says in an awed voice, staring at me with huge eyes.

My little sister is a hundred years younger than me – by which I mean nine years. She’s a whole different generation, and I know in her eyes I am ancient. Wizened with age. Close to death. That I must’ve done and seen and learned everything by now.

I don’t know how to explain to her that the older you get, the younger and more inexperienced you feel.

Myfanwy regards me with a level of seriousness before saying quietly, ‘Thirty-two. At last.’

She’s talking about the predictions again.

Diane gasps, ‘Oh my god, of course!’

‘Thirty-two,’ Sonali repeats reverentially as she and Diane regard each other. ‘It feels like we’ve all been waiting for you to reach this age for, like, ever.’ She pulls out her tiny tub of Vaseline.

I swallow hard. ‘Nothing will happen,’ I comment, uncertainty clear in my voice.

Toni looks between all of us now, eyes even wider with confusion. ‘What are you guys talking about? Is this another in-joke? I feel left out.’

Diane strokes her arm reassuringly. ‘We’re talking about Ginny’s six predictions,’ she reminds her gently as Myfanwy takes over, bouncing in her seat.

‘You know this story! How Ginny went to a funfair when she was sixteen and this fortune teller accosted her by the candy floss? She told Gin that in sixteen years she would have three huge losses and three huge gains.’ She turns to me accusatorily. ‘She’s turning thirty-two at long last, and Ginny claims she hasn’t been obsessing about it.’

‘Definitely not as much as you.’ I try to sound amused instead of freaked. ‘But like I said – like I’ve said a thousand times – it was probably all rubbish anyway.’

‘I’d completely forgotten!’ Toni breathes out. ‘The fortune teller and her six predictions!’

‘It’s silly.’ I force an eye roll, trying to swallow.

I don’t want to talk about this, I really don’t. Because even though I don’t really believe in any of that stuff – psychics, mediums, ghosts, astrology – these six predictions have… haunted me. For half my life they’ve hung over everything I’ve done; every decision I’ve made.

I picture the fortune teller woman now; the way she flung herself at me through the crowds, her large hair framed by the Ferris wheel. ‘YOU!’ she shouted at me, before launching into a confusing monologue about my future. The whole thing frightened the life out of teen-me and I wanted to pack it away in some mind-box forever.

But I met Myfanwy two years later, and she never let me.

She really believes in all that stuff. She’s one of the smartest people I know: a science teacher with two degrees! From two universities! But in her spare time she visits psychics, faith healers, regression therapists, obsesses over her horoscopes, follows the movement of the moon, and attends Reiki classes.

‘What were the six predictions again?’ Toni comes closer, excited now. She hasn’t heard me talk about this in years.

Myfanwy opens her mouth to answer and I cut her off. ‘It doesn’t matter because it’s just a load of nonsense,’ I insist, trying to add a note of finality to the conversation.

Myfe shrugs. ‘Well, there’s really only one that matters. There are five of medium importance and one you can’t just ignore, Ginny.’

I picture myself at sixteen, standing in front of the fortune teller. Huge hair aside, she looked like anyone; not like the fortune tellers you picture in old movies. There was no head scarf, no big hoop earrings, no eye patch, no hook hand…

Actually, I might be getting mixed up with pirates.

Either way, I remember watching her face as she finished the reading; how she held my eyes as she gave me the last of the six predictions.

Myfanwy echoes her words now, holding my gaze in the same exact way.

‘In sixteen years, you will meet your soulmate.’

The six of us are silent for a moment before Myfanwy glances up, her face falling. ‘Uh-oh, incoming,’ she hisses as a staggering drunk with a full-sized sick stain down the front of her air-hostess costume flops towards us from the dance floor.

‘Where are your earrings, Ginny?’ Celeste demands, zeroing in on me. She’s too close to my face, her breath hot with the smell of vomit.

‘Er…’ I instinctively grab for my naked lobes as she moves in even closer.

‘Where are they?’ She’s angry now and I frantically try to recall the point of the day when I removed the oversized aeroplane-themed jewellery.

‘Oh,’ the memory returns, ‘God, sorry! The bloke made me take them off for the zipwire. I couldn’t get my helmet on over them. They’re in my coat pocket.’

Celeste’s fury dissipates instantly and she plants a wet kiss on my cheek before wrapping me up in a stinky cuddle. I hold my breath. ‘It’s OK, I forgive you,’ she slurs into my ear. ‘Just go get them because your outfit looks silly without them.’

‘Help,’ I mouth at Myfanwy, trying not to gag into the tight hug.

‘You all right, Celeste?’ Myfanwy asks in her slowest, most condescending tone. Still holding onto me, Celeste turns her head to peer at Myfanwy, confusion across her face.

‘Myfanwy?’ she asks, squinting harder now. ‘What are you doing here?’

Myfanwy snorts and gestures at her costume. She looks to me. I bite my lip, trying to extract myself from between Celeste’s boobs. ‘I mean,’ she adds slowly, ‘I am the bride’s best friend.’

Celeste snorts. ‘I’m her best friend,’ she retorts, turning to square up to Myfanwy.

‘Nope,’ Myfanwy answers.

Celeste spins back to me. Her eyes are wet as she grips me tight around my shoulders.

‘Ginny, I am your best friend, aren’t I, darling? I know I’m your mother, but we can be parent–daughter and best friends, can’t we?’

‘Um…’ I am trapped, panic-glancing between Celeste and Myfanwy. My mother doesn’t wait for an answer. ‘You have enjoyed yourself on your hen do, haven’t you, darling, Ginny?’ Her eyes – blinking and wide – search mine, and I swallow hard as she continues, ‘I know you said you didn’t want a hen do and you specifically said you didn’t want any of this, but you didn’t mean it, did you? I know you didn’t mean it. And you’ve had a wonderful time with all your lovely friends, haven’t you?’

I don’t even falter, trying not to glance around at all the strangers she’s invited. ‘Best time ever, Mum! I’m very grateful. It’s all been so much… fun.’ Behind Celeste, I spot Myfanwy covering her mouth, suppressing amusement or irritation. Probably both. I carry on regardless, well aware of my lines. ‘It’s been the best weekend of my life, Mum, thank you so much.’

Celeste nods, satisfied. ‘I can’t believe you’re getting married in a few weeks,’ she says now and I meet Myfanwy’s eyes again. I can tell she’s thinking about the predictions again – one in particular.

Because what’s a person meant to do when they’re destined to meet their soulmate at the age of thirty-two – but they’re also getting married in a month?




CHAPTER TWO

‘How close to the use-by date do you feel confident consuming a food substance?’

Daniel doesn’t look up as I walk in, too busy examining the back of a bottle of Baileys. ‘Like, obviously if it’s milk or something, it’s probably fine until day of and day after, too, right?’ He holds the Baileys up to the light now, squinting as he tries to see into the black bottle. ‘But when something has a two-year shelf life and you’re down to the date wire, I’m more suspicious.’

‘Your logic is flawed,’ I mumble, throwing myself down onto the nearest sofa. ‘If you have seven days to drink milk, one day over the date is a much bigger deal than one day and two years. It’s basic maths.’

‘Maths!’ he makes a dismissive noise. ‘Maths and logic have nothing to do with it – this is about instinct.’ He glances over at me now, lowering the liqueur as he takes in my broken-ness.

‘Welcome home,’ he says, and though my eyes are now shut, I can hear the amusement in his voice. ‘Fun weekend?’

‘In parts,’ I reply, trying to find some fun in there somewhere, in among the exhausting madness.

‘Was, er, this costume part of things, or did you change into it on your way home, just for me?’ Feeling him move closer, I crack an eye to find him perching on the settee arm, giving me a leery once-over with a wry smile.

I pick up the hem of my skirt; it’s encrusted with an array of alluring stains. That one is grass, I think. That must be pink tequila. Ah, that one is definitely sick. All covered in a thick layer of edible glitter from the cupcake-making course we did this afternoon.

Answering with only a low groan, I roll towards him. He slides down onto the sofa cushions, pulling my fragile head into his lap and cradling it gently.

‘Poor Ginny,’ he murmurs, stroking my lank, greasy curls. The blow-dry Celeste made us all have on Friday – before activities began in earnest – now seems a million years ago.

‘There is one thing that would make me feel better,’ I say, my voice muffled by his jumper.

‘A glass of almost-out-of-date Baileys that may or may not give us the shits, but we should definitely drink tonight in its entirety anyway?’ he suggests.

‘No, god, please no,’ I groan.

‘Oh, I know!’ he tries again, his voice several octaves above hopeful: ‘A blow-job?’

‘Nice try.’ I sit up now, trying not to laugh at his crestfallen face. ‘What I really need – what would cure my hangover and make up for the hellishness of this weekend – is a huge puppy cuddle.’ I smile widely and he rolls his eyes.

‘After the wedding,’ he tells me for the hundredth time to my sigh.

I’ve been on a dog mission since we got engaged last year. I am sooo broody for a dog-baby. Every time we pass one on a walk, I start pulsing with longing. I just want to stroke a silky ear and play fetch. I’ve never felt such a ridiculous longing to throw a ball.

But Daniel says we need to wait. And I know he’s right. We can’t exactly have a carefree wedding and honeymoon in Madeira with a new pup at home.

‘OK, fine,’ I reply, kissing him lightly on the lips. ‘I guess I’ll have to settle for a Daniel hug instead.’ He leans in, wrapping big arms around me. He smells like fabric softener.

I feel my eyelids droop as the exhaustion hits me like a wall. Physically, mentally, emotionally; all of the different ways to be tired, I am there.

I’m so jealous of extroverts, who get energized by interaction. I find parties, events and conversation so draining. I’m even depleted after a short exchange with the Tesco delivery driver about replacement items. A single night out requires at least two days of quiet to recover and recharge, never mind three days straight of socializing with women I don’t know, when I’m meant to be the guest of honour.

‘How was it really?’ Daniel asks nicely. ‘Did Celeste follow your instructions?’

I side-eye him and snort. ‘Of course she didn’t.’ I reach for his hand, squeezing it and enjoying his warmth. ‘If she’d followed my instructions, I wouldn’t have had a hen do at all. But in the end, it was the hen do to end all hen dos. It was like a hen do went on a really bad hen do, got food poisoning and threw up hen do all over the rest of the hen do. That’s how hen do the weekend was. Everything that has ever happened on a hen do in the history of hen dos, happened on this hen do.’

‘Willy straws?’ he asks seriously.

‘We got a fresh supply of them each morning,’ I reply, matching his serious tone. ‘Mine were personalized with both our initials, and so graphically realistic, there were veins on them.’

‘I wasn’t going to tell you…’ he begins, looking sheepish. ‘But Celeste actually asked me for a mould of my penis.’

‘What?’ I sit up straight, staring at him. ‘You’re not being serious?’

‘I am,’ he nods, suppressing a laugh. ‘She wanted to use it in one of your activities. A kind of Mr and Mrs game, but with my willy, I guess?’

‘Oh my god,’ I breathe out, familial humiliation radiating. ‘Did she use her three stages on you?’

He nods. ‘Always. But I stood my ground.’

Celeste uses a three-stage technique to get what she wants from people, and it’s usually incredibly effective. First, a question: ‘Would you be interested in making a mould of your penis?’ The second stage is all about guilt: ‘You really should give me a mould of your penis, it would mean so much to Ginny and show her how much you love her.’ Then comes that all-important third stage; if stage one and two haven’t worked, she gives up all pretence that you have an option: ‘You’re doing a mould of your penis for me. I’ve sent you the kit and I’ll be in your house at 7pm helping to fit it.’

‘I’m really sorry,’ I say, head in hands.

‘I’m used to it,’ he laughs. ‘So it sounds like you’ve had a very wild weekend.’

‘So wild,’ my voice is muffled by fingers. ‘Aggressively wild. Won’t-take-no-for-an-answer wild. It was the party to end all parties. It was like Downing Street during lockdown.’

‘It sounds like a lot.’ Daniel bounds out of his seat with that boyish energy of his, grabbing me a glass of water.

I love that about him. I love his exuberance for life. He’s always excited for the next adventure, the next party, the next fun thing. He’s always making plans: plotting our next holiday, making lists for Christmas in August, talking about where we’ll go travelling when we retire. It brings me out of myself and makes me more fun. I can’t believe I get to marry him. Even after five years together, I still can’t get over how lucky I feel.

‘I wish we hadn’t agreed to her paying for everything,’ I sigh, shifting around to face him. ‘It just means she thinks she’s in charge.’ I pause. ‘And that she can keep changing things…’

He catches my tone, eyeing me warily. ‘What do you mean – what has she changed now?’

I look down at the carpet, feeling ashamed. ‘She told me this morning she’s amended the booking for a bigger room at the hotel – because she’s invited an extra fifty people.’

‘But we’re already up to two hundred!’ he cries. ‘And we only know about twenty-five of them.’

‘I knowwww,’ I wail. ‘I just don’t know how to tell her to stop.’

He sighs heavily. ‘Oh Gin, you’re such a people pleaser.’ I don’t reply because this is a common refrain from Daniel. And Myfanwy actually. Because it’s true, I know it is. I am a people pleaser. If we’re being more specific, I’m mostly a mother pleaser.

But I just don’t seem to have the mental equipment that other people possess. I see others – people like Myfanwy – drawing lines, setting their boundaries, saying no, explaining that they don’t have time or don’t want to do something – and I watch with open-mouthed awe. How is it possible? I go to say no or tell someone off and find myself staring at the wall or trying not to cry. I just can’t face the awkwardness or the confrontation. I don’t have the capacity. To be clear, it’s not something I’m proud of. In fact, I feel very embarrassed about being such a child. But I can’t seem to fix myself.

Until this wedding, it didn’t matter that much. Daniel drew his life boundaries, I fitted mine around his, and it didn’t impact our combined lives that much. But this last year, planning this huge, huge joint thing, it’s become a Real Issue.

When we got engaged, we decided on a small wedding; nothing too flashy or expensive. We wanted an intimate ceremony to accommodate my introversion, followed by a cheesy disco in a nice venue. It would be a very average wedding, but full of details that made it us. Our colour choices, our table decorations; flowers Daniel and I chose. I work constantly around weddings at work, and I was so excited to plan my own for the first – and only! – time.

And at first everyone seemed pleased and happy to let us have our very normal, ordinary wedding.

At the beginning, Celeste said she just wanted to help. She asked to come along to view the venues or meet the officiants. Then, when I flinched at the prices, she offered to foot the bill. And once that happened… boy howdy, things changed so fast. She started amending bookings and adding random third cousins to the guest list. She would change our table plans without consulting us and booked a world-famous photographer who only does ‘abstract’ pictures. She cancelled our ‘crappy’ DJ and booked a jazz wedding band – and when I asked why, she claimed I’d once said I liked jazz. But I only said that when I was fifteen, because I was trying to impress Ian Pervis in GCSE Music.

And, like the blinkered, brainwashed fool I am, I didn’t really notice she was taking over until it was too late to stop her. So now poor, sidestepped Daniel has been dragged into my people-pleasing by osmosis. He’s trapped by my uselessness and it’s not like he can tell off his future mother-in-law.

‘It will all be fine,’ he smiles brightly at me, reciting our mantra. ‘Better than fine, it will be wonderful. We will ignore the hordes of people at our wedding we don’t even know, and just focus on each other. When we’re up there saying our vows, it’ll just be about you and me, no one else. Trust me.’

I meet his eyes, still worried. ‘Are you sure? It just feels like it’s become this huge wedding monster that no one can tame.’ I sigh. ‘And it’s not just Celeste, it’s everyone.’ I slump deeper into the sofa. ‘Has getting engaged always meant you became, like, public property? I feel like I’ve been a museum exhibit this past year, opened up to the general population to view, comment on and review. Two stars, very lacklustre, would not visit this bride exhibition again. And every time I try to speak up or say what I want, I get shushed, like I’m ruining the experience for everyone else.’ I pause. ‘It’s all just so intense, Daniel. I feel railroaded and bamboozled – and then pathetic for letting myself be railroaded and bamboozled. I’m a grown-up after all – shouldn’t I be able to tell Celeste no?’ I throw my hands up. ‘The whole wedding is starting to feel like one big, bloated mess. Don’t you just want to scream?’

‘Sometimes,’ he says agreeably, not looking the least like he wants to scream. He’s better than me at all of this.

‘Shall we just run away to Gretna Green or Vegas?’ I suggest hopefully, only ten per cent joking.

‘Our families would never forgive us,’ he grins. ‘Especially your mum.’

‘I know,’ I sigh dramatically, picking up the glass of water.

‘Ooh, actually, can I have some of that?’ he asks, grinning cheekily as I laugh and hand it over.

He downs it in one. ‘Ugh, water!’ He makes a face. ‘Let’s have the dodgy Baileys, Ginny! Take our lives in our hands!’ He jumps up with exuberance, grabbing the bottle. ‘Let’s drink this and then go meet Jimmy in the pub! The lads are all down there.’

I take a deep breath, steeling myself. I have the hangover from hell and would really like to sleep for, say, thirty or forty years, but I haven’t seen Daniel in three days. I should make an effort. Even if it involves hanging out with his overly loud best mate, Jimmy.

‘OK, I’m ready to risk it,’ I say with determination. ‘But I’m bagsie-ing the toilet now, so you’ll have to take the bathtub if things get really bad!’ I stand up, noticing what a state the flat is in. Tonight, I will be fun, and then tomorrow, I’ll clean and tidy. Daniel has so many good qualities, but looking after himself is not one of them. But that works – we work – because I love looking after him. Plus, I need to do something to make up for my family; to make up for my flaws.

In the kitchen, I fetch glasses from the cupboards and he comes up behind me to wrap hot arms around me.

‘Sorry to moan,’ I begin, trying to shake the dread away. ‘How was your weekend? Any willy straws involved?’

‘Almost none,’ he tucks his head between my shoulder and neck. ‘I was mostly just chilling out.’ He shrugs against me.

‘Maxin’? Relaxin’? All cool?’

He nods. ‘Shooting some b-ball outside of school.’

‘Did a couple of guys, who were up to no good, start making trouble in your neighbourhood?’

‘Exactly that,’ he nods solemnly.

‘OK,’ I spin around, taking the bottle from his hands and sloshing suspicious liquid into glasses. ‘Let’s do this.’ He laughs as we clink glasses.

I feel a rush of pride that I can make this gorgeous man happy. I will make him so happy, I know I can.

OK, so I’m not excited about the wedding itself, and the next hellish few weeks leading up to it, but if I can just survive it, Daniel and I will be married. And I am excited to marry him. We’re going to be married! And I’m going to make him so happy.

That fortune teller didn’t know what she was talking about.




CHAPTER THREE

Across the room, I catch my sister’s eye and she gives me the signal.

Swallowing a sigh, I paste on my Helping Face.

A sleazy-looking guy is lounging across the counter as I approach, asking the same question she hears all the time: ‘So is your dad’s name “Tony”?’ He gestures at the name tag on her left boob, making no attempt to hide the simultaneous leering.

‘Er, no,’ Toni replies, and only I can detect the bone-deep sigh in her voice.

‘How is your relationship with your dad?’ He leans even closer, trotting out a line he no doubt read in one of those disgusting pick-up advice books. The ones that teach idiotic men that women are all vulnerable, emotional, jealous hags with daddy issues.

And only some of us are like that.

‘How are you getting along?’ I ask in my best professional voice. ‘Can I help at all?’ Sleazo looks annoyed by the interruption but straightens up off the counter.

‘No, no, I think Toni here has got it covered.’ His eyes trail lazily across my breasts but, finding them underwhelming, he returns his gaze to Toni’s more curvaceous chest. Instinctively I pull my hair from my shoulder to cover my nametag.

For some reason, men like this seem to feel they have a weird kind of power over you – like they think they own a little bit of you – when they’ve learned a personal detail like your name.

‘Unfortunately, we need Toni in the back office,’ I lie, directing myself at her. ‘Your boyfriend Shawn is on the phone.’ I see her tense shoulders relax by millimetres as I turn back to the customer. ‘But I’m available if you’d like to see anything else, sir?’

He is undeterred. ‘Weeeeell…’ He huffs out his chest and I get a hit of Lynx Africa wafting off him. ‘If Toni leaves for her boyfriend at this crucial moment, you’re going to lose a sale here.’ His tone is playful but it’s clear he’s a man used to getting his own way. ‘I work in sales, too, see? And we all know building a relationship – a bond – with the customer is key.’ He leers at Toni again. ‘And Toni and I have bonded quite nicely. You wouldn’t want to ruin that, would you?’ He turns back to me, eyes swivelling across my chest as he tries to locate my nametag under all the hair. I feel a small catch of triumph as he frowns, failing. ‘And I was planning on spending big today,’ he adds teasingly. Behind him, I catch the tension returning to Toni’s shoulders. ‘What do men’ – there is that assumption, always – ‘spend on engagement rings these days?’ he asks, the supercilious note still there in his voice. ‘On average, two, three grand I’d guess, right?’

I suppress a sigh.

There are so many plus points to working for the family business, a luxury jewellery store, Celeste’s Stones. But today seems to be mainly lows.

I demur, unwilling to admit he’s in the right area. I wouldn’t tell him, not even if he was actually a decent human being. Celeste says money is gauche; we’re not even allowed price tags on our stock. She gets this sour look on her face when someone asks how much a certain ring or bracelet is. And, on the very rare occasion she’s actually in store and working these days, she always hands over the payment part to me or Toni. Honestly, I think she’d rather let clients wander off with a £50k ring than actually go through the horrifying process of asking for money from them.

‘And I was planning on spending upwards of £10k on a ring,’ Sleazo continues. ‘To be honest, Toni,’ he still can’t see my name and I swear in that moment to never cut my hair short again, ‘I’m really only getting this,’ he gestures now with a sneer at the array of rings behind glass, ‘to stop the little lady from nagging so much.’ Rolling his eyes, he does the puppet hand to represent his future wife daring to speak. ‘She’s seriously high maintenance but her dad’s my boss, so what are you going to do?’ He laughs like none of this is a problem.

But then, you’d be surprised how many men come in here to buy an engagement ring for their future wife and behave like this. Poor Toni often gets the brunt of it, being so young and so buxom. It’s like a lot of men feel they have to pretend they’re not really in love. Because being in love is a silly, emotional, female thing, of course. Many of our male clientele come in and do this little song and dance about being ‘tied down’ and how they’ve ‘given in’ on the marriage decision. It happens less than it did ten years ago, when I first started working here at the store, but I’m sad to say the male ego is still alive and repugnant.

I’m really glad Daniel’s not like that.

‘Excuse me,’ a female voice behind me clears her throat and I turn away from Sleazo, abandoning my poor sister to her fate. Sorry Toni, I tried, I internally whisper as a young woman who can’t be more than twenty-one waves anxiously at the rings. ‘I’d love some advice on all this stuff.’

‘Of course!’ I say warmly. ‘Anything in particular you’re looking for?’

‘Well, I want to buy a ring…’ she hedges and my smile gets wider.

The rings are my favourite area of the store. They’re our speciality. We do a broad range of jewellery, but engagement rings account for probably three-quarters of our trade. And despite the many idiots we see in here, like that particular sleazo idiot still staring at my sister’s boobs over there, I love, love, love my job. There’s nothing like helping people with this huge, exciting moment in their life. Even if you’re not a big, fat, hopeless romantic – which I am, for the record, despite everything I’ve seen about much of the male population – it would be impossible for anyone to work in a boutique jewellery store and not get sucked into the romance of it all. For every guy like Sleazo, there are five adorable, sweet couples who are head over heels, dribbling love out of their very pores and thrilled by the notion of promising the rest of their existence to each other.

Actually, I keep a secret list of my favourite proposal stories clients tell me – what they’re planning or what they’ve done – and read them sometimes when I get yet another cynical sleazo in store. I’ll definitely be pulling it out to read later.

‘Absolutely,’ I lead the young woman over to a nearby counter, a discrete distance from Sleazo. I don’t want anything to ruin this exciting moment for her.

I give her a moment to review the gleaming gorgeousness, taking in the array of yellow, white, rose gold, platinum and palladium options. We have every type of gemstone here, from amethysts to sapphires, in every kind of setting. Her eyes scan across the vintage section now, lighting on one of my favourites: a yellow gold heirloom from the 1800s, with three deep blue and green opals surrounded by tiny diamonds. She won’t be able to tell through the glass, but there’s an inscription on the inside that reads: 9th November 1867. It makes me want to cry thinking about everything it must’ve been through and seen since that date.

‘Is it a gift or a, er, special occasion?’ I fish as the woman hops excitedly from foot to foot. Her eyes are lit up with excitement at the prospects before her.

I really want her to say she needs an engagement ring. She’s too young to be getting married, obviously, but I love it when women propose.

Though, to be honest, most people who come in here on their own are just here to gawp at—

‘So, like, oh my god, it must be sooo cool to work for Celeste Bretherton!’ The young woman is no longer looking at our rings. Instead she’s suddenly very close to my face, stage-whispering as she eyeballs a huge framed photo behind the counter. It’s a promo shot from the third series of Engage!

In the poster, Celeste stands in a power pose, hands on hips. She’s covered head-to-toe in sparkling diamonds, looking huge and Amazonian, glaring down into the camera at her feet, as an oncoming storm darkens the sky behind her. The tag line declares, ‘Engage! Returns for a new series on 8 Jan.’

Five years ago, my mum screen-tested for a brand-new streaming show called Engage!, where contestants with an eye for design create bespoke rings within a time limit. It was billed as Great British Bake Off meets MasterChef for jewellery fans, and right from the start, my mum was an obvious candidate for judge. By that point Celeste’s Stones had already established itself as the newer, sexier Tiffany & Co., more modern than Cartier, more upmarket than Pandora. And with my mother as its face, the brand had acquired a huge cult following online, close to a million followers on Instagram, with people clamouring to watch her daily reels. She would describe, in her throatiest voice, all about her high-end, hand-curated stock; every item depicted in intimate, sexy detail. Every diamond was ‘naked’, every gleaming gem ‘erotic’. She was accused of being the Nigella of jewellery and when she early-adopted TikTok ahead of the teenagers, there was no stopping producers piling through our door.

I smile, a little tightly. ‘Yes, it’s incredibly cool to work for your mum,’ I add a small laugh, covering my disappointment. She’s not really here for a ring; she’s here to celebrity-spot my mother.

Her eyes land on me with astonishment. ‘She’s your mum?’ She takes me in, disdain lighting her eyes at my obvious lack of star quality. ‘Wow, that’s amazing. Do you ever get to go on set?’

‘I have done,’ I nod. ‘But it’s probably not as exciting as you think. I watched a bit of filming, but mostly just sat around on the catering bus talking to crew.’

‘Oh.’ She’s dissatisfied again.

‘So,’ I clear my throat, ‘back to the rings…’

She looks caught out for a second, before smoothly replying. ‘Sure, er, I need a ring for my… gran. She’s turning sixty-five. But, er, actually I’m mostly just, y’know, looking today. Doing my market research, you get it.’

‘Of course,’ I reply smoothly.

We go through the rigmarole of discussing options before I leave her to wander around on her own. I know before I’ve walked two feet away, she’s already WhatsApping her friends about the encounter. She went into Celeste’s Stones and met the Celeste Bretherton’s daughter! And she was lame!!!

That might be the biggest problem with this job. I don’t really mind the sleazos or the cynical celeb-chasers. But I do mind my mother. Working for your mum would be bad enough but she’s also the world’s worst manager. She’s a short-tempered, controlling, micro-manager who wants you to do everything for her but then will also redo it all because it wasn’t exactly the way she would’ve done it.

It’s what makes her such sensational telly, but, as her eldest daughter, I can tell you – Celeste Bretherton is A Lot.

And, oh god, speak of the mother-devil.

Celeste sweeps in through the back entrance, already booming out in that lusty voice of hers.

‘Where’s my darling birthday girl?’ She yells this at me, even though I’m right in front of her. ‘I need a cuddle, my darling!’ She opens her arms wide and I glance around, embarrassed. The young woman with the fake gran is by the door, face white, eyes wide; her hands visibly shaking. Sleazo is watching with big eyes, too, Toni and her boobs momentarily forgotten.

There’s no denying my mother has that celebrity thing. She sparkles. Which, yes is another one of Engage!’s tag lines, but it’s also true. Celeste is effervescent in that undefinable way some women are. She’s other-worldly, somehow. I think that’s why I always think of her as Celeste, rather than Mum. I know it bothers her and I try my best to say Mum out loud. She says she doesn’t mind being Celeste Bretherton to the world, but she wants us – her family – to see someone else underneath.

The trouble is, she so often forgets to leave the character at the door. I guess, when the whole world sees you a certain way, how can you not be affected by that? I watch Celeste perform even for us, like we are her fans and viewers. It sometimes feels like I don’t know the real person there, underneath all that Celeste Bretherton. Maybe it’s easier; hiding. I wonder if my dad ever gets to know the real her?

The truth is, I don’t even know how old she is. Her stage age is between forty and fifty-five but I think she must be closer to sixty, if not tipping over. But her skin is flawless. She loves all the non-surgical surgery and has weekly laser-y, sonic-y, Gwyneth-y facials that keep her looking tight and blank in an ageless way.

Myfanwy says the moment she turns forty, she’s going to get everything Celeste has done. Personally, I’ve always said I wouldn’t do it, but now I’m in my thirties – thirty-two today actually – I’ve started noticing certain upsetting changes. Things are happening around my face that are really starting to bother me. In my twenties, if I had a rough night or got ill, sure, I’d have awful eyebags and my face would sag a bit, but after a decent night’s sleep, it would spring back to its usual self. That doesn’t happen so easily now. The eyebags and sagging have just become part of my existence. I find myself looking in the mirror every day, whispering at my reflection hopefully you’ll look better tomorrow.

Now I wish I hadn’t said quite so publicly that I would never get anything done.

It’s easy to say you’ll age gracefully before you’ve really started ageing.

I allow myself to be enveloped in a Celeste hug, and it’s a lot nicer than last week’s hen-do sick one. The huge silk dress she’s wearing – perfect for a red carpet, or apparently, a visit to the office on a Wednesday in late June – rustles around me.

‘Toni! My darling!’ she calls out now, releasing me from her grip. Across the room, my sister smiles tightly, ‘I’m just with a client!’ she says smoothly, gesturing at Sleazo, who is fully ignoring her now to stare at the vision of Celeste before him.

Celeste pouts. ‘Toni is so unaffectionate, isn’t she, Ginny?’

I murmur a vague dissent but my mother is already off on one.

‘She’s never going to get Shawn to marry her if she continues like that,’ she declares, at a volume that Toni can clearly hear. ‘She’s so beautiful, but it’s not enough, is it, darling? She needs to be an appealing prospect to a man or she’ll end up alone and lonely, won’t she?’ Her questions rarely require an answer. Her viewers play drinking games during Engage!, taking a shot every time Celeste Bretherton asks a question and then answers it herself.

It’s a shame I’ve not been invited to contribute to our conversation because actually I’d like to point out that Toni is one of the warmest, most open and affectionate people in my life, and Shawn doesn’t deserve to be near her, never mind marry her; I really don’t like her boyfriend choice. He’s much older than her – more like my age – and has an arrogance I can’t stand. He’s always showing off and one-upping everyone in the room. Toni can do a thousand times better, but it’s not my place to tell her that. She’s only twenty-three; she has to figure out about dickheads on her own.

Toni and I weren’t that close growing up, what with the nine-year age gap, but it’s been the nicest thing ever, working with her at the store and getting to know her as an adult these last few years.

Celeste is still talking to me, slash herself. ‘No hugs for her mummy, and meanwhiles Daddy’s abandoned me again.’ She pouts. ‘He’s back in Canada for another scouting trip.’

It cringes me out so hard that she says Mummy and Daddy. As of 6.02am today, I’m thirty-two! Plus Daddy sort of implies a very hands-on, papa bear-type figure. Whereas my dad is actually quite a sweet but distant, barely around presence. He does the stone sourcing for our business, and is constantly in faraway places on lengthy research and purchase trips. We’ve made such a big thing in the press about being conflict-free and ethical about our jewellery practices, so Mum and Dad decided many years ago that he had to be totally involved in that side of things. We can’t afford to let a blood diamond through the net.

He’s currently in Canada, which compared to his other regular destination – Australia – is just around the corner.

‘Has Daniel got something nice planned tonight for your birthday?’ Celeste regards me seriously and it takes a moment to realize this is one question I’m actually meant to answer.

I smile shyly. ‘Oh, I don’t know – I don’t think so. To be honest, I think we’ll keep things low key. It’s not a special birthday and we do have kind of a big party coming up…’ I give a short laugh.

‘Don’t you dare call the wedding of the century a party!’ Celeste looks horrified and I try not to flinch at wedding of the century.

‘Well, anyway,’ I shake off the fear, ‘he’s probably too distracted getting excited for his stag do this weekend to worry about birthday stuff. He’s already started packing!’ I laugh at his enthusiasm, remembering how I tripped over a large suitcase and two rucksacks in the hallway this morning. Daniel and his friends are only going for three days, but the man has packed enough for a month. He’s always been more high maintenance than me; his stuff takes up 90 per cent of our bathroom cabinets.

‘Oh darling, well, let me take you out for the evening then!’ Celeste cries excitedly and I panic-backtrack.

‘Um, right! Er, that’s so nice of you, Mum, but actually, now that I think about it, Daniel did tell me to keep the evening free, so maybe we’re going out for dinner or something?’ I lie unconvincingly, catching Toni’s eye a few feet away.

‘Hmm, OK,’ she replies with more than a hint of sulk to her voice. ‘As long as he’s making a proper fuss of you. You’re so special and beautiful, you deserve to be celebrated at every opportunity.’

This is the thing about my mum. She’s controlling and annoying but I’ve never been in any doubt about how much she loves me. The need, like, pulses out of her in this cloying, aggressive way, spurting in every direction. It’s part of why I struggle to tell her to back off, because I know it’s mostly coming from a place of love. Dysfunctional, aggressive love, but still love. I think it’s also this misguided idea she has that Toni and I are an extension of her. She assumes that everything she would want must be what I would also want. So of course I’d want an over-the-top hen do with fifty people I’ve never met, collectively doing an array of insane, boring or dangerous activities. And of course I’d want a wedding with 300 virtual strangers watching me walk down the aisle in a venue with 2,000-foot ceilings. And of course I’d want a birthday extravaganza on a random Wednesday evening.

Because it’s what she’d want.

‘Hey,’ she smiles beatifically down at her Celeste’s Stones brand watch. ‘It’s almost five, why don’t you finish early and go home to Daniel? I’m sure he’s got lots of wonderful presents for you.’

I grin, because he probably has. He’s always been so fun and unpredictable when it comes to surprises.

As it turns out, even I couldn’t have called just how unpredictable.




CHAPTER FOUR

All the lights are off when I arrive home and, as I pass through the hallway, I wonder for a moment if there might be some kind of surprise party waiting for me in the living room.

Surely Daniel knows me better than that? Hosting a party is in the area of worst nightmares for me. I shudder at the thought. Obviously the theory is to have fun, but I can’t get away from all that horrible fear of no one turning up; the pressure of ensuring everyone is having a good time; the stress of potentially running out of drinks or food; the neighbours complaining; everyone leaving early and bitching about how crappy your house is, or how ugly your sofas are. I can’t see the appeal whatsoever. Even attending parties means I need a lie down for three days afterwards. I was OK with planning a tiny wedding as a one-off, but since it has become this monstrosity of an event, I’ve been surviving by telling myself it’s Celeste’s party, not mine. And it kind of is.

Myfanwy describes me as a sociable introvert. Because the weird thing is that I do enjoy meeting people and talking to them – and especially getting drunk with them. But afterwards I need a lot of recuperation and recharge time.

Thankfully, there is no surprise party in the living room, only more dimness, and I fumble for the overhead light.

‘Dan?’ I call out to an echoey flat, nervousness in my voice. Daniel works from home as a freelance copywriter, so he’s almost always here when I get back. Has he been kidnapped? Murdered? Taken up jogging? I don’t know which one would be worse.

I check my phone. No message from Daniel, only one from Myfanwy asking if I want to be involved in her and Sonali’s summer solstice ceremony this weekend – followed by another message, sternly telling me to stop rolling my eyes.

I shoot Dan a text asking where he is, and then set about checking each room for killers, turning on lights everywhere I go and ignoring the stabs of guilt about the unaffordable electricity bill.

The flat secured, I pause, unsure what to do next. Usually I’d get into my pyjamas the moment I’m home, but what if Daniel has got something planned? Maybe I should be putting on more make-up, not taking it off.

I try ringing him but it goes to voicemail and I feel a strange gnawing in my stomach. Where is he? What if he’s not OK?

He didn’t mention anything about plans tonight when we said goodbye this morning. But I was in a rush and fielding lots of lovely WhatsApp messages wishing me a happy birthday. Maybe I missed something.

Oh god, what if he told me to meet him somewhere and I was too distracted shooting off amusing gifs to friends?

I message him again and then retrace my steps around the flat, checking for a note on the fridge or by the door. Something jangles in my head as I pass through the hallway – I’m missing something. The hallway is missing something.

The bags! That’s it. Daniel’s suitcase for Amsterdam. The stuff he’d prematurely packed for his stag do. They’re gone. I quickstep through to our bedroom to check and they’re not there either.

Did I get the plan wrong? Surely I’d remember if his stag do in Amsterdam started midweek, on a Wednesday. On my birthday.

No, we talked about it enough – he was definitely going on Friday afternoon.

The gnawing in my stomach is starting to get more intense. If he was injured or there was an emergency, he wouldn’t have taken his suitcase. And he would’ve messaged me. The last WhatsApp he sent me was yesterday and it just asked me to please bring home bread.

Slowly, my hands shaking, I make my way over to his side of the wardrobe and when I open it, I find… nothing. Just empty hangers, dead moths and dust. His clothes are all gone. His shoes are gone. His cologne, deodorant, shaving equipment, his stuff is all gone.

I try to ring him again because this can’t be what it looks like – it isn’t what it looks like. There’s no way, no chance. He wouldn’t do this. There was no warning, no signs. We’re getting married and we have an amazing, lovely life together.

There is still no answer and this time I leave a strangled message that sounds nothing like me.

‘Why are all your clothes gone, Daniel? Where are you? I’m really confused, can you ring me back, please? Please, Dan.’

Then I change into my pyjamas, get into bed and stare blankly at the blackness of the turned-off TV for hours, waiting for my phone to light up.

It is almost midnight before he finally messages me back.



Ginny, I’m sorry. I can’t go through with the wedding. I just need some time, a bit of space to think. You were right, it is all too much. I can’t do it. Dx





I drop my phone back on the bed as my hands go numb. I look around at the flat – at our flat – and feel its barrenness reverberate back at me. I glance down at his bedside table, empty of its usual mess. There are no used cups with its standard coffee line around the rim. No empty Twirl wrappers, no little pots of vitamins, no half-read biography about some sports star. The tiny things that make this flat our shared space are all gone. And so is Daniel.

The numbness travels through me as one thought loops around my brain again and again.

Happy birthday, Ginny.
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