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			Praise for Eight Bright Lights

			 

			‘Warm, witty and sparkly . . . it’s a treat’

			Holly Smale

			 

			‘Warm and funny with characters you can’t help but fall for, this is the perfect book to curl up with’

			Emily Stone

			 

			‘The perfect festive read! I adored it’

			Catherine Walsh

			 

			‘Beautifully written and hilarious, I adored this book!’

			Joanna Bolouri

			 

			‘Hilarious . . . we have a new rom-com queen!’

			Shaparak Khorsandi
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			The clock is ticking,

			and getting their happily ever after might just take a miracle . . .

			 

			EIGHT DAYS BEFORE THE WEDDING

			 

			Hannah is stuck - in South Devon and her dead-end job. But when her estranged father dies, she suddenly finds herself in Tel Aviv. With only her insufferable - yet irritatingly sexy - host for company, can she pick up the pieces of her father’s life and make it home in time for her cousin’s wedding?

			 

			FOUR DAYS BEFORE THE WEDDING

			 

			More preoccupied with securing her dream job writing for an iconic fashion magazine, Rachel is already a distracted bride. But when an article unlocks a long-held family secret, will her simple Christmas wedding become much more complicated?

			 

			THE NIGHT BEFORE THE WEDDING

			 

			Spontaneously quitting her job was not wedding planner Ella’s idea - neither was burning bridges with her terrifying boss. Left with only one client - and no money - how will she pull this wedding together, when everything else is falling apart?

		

	
		
			

			For John, my best friend and love of my life

		

	
		
			Sunday

			18 December

		

	
		
			Hannah

			I’m late. Fifteen minutes and thirty-­five seconds late, to be exact. Usually I wouldn’t bother counting but I’d bet this entire shift’s wages that my boss will be. She’ll have her stopwatch app out, recording my tardiness to the millisecond like a world record is at stake. To be fair to me, this isn’t my fault. What kind of psychopath rosters someone to work at 10 a.m. on a Sunday? Everyone knows a 10 a.m. start is more of a suggestion than a direct order. Everyone apart from my boss.

			I check my phone for the thousandth time since I woke up three minutes ago. I can’t help feeling like I’ve forgotten something – but that could just be because I’ve forgotten most of last night. I wince and turn down the brightness on my screen. My head feels like it’s been taken hostage by a three-­year-­old given a drum kit by someone who really hates their parents. I blame whoever invented the mojito. Mr Mojito? It had to be a man to cause this kind of pain.

			There’s no time to worry about looking like I didn’t spend last night in a skip. I scan my floordrobe for respectable clothes and settle for the first T-­shirt that almost passes the sniff test and the pair of blue boyfriend jeans I drunkenly tripped out of last night. I nearly bash my head on the ceiling as I hop into them. I swear this room is getting smaller by the day.

			On my way down the stairs, I catch a glimpse of myself in the landing hallway mirror, the one I’m sure is there for the sole purpose of shaming me. It’s working. Ye gods. The only thing distracting from my hair, which wouldn’t look out of place on Springwatch being monitored for the first signs of life, is last night’s mascara. It’s caked under my eyes in a way that says, I’m in a zoo about to give birth to the only hope for the continuation of my species.

			Ah well, I’m already late; another minute won’t make a difference. I sprint back upstairs and desperately look around for a miracle product that will fix both my hair and my face. Maybe turn back time to before I decided to go out last night. The closest thing I can find is a moisturizer (not mine) that promises to reverse the effects of ageing. Presumably not by time travel. I spit on a balled-­up tissue by my bed and wipe it frantically under my eyes, cursing myself for wearing fancy waterproof mascara – also not mine, of course. I’d never buy anything that inconvenient. Or expensive. I grab a hair tie from my nightstand and force my tangled mane into what I’m hoping I can pass off as a deliberately messy ponytail. And that’s when the room decides to start wobbling as the toddler drummer in my head goes full Phil Collins.

			By the time I head back downstairs I’m nineteen minutes and twenty-­two point seven seconds late. Just perfect.

			I’ve never stressed about being late. I’m the kind of person who runs on their own time – Hannah Standard Time, as my boss from hell puts it. But that was before I started working for her. I already know exactly what she’s going to say: ‘Hannah, you’re so habitually late; it’s one of the only reliable things about you.’ Or: ‘Hannah, you’re late so often, your tombstone will say “Hannah Weiss – was late”. In fact, if you ever do die, and people refer to you as the late Hannah Weiss, nobody will know anything happened to you.’ Then she’ll do that passive-­aggressive little laugh, which serves the double purpose of demonstrating that she’s totally chill while covering up the sound of steam slowly escaping her ears.

			Once she’s finished her tight-­five stand-­up routine, she’ll launch into her classic lecture. I don’t know why she bothers. I know it off by heart. I could win a lip-­sync battle mouthing along to it. ‘Hannah, it’s been over a year since you left university and you can’t even decide on a hair colour, let alone what you want to do with the rest of your life. When I was your age, I was juggling a five-­year-­old daughter and a full-­time job by myself. When are you going to grow up and sort your life out?’

			If that sounds like a weird thing for my boss to say, it’s because my boss is also my mum. And my landlord. And my self-­appointed life coach. Home is once again the little flat above the pub my mum runs. Our flat didn’t always feel this little. When I was growing up, there was plenty of room for the two of us. But after three years of university it seems to have shrunk around me, Alice-­in-­Wonderland style.

			‘You’re not Alice,’ says the version of Mum who lives rent-­free in my head (only fair, as I live rent-­free in her flat). ‘You’re that bloody rabbit who’s always late for everything.’

			Three years. That sounds like a long time, doesn’t it? A long time away from this little estuary town of Topsham, Devon, to work out what I want to be when I grow up. I studied English to stall that decision for three years. But nobody warned me it would go by in five minutes and I would find myself aged twenty-­two, graduated for a year and a half and pulling pints for the same five weirdos every day. Don’t get me wrong – we love the weirdos; they’re our weirdos, and our only customers. But it’s not exactly the dream, is it? Not that I have any idea what the dream is. I briefly raised Mum’s hopes when I joined the human rights society at uni. She got overexcited and started needling me about internships at the UN before being bitterly disappointed to discover I’d only signed up to impress some guy whose name I now don’t remember. Worse still, instead of coming home with big ambitions, I returned with lots of opinions that make my aunt Lauren turn purple with rage at family dinners. I can’t say that isn’t fun, but again – not the dream.

			My cousin Rachel doesn’t have this problem. She’s known what the dream was since we were old enough to play pretend magazines; she’d make me copy-­edit her crayon scribbles. Not only that but she’s getting married next week. She’s got it all figured out. But, as Mum frequently likes to remind me, I’m not Rachel.

			I skid to a stop behind the bar.

			‘Late again.’ Mum pounces immediately. ‘What was it? Bad commute? Traffic on the stairs? Ha ha ha.’

			I nearly burst a blood vessel trying to suppress an eye roll.

			‘Sorry.’ I wince when I hear how sulky I sound. ‘You’re clearly rushed off your feet without me.’

			I know. I’m being a dick. But the way she goes on you’d think it was New Year’s Eve at Fabric, not Sad Hour at the Hive. The Hive, despite its name, hasn’t been busy since 1988, when a group of ramblers ran in during a storm and had no choice but to buy stuff. There’s even a framed photo of them behind the bar. In a tourist town full of gastro pubs, we are very much the locals’ drinking hole. And they’ve kept us in business, just about. But speaking of ‘not exactly the dream’, I know running a dingy pub that barely stays afloat isn’t Mum’s.

			Mum has big plans for this place. She’s dying to replace the ancient, puke-­coloured carpet (great for hiding puke stains), the hole-­ridden armchairs and seventies wallpaper. To get rid of the dark-­wood tables with countless rings from years of nobody using a coaster despite them being, as Mum frequently points out, right bloody there. I’ve seen the Pinterest boards she thinks she’s set to private of pretty, painted furniture, potted plants and white, clean walls. I’ve seen the sample menus she’s jotted down on her notepad in quieter moments. There’ve been a lot of quieter moments lately – and a lot of menu options. It’s not a lack of vision stopping Mum from turning this place into her fantasy business. We just don’t have the money. What makes it particularly painful is that Mum managed to save up a modest refurbishments fund, only to have it wiped out by the cost-­of-­living crisis. It’s now earmarked for our winter energy bills. God knows how we’ll manage beyond that.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘Obviously you were late because you were so busy picking the perfect outfit.’ She eyes my T-­shirt pointedly. It’s inside out. And back to front. With no choice but to take it off to fix it, I duck under the bar. ‘As much as I’m sure our customers are enjoying the show, it’s really not that kind of establishment,’ Mum chides.

			I resurface from my Coyote Ugly moment to find that Mum has plonked a glass of Coke, a packet of Jacob’s Cream Crackers and two paracetamol pills on the bar in front of me.

			‘Take these,’ she orders. ‘You’re no good to me doing your Courtney Love tribute act.’

			I open my mouth, ready to dive into what’s likely to be an argument in seething whispers, but I’m interrupted by a booming voice.

			‘HANNAH MONTANA!’ Derek laughs at his own decades-­out-­of-­date-­yet-­still-­somehow-­a-­creepy-­cultural-­reference-­for-­a-­man-­his-­age joke. I feel my muscles tense. I quickly knock back the Coke and painkillers.

			I’m too hungover to deal with Derek, a portly local in his fifties who describes himself as ‘a bit of a character’. Usually other people label you as ‘a bit of a character’ when they either mean you’re an oddball or an arsehole. I’m not sure what a self-­styled ‘character’ wants people to take from that.

			Derek, as he often likes to tell us, is rich – so rich he could fund Mum’s pub redesign a thousand times over (but not rich enough to drink somewhere decent). ‘Carolyn,’ he often says. ‘I’d take such good care of you.’ Why doesn’t he? Well, then he ‘wouldn’t have “his girls” all to himself, would he?’ is his go-­to response, delivered with a lascivious wink and a laugh you could hear from Australia. Derek laughs that loudly because it compensates for the fact nobody is laughing with him. Sometimes Derek plays a super fun game where he gets out his chequebook, writes Mum a cheque for an obscene amount of money and then holds it just out of her reach, trying to get her to grab it, before playfully ripping it up, saying, ‘I’m only joshing you’.

			When he’s not here, making little ‘jokes’ about how if he were thirty years younger, I’d be ‘in trouble’, Derek claims to be off at some holiday home or another, coming back after a few weeks with a leathery tan and an ostentatious flash of the cash to buy everyone’s drinks for a day. I should add that nobody has any idea how Derek makes his money. If asked, he says something evasive like ‘bit of this, bit of that’ or ‘wheeling and dealing’, like a bargain-­bin Alan Sugar. Our working theory is drugs.

			‘HANNAH MONTANA!’ Derek repeats. At least it’s a step up from ‘Ginger Spice’, which is what he called me for a month after I dyed my hair from bleach blonde to its current auburn red. I dread to think how annoying he’d be if he knew exactly how ginger my natural colour was before I started changing it up. ‘You should listen to your mother,’ he scolds, switching to creepy would-­be-­stepdad mode and wagging a gold-­ring-­embellished finger at me. ‘You’ll never turn this place around otherwise. Time is money, Hannah.’

			Mum grimaces. I can tell she’s torn between enjoying the backup and not wanting, under any circumstances, to agree with Derek.

			I smile through gritted teeth. In my head I count down ‘Three, two, one . . .’ before I duck under the bar to grab a pint glass and mouth along the predictable words: ‘Don’t give me too much head, love.’ Behind me, my mum makes a quiet retching noise and I stifle a giggle. My annoyance towards her softens. For once, we’re on the same page. And at least she has no interest in making Derek my new dad.

			For a split second, things feel like they used to. Before this nightmare year in the post-­uni wilderness, Mum and I had a great relationship. She raised me by herself after getting pregnant at eighteen, but, despite being so close in age, we’re not one of those mother–daughter duos who are more like sisters. Mum has always been distinctly mum-­like. She’s one of the most responsible people I know. While she’d never admit it to me, I can’t help but wonder if making such a colossal mistake so early on in her life made her feel that she needed to do everything else perfectly. Or maybe, if she grew up before her time and raised me right, she could tell herself I wasn’t a mistake at all.

			My parents met when my mum was on a gap year in Israel with her Jewish youth group. My dad was an up-­and-­coming fashion photographer, well known on the Israeli scene but not yet internationally, and she was a beautiful but naive eighteen-­year-­old flattered by his insistence he ‘had to photograph her immediately’. It was classic romantic-­comedy material – in that it was problematic, unrealistic and over the second they got together.

			My parents tried to make it work for a while; at least, Mum did. She stayed in Israel, where I was born, and for a few months they played house. But Dad, despite being seven years older, wasn’t ready for the responsibility. So, off he fucked and Mum brought me here to Devon after a disastrous spell living with Grandma Rose in London. My usually progressive grandma had gone unexpectedly 1950s on her, constantly hand-­wringing about Mum finding a husband to raise me ‘properly’. It’s an anomaly in Grandma’s character I’ve never understood; Mum didn’t understand either. After Grandma’s zillionth transparent attempt at Fiddler on the Roof levels of matchmaking, Mum fled to Topsham, a place that reminded her of happy childhood holidays.

			I know Grandma sorely regrets her reaction to Mum’s pregnancy. She’s apologized enough times and has begged us to move back to London, but she’s never really explained why she acted the way she did. The best she’s come up with is that Mum is her baby and she feels extra protective of her. Grandma had secondary infertility after having my aunt Lauren, which is why there’s eight years between Lauren and my horrible uncle Aaron and another eight years between Aaron and Mum.

			Whatever the reason for Grandma’s overreaction, Mum, being her stubborn, independent self, has refused to even entertain the idea of moving, which is a shame because it would have been nice to have grown up near Grandma and Rachel. My other cousins, Abby and Ben, I could take or leave.

			Mum took a job at the Hive, the cheapest place she could find to stay when she arrived with nothing but a duffel bag and an overtired toddler. She took the job to pay the bills, but Fred, the owner at that time – a widower with no kids who became like a second grandfather to me – saw Mum’s potential and became her mentor. When Fred died five years ago, he left the business to her, and the rest is history.

			Topsham is a weird place to be Jewish. We’re often the first Jews that people here have met. When I first met my best friend Emily, she asked if she could rub my horns for luck. In her defence, she was six, but it’s always left a question mark over her parents. There’s a small synagogue down the road in Exeter, with a tiny community: a mixed bag of hippies and retirees, who can’t agree on whether they’re Reform or Orthodox. As the old saying goes – two Jews, three opinions. They alternate services on a fortnightly basis, with the Reform crowd grumbling through the Orthodox services and the Orthodox lot complaining throughout the Reform ones. Still, despite the superficial differences, it’s like being part of a big extended family. Mum is on the committee, organizing local events like tonight’s Hanukkah party. I’ve always quietly enjoyed planning the events, although I would never admit that to Mum. She’d kill my enthusiasm with her encouragement.

			Dad used to visit me here twice a year – once in the summer for my birthday and once over Hanukkah. I would look forward to his visits like most kids looked forward to Disneyland. Dad would show up and whisk me away for a week for adventures like camping and long hikes on Dartmoor, where he would photograph me making friends with the wild ponies. Sometimes he had a woman with him. It was never the same woman twice.

			As the years passed, Dad went from being a big fish in a small pond to a global icon. It started with a modest big break when I was about seven – a fortuitously timed shoot with a little-­known Israeli actress, Inbar Golan. A couple of years later, Inbar was cast in a huge Hollywood blockbuster and suddenly she was a Hollywood A-­lister. When she was asked to be on the cover of Vogue, she insisted on using an obscure Israeli photographer, and that’s how my dad stopped being my dad and became the legendary Oren Weiss.

			When Dad became the go-­to photographer for every high-­end magazine, fashion house and A-­lister on the planet, he reduced his visits to once a year at Hanukkah. Flush with cash, he’d spend a few glorious days showering me with all the things we couldn’t afford: cinema trips, bowling, theme parks and shopping. Returning to my shabby life was always a harsh comedown and I’d spend weeks feeling livid with Mum for barely being able to provide the basics.

			Then, when I was fourteen, the visits stopped altogether. The first Hanukkah when he didn’t come, there were excuses and apologies and promises to make it up to me. Then, gradually, the phone calls stopped. The emails stopped. And eventually I stopped asking Mum when Dad was coming back.

			Behind the bar, my phone buzzes. Mum shoots me a look that contains a whole lecture in and of itself. Emily’s name flashes up on the screen. My stomach lurches. That’s what I’d forgotten last night. Emily. My memory is a little fuzzy, but I’m pretty sure I never made it to meet her at Capsule at nine like I promised. I didn’t mean to stand her up again. It’s just that I bumped into Hot Josh, whom I’d fancied like mad in sixth form. Josh convinced me to go with him for a quick cocktail at Claws. A cocktail turned into shots, which turned into a game of Never Have I Ever, which turned into making out and, well, I can be forgiven for forgetting about Emily.

			With a sense of looming dread, I open the message: Everyone told me not to bother making plans with you and I stood up for you. I came all the way home just to see you. I shouldn’t have bothered. We’re done.

			My stomach sloshes unpleasantly. Emily and I have been best friends since the first day of school. Sure, we’ve grown apart a bit in recent years; I like going out and having fun, while Emily likes being prematurely geriatric, sitting in her pyjamas with her boyfriend, Pete, in their flat, eating dinner off a nana tray and getting promoted at her boring academic publishing job. She’s barely ever back home anymore, not since she moved to London and smugly ‘got her life together’. Still, I never meant to upset her. Surely she can’t mean that we’re actually done? No, I decide. She’s just being dramatic. I’ll give her a few hours to cool off, then I’ll—

			‘Hannah!’ Mum hisses, pointing to a sign above the bar – created entirely for my benefit, because we’re the only two people who work here – that states: ‘If You’re On Your Phone, Our Customers Are Alone.’

			‘I know, I know – I’ll turn it off,’ I lie, shoving it into my pocket.

			‘Was that Matt?’ Mum asks, her voice artificially light.

			‘Nope.’

			‘Oh?’ She can’t help herself. ‘No more Matt?’

			‘No more Matt,’ I confirm. To be honest, Matt was three guys ago; it took me a second to work out who she was even talking about.

			‘So who were you out with half the night then?’

			‘Nunya.’

			‘Nunya who?’ Mum looks confused.

			‘Nunya Business,’ I answer, dying inside as I hear how I sound when I say it.

			Mum sighs.

			OK, I can hear how I sound. But the alternative is telling Mum, who’s already on my case, that I’m not exactly sure who I was out with until the early hours. I’m pretty certain it was Josh, but really it could have been anyone. I don’t know who I was with, I don’t know how I got home – and these gaps in my memory are getting more and more frequent.

			That’s all fairly normal, though, isn’t it? I’m twenty-­two – I’m supposed to be having fun. It’s natural for there to be a few wild nights out, a couple of broken commitments, a long line of Matts and Joshes and whoever elses without Mum slut-­shaming me into oblivion. It doesn’t take a psychologist to work out that Mum is terrified of me getting pregnant by some shithead guy and ruining my life. But, unlike Mum, I know how to use protection and, also unlike Mum, I would take care of it, like she clearly wishes she had.

			‘Very mature, Hannah,’ Mum says, colour rising in her cheeks. ‘And very original.’

			Mum has naturally ginger hair too, so when she gets angry, she looks a bit like she’s on fire. Luckily, before she can work herself up too much, we’re interrupted by customers. Wait, what? Not regulars but actual customers. Real human beings I’ve never seen before.

			‘Oh my God,’ I say. ‘It’s a Hanukkah miracle.’

			Standing in the doorway is a cohort of tourists. My best guess, judging from their ironically mismatched clothes, is that they’re east London types who have wandered in here because they think our pub is, like them, ironically shit. Mum looks momentarily elated. Then her smile turns to a grimace as the group heads towards Derek, who’s eyeing the women creepily.

			Mum lunges towards the customers in slow motion, like a bodyguard leaping in front of a bullet in a movie, yelling ‘Noooooooo!’ She gets to them with milliseconds to spare, trying to cover up her bizarre dive by maniacally reeling off our list of local ales.

			While she’s distracted, I pull my phone out of my pocket and type a frantic apology to Emily. It doesn’t go through. She’s blocked my number.

			I feel like I’ve been socked in the stomach. Emily’s been a bit of a drag lately, but I had no idea our friendship was on its last legs. I check Facebook: blocked. Twitter: blocked. Insta: blocked. Fuck. Maybe she really is serious. I’m going to have to pull something major out of the bag to make this up to her, but what? Call her from a landline? Send flowers? Show up at her retirement home and grovel?

			All I know is that there’s nothing I can do about it right now, and I’ll feel even worse if I get caught on my phone for a second time by Mum. But then it buzzes. Maybe Emily’s got over her strop and decided to talk to me. My heart lifts momentarily – then everything stops as I read the notification on the screen.

			A strange sensation comes over me – like I’m no longer properly in my body. Everything feels distant and tingly, like I’m living the moment in a memory. But I’m here. I’m here right now. Why doesn’t it feel like I am? I try to find a shred of normality to latch on to, but it’s like looking for an earring on a patterned carpet.

			There’s a white ring on the mahogany bar. A permanent ring made up of hundreds of smaller impressions – decades of pint glasses being put down in one place. Like rings of a tree created by generations of alcoholics. It feels familiar, as if I’ve seen it hundreds of times, but this is the first time I’ve properly noticed it. It blurs in and out of focus as I hear Mum’s voice somewhere in the distance: ‘Hannah? We have customers.’

			I’m sitting down now. I don’t remember sitting down. Where am I? The floor? Yes, that seems right; there are rows of clean glasses lined up on the shelf in front of me.

			‘Hannah,’ Mum’s voice is closer now. Clearer. ‘What’s got into you? I thought I told you to put away . . .’

			Her voice trails off as I hand her my phone and she reads the words that catapulted me into this strange dream: ‘Fashion Photographer Oren Weiss Dead at 48’.

		

	
		
			Ella

			I’m early. On any other day, this wouldn’t be a problem. I’m so routinely early that I consider being on time to be lateness. My life could be summed up in a montage of me sitting in cafés, waiting rooms, airports, either reading a book or knitting. I always leave a half-­hour buffer when I plan a journey. You never know what might go wrong on the way and I would die of mortification if I was ever late. My dad is a retired navy man and his motto is ‘there’s no excuse for lateness’, which might be why I see it as a personal failure. You can say so much by being early. I’m early means ‘I’m prepared’. I’m early means ‘I value your time’. I’m early means ‘I can be counted on’.

			Today, however, is a Sunday in Golders Green on the first day of Hanukkah, which means there’s no quiet corner of Shakshuka to hide in while I wait for Corrine. The shops are packed with people panic-­buying last-­second gifts, yelling at the poor Israeli supermarket staff for having the audacity to run out of Hanukkah candles at the last minute on the first night of Hanukkah – and, it seems, everyone’s having breakfast at Shakshuka.

			Shakshuka is one of my favourite cafés, but today it’s a waking stress dream. It’s heaving. I can’t hear myself think through all the noise and it will be a Hanukkah miracle if I manage to get a server’s attention. I’m no good at that at the best of times. Eye contact has never been my jam and, no matter how intently I stare, I always seem to blink or look away just as they glance over at me. There’s no way to wave a waiter over without looking like an entitled dick.

			Through sheer luck, I’ve managed to get a table, but I’ve had to guard Corrine’s empty chair with my life. Some people are polite enough to half-­heartedly ask if they can take it, while simultaneously placing a tentative hand on the back, but others have gone straight for a grab. I had to wrench it out of one woman’s death grip, which is no mean feat for someone as conflict-­averse as I am. Only I could be moments from wrest­ling someone to the ground while still apologizing profusely. The woman is now sitting at the breakfast bar, eyeing my still-­empty second chair resentfully. She clearly thinks I’m saving it to spite her. I avoid her gaze, not just because the eye contact would be incredibly painful for me but because I’d be liable to give up, apologize for existing and hand over my boss’s chair, my own chair and my firstborn child, should I ever have one.

			This would never happen to my little sister, Martha. If Martha were here, she’d flash a smile so charming that if anyone minded her blatantly hogging the chairs (and an extra one for her handbag – you don’t put Prada on the floor) they wouldn’t even notice. Not me, though. The brassy Scouser gene I was supposed to inherit must have skipped me.

			Today of all days, I can’t show any weakness. I wouldn’t put it past Corrine to have chosen this ridiculous time and place for an appraisal meeting as a test. Classic Corrine. The sole reason my job, which I otherwise love, is so stressful. Compared to my boss, Darth Vader is Employer of the Year. At least he had the decency to put his employees out of their misery by strangling them to death with his mind.

			There are so many reasons Corrine is a nightmare on speed; it’s hard to know where to start. You’d think I’d be an expert by now. I rant about her so often that my girlfriend, Georgie, has installed a Corrine jar. Given what she pays me, even venting about her is bankrupting me. That’s a decent place to start: my pitiful salary. I’m paid a basic London living wage to do Corrine’s job for her while she gets the lion’s share of the clients’ fees and the huge commissions she commands from our suppliers. One of the benefits of being the most sought-­after Jewish event-­planning racket in town is that Corrine can take a heftier cut than she deserves, because nobody wants to be dropped from her preferred supplier list. If you’re not on The List, you’re dead this side of the North Circular.

			Maybe I’d feel less resentful if Corrine were a great manager, but it’s hard to watch her raking it in while being an active impediment to a job well done. Corrine constantly makes rash, illogical decisions and it becomes my job to manage the consequences. This is going to sound very up myself but it’s more of a commentary on Corrine’s abilities than mine: I have no idea how she managed to pull off such high-­scale events before she hired me. I guess she must have relied on whichever poor ‘me’ was working for her to keep her reputation as the UK’s top Jewish event-­planner intact.

			Before any antisemites out there start rubbing their hands with glee, it’s worth noting that Corrine isn’t Jewish. Corrine grew up in New York and calls herself ‘Jew-­adjacent’. She moved here after marrying a Jewish man, whom she’s since divorced, but not before managing to insinuate herself into Jewish circles. Not that you’d know it from her supplier list. Aside from the rabbi and one kosher caterer, none of our preferred suppliers are Jewish. That isn’t inherently a problem – it’s just a weird choice on her part for someone who ‘adores Jews’. She’s happy to exploit the market but less happy to work with the community.

			Georgie insists she’s a philosemite – someone who fetishizes Jewish culture but will flip to antisemitism the second she feels slighted by ‘one of us’. I’ve brushed off Georgie’s concerns because that’s a moral red line for me and I can’t afford to believe it – but lately Corinne’s off-­colour ‘jokes’, usually involving money, have started to make me feel squirmy. For example, when I commented on the weather holding out for an outdoor retirement party and she said ‘touch wood’, I responded that Jews don’t touch wood. ‘What do you do?’ she’d sneered. ‘Tap your credit cards together?’

			I sometimes wonder if Corrine might be a psychopath. She’s a branding expert, looking the part of the high-­end wedding planner, love-­bombing clients on a first meeting before turning on them the second they’re locked into a contract, like a toxic boyfriend.

			In a community this size, you’d think word of mouth would be enough to put her out of business, but, truth be told, there just aren’t that many other options. The woman goes after competitors like the Terminator coming for Sarah Connor. The original Terminator, not the nice cuddly one from the second movie. This means actual Jewish wedding planners don’t have a snowball’s chance in hell, or whatever the Jewish version of hell is – nobody can quite figure out if we have one – of establishing themselves. And that the country’s foremost Jewish event planner thinks our coming-­of-­age ritual is called a ‘bra mitzvah’.

			Most of my job is overcompensating for her unpleasantness. I shouldn’t mind it. I’ve had a lifetime of conditioning with Martha, for a start: quietly signing birthday cards on her behalf, apologizing for her, cleaning up her messes. With Corrine, it’s more like cleaning up nuclear waste. The worse she behaves, the harder I try to make it right for our clients. There’s nothing I won’t do. I’ve devised entire day plans when divorced parents never crossed paths. I’ve manifested a last-­second six-­foot unicorn piñata out of thin air. I’ve even catered a five-­star meal for a fruitarian diet. All for the bargain price of ten pounds per hour.

			This isn’t how I pictured my life would be at thirty-­two years old. I used to have a high-­power, high-­stress job in the marketing department of a finance company. Then, when I was twenty-­six, I stopped functioning. It came out of nowhere. It was like I just ran out of batteries.

			I’d always found sensory input overwhelming. I’d never been good with bright lights or loud noises. I’d always had to go somewhere quiet to concentrate, rather than try to listen past the hubbub of background noise. Without fail, I’d found myself getting panicky in crowds, and any form of socializing, particularly navigating the confusing unspoken rules of a workplace hierarchy, was draining to the point of exhaustion. Then there was my extreme emotional sensitivity, and the inexplic­able little ‘tantrums’ I’d have, which always left me mired in shame. But somehow, admittedly with quite a few mishaps, I’d always coped.

			But one morning whatever coping mechanisms I’d relied on in my four years on the job abandoned me all at once. I had a bad day at work and, mortifyingly, found myself sobbing so uncontrollably in front of my boss that I was given the rest of the day off. Once I got home, my body started shutting down. I couldn’t even bear a pinprick of light. A whiff of perfume could give me a migraine for days. An unexpected noise felt like a cheese grater to the soul. I’d always been an emotional person but suddenly I was a constant ball of anxiety, getting the weepies every five minutes. I’d never had a lot of energy but, without warning, I could barely crawl from my bed to the bathroom. Getting breakfast would wipe me out for the rest of the day. 

			I called in sick, thinking I would take a day or two more off work and be refreshed and ready to take on the world. But a couple of days turned into a couple of weeks, which turned into a couple of months and eventually my GP had to sign me off with stress.

			I started to panic that I had a brain tumour. It didn’t seem possible that I could feel that bad and not be dying. The doctor did every test imaginable, thanks to my work’s fancy private health insurance. There was nothing physically wrong with me. That, in a way, was scarier than the thought that I was seriously ill. If the doctors turned up nothing, that meant it was all in my head and there was no obvious fix. Every time I phoned my GP with a new theory, the silent ‘What’s wrong now?’ was deafening. I’d find myself tearful and inarticulate at my appointments. So I stopped making them. I hid myself away, like a bear in hibernation, trying not to make myself anyone else’s problem.

			The answer arrived by chance. As part of her professional development as a counsellor, Georgie did a training course on working with autistic adults. She came home at the end of her session and found me in bed, where I was curled up right where she’d left me hours earlier.

			‘Babe,’ she said. ‘I’m going to read you a checklist. If you don’t agree with me, I’ll never bring it up again but . . . I don’t know, a lot of it sounds like you.’

			And then she read me the list that changed my life forever. I’d always thought autistic people were quiet, robotic maths geniuses but, as it turns out, there are lots of different ways to be autistic – and, so often, girls fly under the radar because of misogynistic interpretations of their – our – behaviours. In my case, my oversensitivity, social awkwardness, anxiety, and whatever else I was going through, were all put down to attention seeking, due to my mum’s illness and subsequent death. If Mum had still been around, I’m sure she would have picked up on there being something deeper at the root of all of it – but she wasn’t, and I had no chance of my traits being recognized by my absent father or self-­absorbed sister.

			I won’t bore you with the whole checklist, although I really want to. I have a tendency to infodump when I get overexcited and I know a lot about a subject. That, incidentally, is on the checklist. All you need to know for now is that I was going through something called autistic burnout. I’d become physically and emotionally exhausted from trying to fit into a world that’s not designed for me. Despite there being barely any research on the topic, it’s so common that it’s one of the reasons many women are diagnosed as autistic in our late twenties or early thirties, when masking our autistic traits finally becomes impossible.

			Anyway. The important takeaway is that once I knew I was autistic (with a side serving of dyspraxia, as it so happens), I couldn’t un-­know it. It was clear to me that there was no way I could ever go back to the office with its fluorescent lighting, unreasonable hours and impossible office politics, and that my burnout maybe wasn’t as out of the blue as it had seemed at the time. I needed to do something creative, something where I wasn’t shackled to a desk all day or figuring out where the invisible line between friendly banter and inappropriate conduct was (helpful hint – apparently telling a co-­worker you love their voice so much you wish they could read you bedtime stories is a matter for HR). There were just two problems: I had no idea what I wanted to do next. And I needed money to live.

			Quitting my job was simultaneously the easiest and hardest decision I’ve ever made. It was agonizing because it meant letting go of the person I’d been trying to be my entire life. It was easy because there was no other option. I couldn’t stuff the genie back in the bottle and my personal genie happened to be the loudmouth one from Disney’s Aladdin. But I was still racked with guilt and anxiety over what it meant for my future with Georgie. Our plans to buy a house and start a family went down the drain. Nobody apart from Georgie could understand why I was quitting. They didn’t believe I was autistic, rather that I was an attention seeker, as my sister so delicately put it, with rare nods of agreement from our dad. They couldn’t wrap their heads around why I would give up my financial security for no good reason.

			Georgie and I drained our modest savings while I lay in bed panicking about what to do next. Georgie kept insisting there was no rush, but our bank balance disagreed. I considered freelancing but I just couldn’t muster the enthusiasm for endless rewrites of marketing copy that will never, no matter how hard it tries, make financial services sound sexy. It was Georgie’s suggestion that we go on holiday to de-­stress, with the promise of figuring it all out when we got home. So off we went to Turkey, off season. We did nothing but eat, drink and lie on the idyllic white sandy beach for a week. In the shade, of course. Because I’m basically a vampire. And on sun loungers, because I really hate sand.

			When we got home, we made a list of the things I’d loved and hated about my old job. Getting it all down on paper gave me perspective. The only thing I loved about my old job was the rare dabbling in event planning. I’d only ever helped out on the occasional product launch but I’d enjoyed those moments more than my entire four years of elderly men barking at me to make leaflets about home equity loans ‘go viral’.

			I know that event planning seems kind of left field for an autistic recluse who recently referred to a brief chat with the postman as ‘a party’, but it’s not about the social element. It’s about the details, the decor, putting on a spread that people rave about for years afterwards and about watching from the shadows, like Gatsby. For the first time in my adult life, I was excited. I felt full of rocket fuel, ready to get out there and take on the world. I pictured myself with a headset and clipboard, á la Monica from Friends, directing suppliers, coordinating proceedings and finding the perfect non-­steam-­vent spots for ice sculptures.

			My excitement evaporated as soon as I started my job hunt. Each one required a minimum of two years’ experience and all I had was that time I’d arranged the sandwiches into a pleasingly symmetrical shape for a client lunch. I was on the verge of giving up when my sister got chatting to Corrine at hot yoga. I have no idea what hot yoga is – I think it’s just regular yoga for people with unhealthily high self-­esteem. Whatever it is, the endorphins it released must have gone to Martha’s head because when Corrine mentioned she was looking for an assistant, no experience necessary, my little sister grabbed the chance to help me out for once.

			In hindsight, Corrine’s lack of standards should have been a red flag, but I wasn’t about to argue with the flexible hours and remote working. She didn’t have an office and therefore didn’t expect me to go to it. And that’s how, five years ago, I became the person who gets Corrine’s coffee, apologizes for her after she’s flounced out of meetings, and shampoos her labradoodle. That’s her dog, Mitzi, not a euphemism.

			All that, however, is going to change today. For the last year and a half, Corrine has been dropping hints about making me a junior partner at Simcha, a position that comes with a small amount of equity in the business and lets me loose on events by myself. I’ll be acquiring my own clients and keeping some of what I earn, albeit with a hefty percentage going to Corrine. Since we expanded from weddings into bar and bat mitzvahs, anniversary parties, corporate gigs and even once a totally over-­the-­top circumcision, we’ve had to start turning away work. This way, Corrine can hire a new assistant and, eventually, we might even be equal partners.

			After five long years, I can’t believe that by the end of this meeting I’ll never have to figure out one of Corrine’s garbled commands again. I’ll never have to look at a memo that says ‘change plates’ and divine, as if I’m reading her tea leaves, which event she’s talking about, which plates she didn’t like and what she wants instead.

			I’ll be able to plan weddings that couples actually love, rather than replicating Corrine’s dream wedding on a loop every week. As it stands, I manage to get a few things past Corrine, including replacing her cut-­and-­paste decor with the items that couples had in fact requested. Corrine never shows up at the events, so I just have to keep her away from photos of the offending ‘tat’, as she calls it. The real satisfaction is in the looks on the couples’ faces as they walk into something that at least vaguely resembles the wedding they’ve fantasized about. There’s no rush like it.

			Georgie thinks this is because of my people-­pleasing instincts. That this job is my ultimate wish fulfilment. She says it with love – but also a tiny bit of judgement. Georgie thinks I have boundary issues and can’t say ‘no’. She puts this down to the trauma of growing up undiagnosed autistic and facing constant social rejection. If I’m indispensable, people have to keep me around. But Georgie is a psychotherapist who loves therapizing her loved ones by stealth, although she doesn’t love it when I point out that people in glass therapists’ offices shouldn’t throw stones. I don’t have boundary issues; I’m just . . . helpful.

			Sure, I can sometimes take on a bit too much, but if I’ve got time and energy, why not give some of that back to people who need it?

			‘That’s fine,’ Georgie often says, in an exasperated tone, ‘as long as people aren’t taking advantage of your good nature.’ By ‘people’, Georgie means Corrine. And my sister, Martha. And maybe a few others. Still, it feels like a small price to pay for the satisfaction of being there for people – feeling useful.

			I glance at my phone. It’s five past eleven. I’ve been sitting here for half an hour looking like I’m on a date with Drop Dead Fred. Panic starts to rise in my chest as I see the woman at the counter ranting at the waiter, glancing pointedly in my direction. I hope they’re not going to take the chair by force. Or worse, kick me out. It wouldn’t exactly scream ‘competent partner in an event management business’ if I can’t even negotiate a seat in a café.

			Just as I’m about to break out in hives, Corrine arrives. I smell her before I see her. Corrine has what she calls a ‘signature scent’: a perfume I call ‘Eau de Migraine’ which she massively overuses – possibly to knock out small prey items. Either it’s the overwhelming smell, or people sense danger, because the crowds part for Corrine like the Red Sea as she bustles in, all shopping bags and sharp elbows, with Mitzi at her heel.

			‘DARLING!’ she squeals. Corrine calls everyone Darling. After five years of working together I’m still not a hundred percent confident she knows my name. ‘God it’s busy in here,’ she says, theatrically kissing the air around me. ‘Let’s sit outside. I’m dying for a ciggy.’

			So am I. I haven’t had one in five years and I’ve never quite stopped craving them. Right now, I could use one to steady my nerves but instead I’m going to have to make do with watching Corrine enjoy what I can’t have; it’s a neat metaphor for our working relationship.

			I barely have time to grab my handbag before Corrine is strong-­arming me away from my hard-­won table and out into the freezing cold street. I glance mournfully back as it’s immediately commandeered by the woman at the bar, with a self-­satisfied smirk.

			Corrine ties Mitzi’s lead to the chair and settles into her cold metal seat like it’s a cosy armchair. Perhaps you don’t feel the cold if you’re made of ice. She pulls out a pretentiously thin cigarette and fumbles for a light. As always, I anticipate her needs and beat her to it. I carry a lighter everywhere for Corrine’s benefit.

			Immediately the waiter approaches. After thirty-­five minutes of me trying to get his attention, Corrine manifests him out of thin air. If Corrine and Martha ever teamed up, I would fear for humanity.

			‘Soy latte for me,’ she snaps, without looking at him.

			‘And please may I have a cappuccino?’ I smile to overcompensate for Corrine’s brusqueness and add a second, unnecessary ‘please’.

			‘Soy milk as well?’ he asks.

			‘No thank you – just regular cow juice for me.’

			‘Are you still drinking cow’s milk?’ Corrine asks as the waiter leaves.

			‘Yeah . . . I’m sorry,’ I mutter. What am I apologizing for?

			Corrine shakes her head in disgust. ‘Darling,’ she says, taking a long drag on her cigarette. ‘That stuff will kill you.’

			There’s no point in arguing with Doctor Corrine, whose years of experience at the University of Facebook have made her an expert in every medical discipline from fertility to vaccines. I’ve learned that the best course of action is politely nodding. One of my many autistic contradictions is that, despite being inherently conflict-­averse, I find it hard to keep my gob shut when someone says something blatantly incorrect. I used to compulsively argue with people when they were wrong, often starting a beef I didn’t have the emotional energy to finish. That was until my sister’s husband, Natan, an Israeli guy so laid-­back you could use him as a spirit level, explained it in terms I’ll never forget.

			‘Your problem, Ella, is that you’re a fighter. You need to learn to smile, nod, and then do the opposite of what you’re being asked.’

			‘Is that what you do with Martha?’

			Natan smiled, nodded and said, ‘See?’

			‘So,’ says Corrine. ‘Your appraisal.’

			My stomach flips. It’s irrational, really. I know I’m good at my job and there’s nothing to worry about. But still, I’m being scrutinized. It’s like thinking you look great and then encountering one of those magnifying mirrors. With every single flaw ballooned to epic proportions, all you’ll see are your own greasy, clogged pores.

			‘Overall, you’re not doing badly,’ Corrine continues. ‘Things get done on schedule and I like that I don’t have to chase you up.’

			A faint alarm bell begins to chime in my head. Not doing badly. Hardly high praise. A horrible thought floats through my head, unbidden. She’s about to shaft me. I know, objectively, that this can’t be true. At my last appraisal, we set measurable goals and objectives. I wrote them myself, aware she’d never have the wherewithal to come up with any. She agreed that if I achieved what I was proposing, she would make me a junior partner. I’ve met every single target and then some. And yet . . . something about her tone is making me nervous.

			‘You’re diligent and reliable. You’re willing to work long hours and the clients do seem to like you, despite your awkwardness.’

			That’s a compliment, I guess? A backhanded one is the best I can expect from Corrine. So why does it feel like the contents of my stomach are about to make an emergency evacuation?

			‘You’re also quite good at managing budgets,’ Corrine adds.

			Quite? In five years I’ve never brought an event in over budget. When you’re living on ten pounds an hour, you get surprisingly good at making money stretch as far as it will go.

			‘However,’ says Corrine, ‘I do have some concerns.’

			My mouth is suddenly very dry and I wonder where the waiter is with my poisoned drink.

			‘Some of the decor at recent events has looked . . . well . . . cheap,’ she continues. ‘The Lipman wedding, for example. I distinctly remember saying no chair covers. What have I always told you about chair covers?’

			‘They’re upholstery condoms,’ I recite, looking at the ground.

			‘Then what do I see all over the socials the next day?’

			‘R-­right . . .’ I stammer, finding my voice. ‘The thing is, the bride really wanted—’

			Corrine waves a dismissive hand. ‘Brides don’t know what they want. It’s our job to tell them what they want. We’re tastemakers.’

			‘We’re event planners,’ I want to say. But I don’t. Instead I say, ‘I understand that, but this couple really had their hearts set—’

			‘We can’t afford to be seen to be planning basic bitch weddings,’ Corrine interrupts. ‘We’re here to deliver luxury.’

			I’m starting to feel hot now, even outside in the middle of winter. For five years I’ve bitten my tongue with Corrine. Right now, it’s barely in one piece. I stare at my lap, ashamed. Yes, I’ve been quietly changing things after Corrine locked them in, but I never thought she’d notice. I’d assumed that the stream of glowing customer reviews was what mattered most.

			‘Then there was the Foreman boy’s bra mitzvah,’ says Corrine. ‘We agreed the parameters of the event and then what did I see the next day? A Marvel theme. What have I always told you about themes?’

			‘They’re for people with no class,’ I regurgitate dully. ‘It’s just that Joe’s thirteen. An elegant afternoon tea really wasn’t his—’

			‘What’s more important, darling?’ Corrine snaps. ‘Pleasing a child or the person who pays your bills?’

			The child would probably pay better, I want to say. But I don’t. Smile and nod. Just smile and nod. I try to smile but the corners of my mouth tell me to get fucked.

			‘I’m sorry, Ella,’ Corrine says, not sounding very sorry at all. ‘I just don’t think you’re ready to take on clients without supervision. And I am going to have to watch you a lot more closely to make sure there are no more . . . mistakes. Which obviously eats into the time I had allocated to . . .’

			I’m so angry I can’t absorb another word. Eats into the time she had allocated to what? Take long, boozy lunches with her friends while I work through mine for free? Make pre-­teen kids cry because their ideas for their bar mitzvah are ‘gauche’? Devise the world’s vaguest instructions to the point where I wonder if she thinks ‘instruction’ means ‘obstruction’?

			‘. . . happy to continue our arrangement but I’ll have to reduce your salary . . .’ she’s saying. And before I can take a breath and count to ten, I start laughing hysterically.

			Corrine stops, stunned. I must look truly bizarre because nothing shuts Corrine up mid-­flow. She stares at me, her cigarette burning down to the filter, unsmoked. A pile of ash drops on to the table.

			‘Ella?’ Corrine says, as tears of laughter begin rolling down my face. ‘Did you understand what I just told you?’

			People are staring now. I try to compose myself, but Corrine’s dumbstruck face sets me off all over again. Eventually I manage to steady myself enough to speak.

			‘Care to let me in on the joke?’ asks Corrine icily.

			‘You’re the joke.’

			‘Excuse me?’ says Corrine, clearly boggled by my behaviour.

			‘How are you planning to reduce my salary?’ The words come out of my mouth before I can stop them. ‘I’d have to start paying you.’

			Oh God, what am I doing? I despise confrontation but I can’t help it. I’m getting that full-­body rage sensation that has too often preceded my blowing up my own life. My mouth is writing cheques my nervous system can’t cash. I try desperately to stuff the words back into my face but it’s like trying to make water flow backwards. Corrine begins to speak but I’m too fast for her.

			‘I do your accounts, Corrine. I know exactly how much you’re making by using me. Yes, Corrine, using me. Because you don’t pay me properly for my time. Or my skills. You swan into client meetings whenever you feel like it and undo months of rapport and trust building. You make people feel like shit for wanting things their way on a day that’s supposed to be about them, not you. But then everything is about you, isn’t it?’ As my temper flares, the Scouse accent – which Corrine has told me to ‘rein in’ around clients because ‘we want them to respect you, Darling’ – is unleashed.

			‘How dare . . .’ Corrine tries to say.

			‘How dare I?’ I interrupt. I’ve come this far – I might as well let her have it with both barrels. ‘How dare YOU, Corrine? How dare you dangle the golden carrot of a promotion in front of me, then, when it’s time to cough up, find some bullshit excuse to demote me? How dare you profit off all my hard work and not even have the decency to acknowledge it? How dare you waste years of my professional life with no intention of letting me advance? You know what you are Corrine? You’re . . . you’re a flaming bag of shit.’

			Ouch. I’d been pretty eloquent until that last bit. But I’ve committed to it now, so I repeat it.

			‘A big, fiery crap pile,’ I say calmly. And with as much dignity as I can muster, I gather up my bag, smooth down my coat and turn on my heel, before pausing to clarify. ‘Oh, and in case it wasn’t obvious, I quit.’

			‘You . . . you can’t just quit.’

			‘We don’t actually have a contract,’ I remind her. ‘That’s how you’ve been getting away with paying me peanuts for the last five years. Goodbye, Corrine. Good luck staying afloat on your own merits. I’m sure that, given all the hard work you do and how little I contribute, it won’t be a problem.’ Then, before she can answer, I walk away.

			Oh God. Oh God, oh God, oh God. I’ve just quit my job. At the start of a massive recession. I’ve just called my boss a flaming bag of shit. The second I’m out of her eyeline, my confident stride falters. I stagger away in a daze, with no particular destination in mind. Usually I’m the most cautious road crosser in the world, but I barely think about what I’m doing as I let myself be herded with the crowds across the war memorial roundabout by the station. A high-­pitched frequency reverberates in my ears. My heart is clobbering the inside of my chest. What have I done?

			I hold back until I’m far enough away, then vomit violently into the nearest bin. It’s vile. I hate throwing up more than anything, but I can’t help it. I steady myself on the edge of the bin, waiting for the nausea to pass and mumbling apologies to disgusted onlookers. Once I’m sure I’m done, I fumble in my bag and find a loose, dusty mint. It’ll have to do.

			Trying to ignore people’s stares, I start walking again, just to put as much physical distance as possible between me and Corrine. I reach the gates of Golders Hill Park, deserted on such a cold day, and sink down on to a bench, my head between my knees. The adrenaline is quickly wearing off, and reality is settling in its place. Four words circle like cartoon birds after I’ve been whacked on the head with an anvil. What have I done? What have I done? What have I done?

			I have no idea what to do next. Not just figuratively in life but right now. I can’t sit on this bench forever, but the practical next steps are eluding me. Georgie. Georgie will know what to do. Georgie always knows what to do. But . . . how am I supposed to tell her that I’ve quit another job? That I’ve failed again? That our house and baby will have to wait even longer? That I have no idea how I’m going to pay my half of the bills? A familiar prickling sensation starts in my cheeks
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