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  Chapter One


Iglanced around the spacious oak-panelled drawing room, and though love, happiness, and celebration surrounded me, an overwhelming sadness and jealousy held my attention. A sigh escaped me as yet again, the day wasn’t mine. 
A white wedding with no expense spared was all I’d longed for. Unfortunately, it seemed so far from my grasp. A long, slow breath of air left my lips with the never-ending thought of will my dreams ever come true trailing its way through the heavy unease.
I didn’t think so.
Fighting back the urge to cry, it was neither the time nor place, I focused on my best friend Beatrice. She looked exquisite from head to toe, and as stunning as one of those revered golden age Hollywood actresses whose name I struggled to put my finger on. Racking my brains, it finally came to me; Grace Kelly… yes, her. 
But this was Beatrice’s moment and shining like a white diamond, absolute bliss seemed to radiate from her. I’d wager that she would have outshone the late Princess of Monaco. 
Then, shame crept in, pushing envy aside. Neither emotion felt particularly good, not when I should only have felt joy. 
What sort of friend are you?
Thankfully, distractions of the day kept me from wallowing in self-pity and despair.
“Oi, Meg… stop daydreaming.” Damien, the dashing groom, called from across the expansive room while waving his arms frantically above his head, trying to draw my attention.
“Huh?” 
A conservatively dressed middle-aged woman, wearing an oversized pink hat with veil, I’d never met seemed to know what was going on well before I caught on. She nudged me and pointed me in the right direction. “The photographer is waiting for you, dear.” 
“Oh, thank you,” I replied, flustered. But me not being present in the line-up wouldn’t matter either way because I wasn’t the star of the show. 
Would I ever be? 
Always a bridesmaid, never the bride.
 I wouldn’t be missed. I never was, not really.
Mine would be a face in a sea of many, indistinguishable, and better best forgotten. 
“Sorry, Damien… I’m coming.” I had to push and shove a path through the throng of well-wishers because all seemed reluctant to stand aside. “Passing through, excuse me.” Too busy navigating my way through the crowd, I stepped on somebody’s foot and though I didn’t feel like apologising, I did so anyway. “Whoops… sorry…” As I turned and saw the flushed scowling face and beady eyes peering back at me, I realised who it was.
“Ouch, young lady… that was my toe you just crushed.” Damien’s snooty Aunt Cecilia, who I’d had the misfortune to meet at the engagement party, cried out, hopping for dramatic effect on the uninjured foot. 
I wanted to boot her in the shin and really give her a reason to hop about. She made a totally unnecessary fuss and drew unwanted attention my way.
“Whoops,” I said again. “… Please forgive me, Cecilia…” What I really wanted to say was, “Silly old bag, serves you right for not moving out of my way.”
“Be more careful next time,” she warned, grimacing for added effect. “You’re not the daintiest of girls…”
And there it was, smacking me right between the eyes. The elephant in the room, me, and that one thing everything seemed to come back to—my size. I wouldn’t let it get to me, not now. But I was certain her words would come back to haunt me later.
I shot Aunt Cecilia a parting, withering glare that conveyed the thoughts I should but wouldn’t speak aloud.
Fatty or not, don’t be so bloody rude and let me pass when I say excuse me. 
I pushed through more people who didn’t seem to want to move either. 
What struck me about that moment was an eye-opener because it wasn’t the thinly veiled insults, or the stares, but more to do with the fact that even in a stately home with hundreds of people present, I was still invisible. 
It’s a conundrum because, being the big boned girl, a description I loathed with every fibre of my being, I wasn’t built to blend into the background.  
But I couldn’t shift the blame for anything because I was the one who was guilty of over-eating, and I wasn’t exactly a ravishing beauty either; the two reasons I initially thought being asked to be bridesmaid by my best friend was a joke, or worse still, a pity ask. Thinking back to that day, I should have stuck to my guns and declined gracefully. But I didn’t.
“So, will you?”
“Oh, no, no, Bea…” My hands flew to my cheeks. “I’m really honoured but I couldn’t possibly—”
“Why ever not?”
“I’ll just look fat and awkward standing up there in a dress.” Next to Beatrice, a natural beauty who would rock a bin liner, most women would struggle to shine.
“No, you won’t.” 
I shook my head, wishing the ground would swallow me so I could avoid the whole shebang without hurting Beatrice’s feelings. “Then there’s the wedding photographs and videos—oh, God, no, I’ll look positively enormous.”
“Stop it, Megan,” Beatrice admonished. “You will look amazing, okay.” Judging by her choice of words, she’d already decided it was happening, leaving me with no wriggle room.
“Why don’t you ask Sadie?”
“Because you are my absolute bestest-best friend in the whole world, not Sadie.”
She stretched the truth a tad, but I knew what she meant. “I wouldn’t miss you getting married, not for anything, but I don’t think it’s a good idea.”
“It’ll break my heart if you’re not stood next to me at the altar. Please Megan…” Her tone softened. “I’m begging you, and a bride-to-be shouldn’t have to beg, should she.”
Beatrice was right and had me bang to rights. I projected my issues back to her, which was unfair, because I lacked the confidence to wear a bridesmaid’s dress or to stand before a congregation of people who shouldn’t be focusing on me anyway. “What did Damien say when you suggested I do it?”
Her hands settled on her hips. “It’s got bugger all to do with him, he’s only the groom, and besides, he chose his best man, and I’ve chosen my chief bridesmaid—you.”
Beside the worry of such a responsibility, the word Bridezilla sprung to mind. “Chief bridesmaid, me, really?” Such a coveted role added to the rising panic thumping hard in my chest.
“Who else would I want up there beside me on my special day?”
“You might need Damien, especially if you want to marry him.” Despite feeling sick, I itched to laugh.
“Smart arse,” she clapped back.
“I couldn’t resist…” I was genuinely touched that she considered me good enough to stand next to her. But it meant me being up front and on display which was a position I wasn’t comfortable being in. “I-I don’t know what to say…”
“Say yes. And if it makes you feel better, we can go shopping and find our dresses first. The other two bridesmaids can work around you.”
“You don’t have to do that, and it’s hardly fair on the others.”
“Yes, I do, and sod the others, Meg, it’s my big day so what I say goes.”
“Oh, I don’t know, Bea, it’s a big ask. What if I’m not up to the job?”
“Stop dithering and making excuses, and just say you’ll do it?”
“I-erm–” My thoughts raced at a hundred miles per hour, desperately trying to conjure an excuse that would get me off the hook. But aside from telling her the truth, that I’d feel an absolute frump, which she would shrug off anyway, the net closed in around me.
“And if you agree, I swear I won’t make you wear a peach or pink meringue dress.”
Factor in either of those colours, and the old fashioned, eighties style, and I was already horrified. “Peach or pink with my wishy-washy red hair, Heaven help us.” 
“Oh, knock it off. Your hair is a gorgeous colour.”
“Hmm.” I was never good with receiving compliments. My hair colour is just bleurgh, and as I’ve dyed it so often over the years I’ve forgotten what its true colour actually is. Although, I think right now, it’s as close as it gets.
“Please, Meg, I need you with me.”
 “If I do agree, and it’s a big if, I’d want to wear something simple, classy, and understated. Nothing flouncy that will make me look enormous.”
“That’s fine with me, but I’m obviously wearing an over-the-top white dress, so you decide.”
“Hmm.” I continued trying to think of an excuse. 
“No matter what you say, you do have great taste, and after all, everything works with white so you can’t possibly go wrong.”
My mind flipped ahead to the moment of her day, and I suddenly saw swatches of colour in my mind’s eye. “What about jade green for me, and the other two could wear contrasting colours–amethyst and fuchsia, maybe?”
Sporting a huge grin, her excitement was almost palpable. She jumped up and down on the spot, clapping her hands, wearing a beaming smile. “Oooh, yes, green, purple, and pink, gorgeous, see, you’re already making my life easier. It’ll be a winter wedding, so that’s a perfect colour palette. You’re a genius, Meg…”
Dampening down my nerves, I felt a flutter of excitement at what could be. “Ha! Well, I am an award-winning graphic designer, after all.”
“So, is that a yes?” She clasped her hands as though she was praying.
How could I refuse? Quite easily, but her happiness meant more to me than my concerns over being on display. “Okay, then, if you’re sure you want me.” 
Beatrice squealed then threw her arms around me, continuing to jump up and down on the spot, forcing me to join in with the madness. “Sure? Of course I’m sure.”
Despite an onslaught of gut-wrenching anxiety, I felt decidedly lucky that she was my best friend, and the one who wanted me by her side on the most important day of her life. “I can’t wait.” I lied because already the terror of being front and centre brought about my social anxiety.
“I’m so happy.”
“Me too,” I squeaked as nerves fluttered in my stomach like a kaleidoscope of butterflies. “What date did you and Damien decide on?”
“December twenty-first,” she replied matter of fact.
“Oh, right, that’s… hang on… THIS DECEMBER?” My words were almost a scream. “Crikey, Bea, that doesn’t give you very long to get sorted.”
“It’ll be fine. Besides, this morning I secured the services of Ramona Bilinksa. She reckons with a lot of hard work and dedication, it can, and will, be done.” She was cutting it fine, but Beatrice always did love, and rise to, a challenge. “It’s going to be simply perfect.”
“Ramona, wow, I’ve heard she’s good.” 
“The best!”
“Okay, granted, you’re on the ball hiring Ramona, but even with her expert help, that’s only four months from now and only four days before Christmas… trust you…”
“I want what I want,” she replied with a shrug off her shoulders. “There’s something romantic about winter weddings and throw Christmas into the mix, and it’ll be a day to remember.”
The words crash and diet rattled around my mind. “That’s really soon.” How much weight could I realistically lose in four months?
“I know, which is why I’ll need your help designing the invitations, save the day notices, menus and place settings.”
My creative side immediately began designing the perfect items. “I could start on those right away if you tell me what style you and Damien would prefer. And if you want, I’ll do them as my wedding gift to you both.”
“That would be amazing, Meg. But you don’t need to get us anything. We’re happy to pay for your time.”
“I don’t want your money. I’d be glad to do them for you both, after all, there’s nothing either of you need that you don’t already have.”
“That’s true.”
“But you’d better run it by Damien first.”
“Pfft.” She scrunched her face up. “I don’t think so.”
“Why not? He might have a few ideas.”
“If it was up to him, we’d get married in matching football kits at half-time in the middle of the pitch at Old Trafford.”
“I’m sure that’s not true.”
“Trust me, he won’t care one way or the other as long as I’m there."
“Are you sure? I don’t want to tread on anyone’s toes.”
“I’m sure.” She reached for my hands, clutching them tight. “All he wants is for us to finally tie the knot.”
“He might just be saying that in case you come over all bridezilla.” I could actually envisage her being difficult, but she only intended to do it once, so I’d give her a free pass.
“I don’t think so. He basically told me to get on with it, and aside from helping pick out suits, for him and the groom’s party, that will match with my dress and the overall theme, he’s off the hook.”
“Who else have you asked to be bridesmaid?”
“Nobody yet.”
“How come?”
“Because I wanted to ask the most important person first, but Sadie is next, and I was thinking of asking Emmie too, and if she won’t do it, which wouldn’t surprise me, Damien’s niece, Poppy, although she’s a snot-nosed little brat.”
She wasn’t wrong about Poppy. I’d met the little madam at Damien’s last birthday party. She put me in mind of Veruca Salt from Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory, and her every foot stamp and demand was catered to on a whim, much to my disgust. I didn’t want to overstep with my thoughts on her soon-to-be-niece, so held my tongue. “You’re thinking of asking Emmie?”
“Yeah, but you know what she’s like.”
Emmie has never been comfortable in anybody’s shadow, even if that person was the bride and her friend.
“Good luck with that.” I knew Emmie had refused every single offer to be bridesmaid for various friends and acquaintances over the years, so I didn’t hold out much hope she’d agree to it, no matter who asked.
Although it didn’t seem to be the case at times, the four of us actually were best friends, but some of us were closer than others. While I naturally gravitated toward Beatrice; Emmie and Sadie were like two peas from the same pod and could spend hours talking on the phone, even after spending the day with one another wasting thousands of pounds in designer shops. They also told each other everything and were shockingly bad at keeping secrets which is why I was reluctant to divulge any of mine to either of them. Regardless of the dynamics, I loved all three like sisters and had since our friendship bloomed after we met on our first day at Benenden, a prestigious boarding school.
From the age of six to sixteen, they were my world, an exclusive clique that prevented my childhood from being a terrible, lonely existence. I owed them a lot, even if they disagreed with my assessment of the time. But even such close bonds didn’t come without its share of problems because I always felt inferior to them. While they looked like graceful Disney princesses, I was the funny, clumsy, fat, friend that everyone liked and relied upon, but never the one the boys, or girls, wanted to date, or take to bed, let alone marry.
“I know, but if I don’t ask her, I’ll feel awful. I need to give her the chance to say no, or we’ll never hear the last of it.”
“Yeah, you don’t have much choice really.”
“In the absence of a blood sister, you three are the closest I’ll ever have, especially you.”
I was luckier than most because I did actually have a blood sister. Miranda, or Mimi, as she preferred to be called, who was eight years older than me. She had emigrated to the Gold Coast of Australia ten years ago, not long after she met her husband, Guy. While we had kept in touch, and I’d even flown over a few times to visit her and her family, we weren’t particularly close, not like real sisters should be. Nor did we have a bond as strong as I had with Beatrice. There was love of course, but distance put the blockers on building anything that resembled the relationship I maintain with my school friends. “She might pull a face about me being chief bridesmaid though.”
“Tough titty, and if she doesn’t like it, she doesn’t have to come to the wedding either.”
Though there was much to discuss, I wanted to go home and find my nearest Slimming World class. Losing weight for the occasion was paramount for my peace of mind. I couldn’t live through the next four months worrying. If I was proactive, I could achieve a lot, and even surprise myself. At a size twenty-six there was only so much I could do. But anything is better than holding my hands up in surrender before I’ve even tried. “Okay then, if we’re going to do this, we better get cracking. Aside from the invitations, place settings and other things you mentioned, what’s first on the agenda?”
“Dress shopping, but I was thinking New York rather than the Trafford Centre.”
“New York, in America?”
“Unless there’s another New York that you know of.”
“Oh, gosh, really, that far, just to find a dress?”
“Yes, come on, Meg, giddy up, where’s your sense of adventure?”
I cringed at the thought of having to ask the airline staff for a seatbelt extender. “Adventure, what’s that?” Then, there was all that delicious fried food, and gargantuan American portions. I’d need my jaws wired shut before booking my flight.
“It’ll be fun! I’m going all out and want a bespoke Alexander McQueen dress.”
“Fancy!” Nothing I said would dissuade her, so I’d jump on board and go along for the ride.
“Sarah Burton designed Kate Middleton’s dress, and it was just divine. I want her to do mine too.”
“Crikey, Bea, do you know how much that dress actually cost?”
“I know it was expensive, but it wasn’t off the rack and had been sewed from scratch by a team of seamstresses. I don’t want to walk down the aisle in something that’s been seen before.”
“A quarter of a million pounds though—that’s a hell of a lot of money to spend on something you’ll only wear once.”
“I can afford it, and besides, Damien’s loaded and wants to splash out. I’m only going to do it once, so why not go out all guns blazing?”
“Well, it’s your money, but for the record, I think you’re crazy.”
“You’re not exactly a pauper, Meg.” She cocked an eyebrow, and I knew what was coming. “Remind me how much you paid for your new car, and your swanky Penthouse apartment in the city?”
She was right. I had no footing to argue my case successfully. Aside from my humungous inheritance, I was also independently wealthy, but I’d worked damn hard for it. Attending Benenden set me and the other girls on paths toward sparkling futures. That didn’t mean we grabbed everything we could and put minimal effort in. From my point of view, I had, and continued to work tirelessly to prove that my school-made connections were more of a hinderance than help.
Pretty soon after graduating at the top of my class, I set up my own company, BlanchetDesign, which had thrived, and exceeded all expectations personally, and within the industry. My skills were sought after, and my client list was extensive. Better still, it remained exclusive.  I chose my clients and not the other way round. I wouldn’t work with those I had no interest in; no matter how many zeros they tried to bribe me with. 
I had been beyond fortunate, but success came to us all in varying degrees.
Beatrice was a well-known and respected Barrister, raking in a small fortune working high profile cases. Not to mention owning her own law firm with offices in London, Liverpool, and Manchester with others soon to open in Newcastle and Glasgow. But even with a bank balance as healthy as hers, her husband-to-be was the heir to a well-known firm of chocolatiers with stores all over the world. I could only imagine their combined wealth—not that it mattered when what they had was true love that eclipsed any of their other accomplishments, of which there were many.
Sadie graduated in her chosen field of accountancy but tired of it very quickly. Being the most bombastic, and attractive, of our little clique, she was also the most outgoing, scoring a part in Britain’s most popular soap opera after a stint in one of those terrible Love Island-type reality shows didn’t come as a complete surprise. To her credit, she took to acting like a duck to water and has worked hard over the years to hone her craft. I never miss anything she appears in and gasp at the daring outfits she chooses to walk the red carpets in. Even now, at every awards show, I sob my heart out whenever I hear her name called out… and the Best Actress is… Sadie Sinclair… She met her hunky husband, Charlie, on the same reality show, and he followed her career path, starring in a rival soap opera before Hollywood decided he would be their next big action star. They’ve been inseparable from their first meeting and their marriage is solid; they’re besotted with one another but keep themselves to themselves, refusing to open their marriage up for the tabloids who constantly bombard them with interview requests. I’m happy for her, for them both, and Sadie deserves every ounce of success and good fortune in her life.
Emmie married well, both times, and though she was fiercely intelligent and had qualified as an architect, marriages, and motherhood to three boys took over any career aspirations she might have held. After her first divorce and the subsequent huge settlement, she married her divorce lawyer, Arthur, and ensured her future was secured. I’m a little less certain of her happiness and await the day that she tires of hubby number two and trades him in for number three. At our last meeting, she seemed quite content to be the lady who lunched although her wandering eye for one of the handsome waiting staff failed to escape my notice, nor did the fact she disappeared into the toilets for twenty minutes while he was conveniently nowhere to be seen either. I could be wrong. Still, whatever went on that day, hers is none of my business, though it did reinforce my suspicions that her first marriage failed due to infidelity on her part, not that she’d ever admitted to it. Nor had I asked.
But, faults aside, I love my friends and am immensely proud of our combined achievements.
“I know that, and like you, I work hard, but I can’t imagine loving any dress so much that I’d spend hundreds of thousands on it.”
“When your time comes, you might feel differently.”
“Hmph! Who’s going to want to marry me?”
“Plenty of guys would snap you up in a heartbeat if you weren’t so closed off and resistant to the idea.”
I laughed at the absurdity of it. “Oh, yeah, those guys. Sorry, but I totally forgot I’m fighting men off with a stick.”
“Sarky cow.” Her eyebrows almost met her hairline.
“I’m not trying to be, but your opinion and the actual truth are worlds apart, Bea.”
“Your Prince Charming will come when you least expect it, I truly believe that.”
“I’m thirty-five now, and the only singleton in our group. You’re engaged, Emmie has been married twice in six years, and Sadie has been with Charlie for ten years.”
“Your turn will come.”
“I don’t think so. Look at me, Bea, who’s gonna want me?”
“You’re stunning—that long red hair, perfect China doll complexion, and those big green eyes, hell, if I was into women, you’d be right up my alley.”
“Ugh, thanks, but no thanks. I’m not switching teams, well not yet anyway.”
“You never know—give it a try, it might just be what you’re missing.”
I had been a lifelong supporter of the queer lifestyle, and had many friends within that community, but it wasn’t something I’d ever considered. “Erm, I don’t know what to do with my own lady garden so I’m not wanting to play in anyone else’s.”
“Well, trust me. Love will find its way to you, I promise.”
“One day, maybe, but by then, I’ll be too old to have kids, so what’s the point?”
“Think positive and it’ll happen. And besides, you could adopt or have a baby via surrogate. I’ve heard there’s a sperm bank in London where all the fathers are models.”
“A sperm bank, ugh, no thank you.”
“What’s wrong with it?”
“I’m not locking myself in the bathroom with a syringe full of baby gravy, no matter how much I want to be a mum or how ripped the donor is.”
“Baby gravy? Megan… yuk, really…” She dissolved into fits of laughter. “… disgusting…”
Lost in the memory of the recent past, I failed to watch where I walked or who crossed my path until “Oof...”
“Woah, ah, erm, well…” He spluttered.
“Oh, err, I’m such a klutz…” I smacked bang into the dishiest man I’d ever set eyes upon, and nearly knocked him off his feet. “… my mistake…” Then I realised who I’d almost sent crashing into a table full of people enjoying luxurious desserts I had yet to sample. That wasn’t important though. I gasped, then told myself not to make a big deal of it. It wasn’t the thing to do in polite society but... Good Lord, it’s Storm Bloom.
“I’m so sorry, it was my fault, erm, Miss…”
I wanted to vanish into thin air. 
Storm Bloom had to be the sexiest, most eligible bachelor in the room. Many of the single girls, and plenty of the guys would give their eye teeth for the briefest of moments with him. He was quintessentially English, the rich, posh boy, and one step down from royalty. In fact, I’m sure he went to school with Prince William, or was it Prince Harry?
“Hello, I’m Megan.”
“Yes, sorry, Megan. Please forgive me, I wasn’t looking where I was going.”
“It’s fine and was my fault entirely.” I tried to sidestep him before I melted into the polished floor. I’d only ever seen him from a distance, or in a magazine, but up close and personal, wow, the man before me stood as a bona fide stud, making my knees wobble—steel grey eyes, flecked with hints of green, a blond trendy faux hawk cut, with what I suspected were low lights, tanned, but not Oompa Loompa skin, an athletic build, perfect teeth—probably the result of braces more than interference from cosmetic dentists. Storm resembled the perfect package, which then begged the question, how big was his package? A rose blush flushed my cheeks at the thought of it.
“Oh, now I recognise you,” he announced. “You’re Beatrice’s best friend, right?”
“And chief bridesmaid...” Stupid girl. I shook my head, wishing I could rewind ten seconds from time and say something, anything, else. Why does that even matter?
“You look positively radiant if you don’t mind me saying.”
Unaccustomed to such compliments, even when they were lies to whitewash the fact our meeting had been accidental, I could feel the heat remaining on my neck and cheeks. “That’s very nice of you to say. Thank you, Storm.”
He arched an eyebrow, seemingly impressed that I knew of him, although it was obvious he tried not to bring attention to it. Besides, didn’t everybody know who he was? “I know the bride should be centre of attention on her wedding day, but if truth be told, I couldn’t keep my eyes off you.”
“Oh, I-erm…” I felt tongue tied and almost as shy as a little girl meeting her first heart throb. My hands flew up to cover my eyes. 
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”
“Would you please excuse me.” It wasn’t a request, more me removing myself from a situation I couldn’t handle. Without waiting for his reply, which was unforgivably rude, I rushed away, desperate to find the ladies’ room so I could hide in a cubicle.






  
  Chapter Two


The day had been perfect in every way, from the regally decorated church to the grand stately home which had been decked out spectacularly. 
Beatrice had been right about insisting on a Christmas winter wedding. There was something enchanting and magical about it—happiness filled the air.
Glancing around, unshed tears filled my eyes because in every room stood a Scottish pine Christmas tree, lavishly decorated to tie in with the theme of the wedding. Taking in every inch of the fantasy, I suddenly lived inside a fairy tale. Everything had been put together with thought, care, and dedication. Even the colour of my dress, and those of the other two bridesmaids had been represented in the bows attached to the branches on the trees. 
Ramona Bilinska, known in certain circles of society as the Baltic Battleaxe, was the overbearing but entirely competent, celebrity-chasing, wedding planner, who had worked miracles, making us all believe that little bit more in magic. No wonder everyone considered her the best in the business. I wouldn’t dare be so crass as to ask but my curiosity wanted to know how much she had charged to pull this together in such a short time frame. I’d bet on six figures, but money was no object, and I’d wager this had been the event of her dreams, thus far. Scoring this wedding would catapult her beyond the big league into the social stratosphere. She would write her own cheques going forward.
“Thank you, for everything,” Beatrice sniffled as she pulled me into a hug. “It wouldn’t have been the same without you by my side.”
“It was my pleasure entirely.” I hugged her tightly, holding back happy tears. “You’re the most beautiful bride, ever.” I heard the quiver in my voice, and just had to keep it together a few minutes more.
“And you look absolutely stunning—a vision.”
Her words touched my heart because for once, I did feel pretty, kind of. “Do you think?”
“Breath-taking,” Damien said as he approached us. He swooped in and kissed my cheek. “Bea is right. You really do look a vision, Megan.”
“Aw, don’t, you’re going to make me cry.” I paused to avoid any tears beckoning the call of my inner anxiety. “I’m really trying to keep it together, if you hadn’t already noticed.”
Damien held onto my hands. “I echo everything Bea said—your help and support has been invaluable, and I know you took on way more than you should have, so thank you for helping make our day so special. You mean the world to both of us.”
I blinked and felt a solitary droplet slide down my cheek. “I’ve had a lovely time.”
“Have you, really?” Damien asked, knowing how insecure I’d been about undertaking such a prominent role.
“Oh, yes, it was the most amazing wedding I’ve ever been to.”
Beatrice dabbed her eyes. “I can’t wait to see the pictures.”
“I’ve told the photographer to call me when the prints are ready. I’ll pick them up and lock them in my safe.”
“You’re wonderful.”
“Although I’ll be tempted, I promise not to look until you’re home, okay. But he did say he was going to upload the pictures to a private portal, so you won’t have to wait until you get home to see them.”
“I’m excited to see how they come out.”
“I know how impatient you are at times, Beatrice Astor.” It felt strange using her new name.
“Ahem.” She coughed. “It’s Beatrice Klein-Astor, thank you very much.” She winked at me then smirked. “We’ll make a night of it, food, wine, just you and me.”
“And don’t forget your lovely husband… Damien Klein-Astor, I presume?” Had he taken on her name too?
He nodded his approval. “That’s me! Fair’s fair.”
“I kinda like it.” I should have known Beatrice wouldn’t surrender her maiden name or reduce herself to being somebody’s wife without her own identity.
“It’ll take some getting used to but I’m as proud to bear my wife’s name as she is to take on mine.” He leaned in and kissed her cheek, lingering with his eyes closed.
If only I could find a love as true as this. It was time I let them get on with the first day of the rest of their lives. “Well, I better let you go, or you’ll miss your flight.”
“Hardly, my wonderful, kind, generous, new father-in-law is letting us use the company jet.”
“Oooh, very fancy I must say. Private planes already, oh, how the other half live,” I teased, though I couldn’t be happier for her. She deserved the best because she was the best.
Beatrice clapped her hands, excitedly. “I know, and there’s a king sized bed, Meg, did I mention it?”
She hadn’t. “That’s handy.” I knew what she was really getting at. “At least you’ll be able to get a few hours’ sleep.”
“And the rest.” Damien playfully slapped Beatrice’s bottom. “We’re married now, so nothing is going to stop me ravaging my wife.”
“Ha!” Beatrice scoffed, holding onto his hand. “Who are you trying to kid?”
From what Beatrice had told me, they’d thrown each other around the bedroom a few times the very first night they met. Neither would have considered waiting until their wedding night. 
Not like me. The Virgin Bridesmaid. It would make a wonderful title for a novel.
“Whatever you choose to get up to thirty thousand feet in the air, go and enjoy yourselves. I’ll see you both at the end of January.”
“I’m going to miss you, Meg.”
“We both will.” Damien smiled, and I realised how lucky I was that my best friend’s husband liked me as much I liked him. As he looked at her, I stared at him. Pride emanated from every pore. I’d never seen him, or her, so blissfully happy.
“You better not have time to miss me, either of you.”
We shared a group hug. Then I watched as they moved down the line of well-wishers finally leaving me to cry tears of happiness as I joined in finally waving the newly married couple, showered with brightly coloured pink confetti, off to start their lives as Mr and Mrs Klein-Astor.
They would have the time of their lives, and Barbados was lovely this time of year.
As they drove off, a roar of laughter filled the air when we spotted what had been glued and taped to the back of the white Rolls Royce that would whisk them to the airport; condoms filled with what I presumed to be shaving foam, handcuffs, and balloons. More laughter ensued because stuck to the back window was a sign that read… JUST SENTENCED… TO LIFE.
Their marriage would be anything but a prison sentence.
“BYE, BEA! BYE DAMIEN!” I called out through flowing tears.
Beatrice turned and waved out of the back window, blowing us all a kiss.
I wondered if I would ever experience what Beatrice and Damien had. I held a piece of confetti in the palm of my hand and stared down at it. It’s such a simple thing—that small bit of thin paper, it said so much—a true sign of celebration, love, and happiness.
Why couldn’t I have it too?
Was I destined to spend my life alone and unloved?
“Stop it, Megan!” I whispered to myself. “This isn’t your day.” Not many were as lucky as Beatrice and Damien.
I want it too.
Emotions battered me, and I dabbed my tears before I resembled a raccoon.
“They make an adorable couple, don’t you think?”
“Yes...” I patted beneath my eyes again, trying desperately to flush out the remnants of jealousy and regain my composure. “… quite the lovely—” I stopped abruptly mid-sentence. Storm Bloom. Where did he spring from? “Oh, hello, again.”
“I was hoping to catch up with you before the end of the evening.”
“You were?”
“Yes.”
“Why was that?” Being in such close proximity to him unnerved me, but I tried to shrug of my awkwardness and act cool.
“Are you okay?”
“I’m fine, and I apologise for rushing off without a goodbye earlier, a bit of a dicky tummy…  too many glasses of fizz I think.” It wasn’t the most convincing of lies.
His expression told me he didn’t believe a word I babbled at him. “How are you feeling now?”
“Fighting fit, thanks.”
“Jolly good, and as you’re feeling better, may I get you a drink?”
“That’s very kind of you to offer, but I should get going.”
“Going…?” He appeared surprised. 
“Home.”
“You’re leaving, so early?”
“It’s been a hectic day, and I’m ready to kick these heels off and relax.”
“Yes, I agree it has been quite the celebration, but just one glass of champagne and then I shall ask my driver to take you anywhere you’d like to go.”
“There’s no need–I already have my own car booked.”
“So, one drink, that’s all, I don’t bite, I promise.”
I glanced at my new diamond Cartier watch, a present from the bride and groom that reduced me to tears when presented to me at the wedding breakfast. “Just a small one, then I really do have to go.”
“May I?”
May he what? I wondered what he meant, then noticed he’d held his hand out. “You want to hold my hand?”
“Only to escort you to the bar.”
“Oh…” Tentatively, I took hold, and instantly felt all eyes fall upon me. I imagined what they were thinking. Who do you think you are Megan? Storm Bloom, escorting you to the bar—what a joke. “You know, on second thoughts…”
Despite my lingering protest, he held on tight. “I’m not letting you run away from me again, Megan.”
“Is everyone staring at us?”
“Not at us, no, but at you, most definitely.”
“Oh, no.” I had the urge to shrug my hand from his and run.
“I did already mention how sensational you look, didn’t I?”
I could feel the burn in my cheeks and prayed he wouldn’t notice. “I really don’t like being the centre of attention.”
“Why ever not? There isn’t a person in this entire place that could hold a candle to you right now, so let them look.”
“Oh, behave.” I felt like I’d been pulled into the pages of a romance novel.
“You don’t see it, do you?”
“See what?”
“How utterly mesmerising you are.”
“I’m just me.”
“There’s nothing just about you, Megan.”
“You’re quite the charmer, Storm. Has anybody ever told you that before?”
“Many, many times and if truth be told, I talk absolute rubbish to most women I meet.”
“That’s very honest of you?” Go, while you still can! Get out of here!
“To those I want a quick dalliance with, I say what I need to say to get them into bed.”
And you were doing so well. Now, run for your life! “And now?”
“I won’t lie and say I’m not imagining how tantalising it would be to watch you undress, but—”
I didn’t want to listen to his well-prepared and vomit-inducing patter, and held my hand up, stopping him mid-sentence before he could say anything offensive. “Look, Storm, I’m flattered but definitely not into one-night stands, so if this is your feeble attempt to seduce me in the hope of getting your leg over, save your breath. I’d rather have a cup of tea.”
He cocked a perfectly maintained eyebrow. “Brutal! But allow me to finish before you assassinate my character, please.”
I felt foolish for jumping the gun and a little rude considering present company. “Make it quick, it’s been a long day, and I’m not in the mood.”
“Truth be told, I’d savour that, or any, moment with you, if I was ever that lucky, but I want so much more.”
I rolled my eyes, unwilling to go along with this charade for much longer. “You don’t even know me, and from what I know of you, I hardly think I’m your type.”
“Do you believe in love at first sight, Megan?”
“If I was Snow White, yes. But as I’m not, save it.”
“I couldn’t keep my eyes off you today, and the more I watched you shrink into yourself, the more I realised just how magnificent you truly are.”
Oh, yuk! “Magnificent—you must have had your good eye fixed on somebody else.”
He sniggered, seemingly amused by my attempt at sarcasm. “The moment I watched you take your place next to Beatrice is one I shall remember forever.”
“Pull the other leg, it’s got a bell on it.” My words of discouragement seemed to mean nothing. Why wasn’t I surprised? If anyone in this room had a Teflon hide, it’s him. “And how long did it take you to think this up?”
“I only saw you, a Goddess, and talking to you now, there aren’t enough superlatives to adequately do you justice.”
I didn’t need a mirror to realise my cheeks shone like beacons in the dark. “I’m touched, but—”
“But you’re not like other girls, are you? You don’t believe in the power you hold deep within you, am I right?”
“I’m shy, Storm, and hold no power whatsoever. There’s nothing special about me, in fact, I feel quite out of place here.”
“Why would you feel anything less than a queen?”
“I’ve spent the last four months starving myself to fit into this dress, and it’s still a size eighteen.” I’d managed to drop two dress sizes, but why did I just reveal such personal information to him of all people? I was mortified to have spilled my guts to a complete stranger. Even though Beatrice didn’t have a judgemental bone in her entire body, I’d never ever told her my true dress size, and out of respect, she’d never asked. “So you see, me and this world don’t quite fit. Christ, I barely fit into this dress, and it cost far too much money for something I will never wear again.” I felt tears stinging my eyes but wouldn’t give into them. I’d wait until I got home, and while shovelling down a family sized lemon cheesecake and copious bags of crisps I’d let them rain down until sleep befell me. Then when the sun rose again, I’d worry about the inches stacked on my waistline.
He squeezed my hand, then gazed at me. Unblinking, and with the kindest, most compassionate eyes I’d ever lost myself in and he murmured, “Please, don’t cry, Megan.”
“I’m not going to.” I tried to avert my focus, but like a moth to a flame, I was drawn to him.
“Tell you what, how about we get out of here?”
“And go where?”
“You decide… wherever you feel at your most comfortable.”
“At home, sitting on my sofa, eating ice cream and chocolate, and shut away from the rest of the world would be good right now.”
“You should never hide from anybody, not ever, the world should see you.”
I’d heard enough of this claptrap. “How many times have you used these cheesy lines on women?”
“I mean what I say, Megan, and just so you know, I’m laying myself bare here.”
“Why?”
“Because I like you, is that so hard to comprehend?”
“But you don’t know me.”
“What if I want to get to know you?”
“Why would you?”
“Because I’m smart and trust my instincts when they tell me not to let the most perfect woman I’ll ever meet walk away from me.”
“Look around you, Storm. There’s plenty of women who would let you take them to bed in a heartbeat, I won’t.”
“You’re the one, Megan, and it’s not about getting you into bed, don’t you see that?”
“I’m the one… what’s that supposed to mean?”
“The woman I’ll marry, what else?” He said it without the merest hint of irony.
I pulled my hand out of his, angry at him for what I perceived as him mocking me. “Don’t be so bloody stupid.” My voice rose a few octaves, drawing more stares from the guests.
“What’s so stupid about it?”
“We’ve only just met, that’s what.”
“And your point is?” He didn’t flinch, nor steal his eyes away from mine. “But to be clear, we did meet earlier on, so this isn’t an entirely new thing, not really.”
“Enough with this silly game now.” I spoke a little too loudly, bringing more disbelieving eyes my way. I could almost hear their words—why is the hottie with the fatty?
“It’s not a game.”
“Then enough with whatever this is.”
“Can I buy you dinner?”
I was stunned by his moxie. He seemed to take any refusal as an invitation to go in harder. I’d wager he was a shark in business. I wonder if you are good in bed. “No. Absolutely not.”
“What about breakfast?”
“Absolutely not,” I repeated.
“Okay, brunch, ice cream, chocolate, KFC, fish and chips, winkles at the quayside, McDonalds, you decide and I’m there.”
“No, Storm, it’s not going to happen.”
“Why not?”
“Because I’ve done nothing but eat, and if I don’t get out of this dress soon, the seams are going to bust open.” I realised my words could be misconstrued as an invitation for him to help me out of the dress. They were anything but. “And no, that isn’t how it sounded.”
“Okay, you want to change into something a little less formal, I get it.” He pulled at his bow tie, but I couldn’t fail to notice how delicious he looked in his tuxedo. Everything about him screamed perfection. “So how about dinner, tomorrow?”
I rolled my eyes. “Give it a rest, Storm.”
“I’m being serious, and just so there is absolute candour, I asked Damien for your mobile number.”
“I beg your pardon.”
“He didn’t give it to me of course. He’s far too much of a gentleman to do as dishonourable a thing as that. Not to mention, Beatrice would have his guts for garters.”
“Good.” I could always rely on them to have my back. “No offence, but I wouldn’t have been pleased if he had given out my private number, to anybody.”
“So, I did the only thing I could think of and asked about, and to my absolute delight and astonishment, I discover that you are the one and only, Megan Blanchet.”
Who has he been asking about me and what must they think? “I’m just Megan.”
“You did quite a lot of work for my family a few years ago, do you remember? I don’t mind telling you that my father was mightily impressed by your skills and work ethic.”
I’d forgotten, but thinking back, it had been an enjoyable, if not unnerving experience working for Johan Bloom. “That’s nice to know.”
“Do you know how hard it is to impress him, my father, I mean?”
“I remember meeting Johan. He seemed a very nice man.”
“He was very complimentary of you too, and now here we are.”
“We?”
“Yes, you and me, we…”
“There is no we, Storm.”
“Are you always this difficult?”
“Like I said earlier, this isn’t my world. I’m merely intruding for the day.”
“You did attend Benenden with Beatrice, right?”
“Yes, I did.” How did he know so much about me? Had he spent the last few hours gathering information in the hope it would impress me? If he did, it was a waste of time. “What of it?”
“So, this is your world, despite your protests to the contrary?”
“My time at Benenden was the result of an accident, simple as.”
He appeared confused but how would he know anything about my life back then? 
“An accident, how so?”
“My parents were killed while driving through the French countryside when I was three, and both my sister and I were shipped off to a wealthy aunt, Rina, who didn’t want the hassle of raising somebody else’s children, which is why I saw more of my nanny than her.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. So, that’s how you found your way to Benenden.”
“More like banished to Benenden, and it’s there I met Beatrice and my two other best friends, Sadie and Emmie. It was a world I never asked to be a part of, and one I felt less comfortable in as the years trickled by.”
“It stood you in good stead though.”
“Yes, it did, and thankfully, over time my Aunt Rina and I grew much closer, like proper mother and daughter actually, but I still felt like an imposter surrounded by those other girls.”
“Until you made an absolute fortune setting up your own company, BlanchetDesign, that is?”
So, he does know a little about my life. “I won’t dumb down my achievements, or deny my accomplishments, of which there have been a multitude, but there’s more to me than money, or critical acclaim, Storm.”
His eyes shone and a smirk settled on his pouty, kissable lips. “Do you know, you’re a breath of fresh air, Megan Blanchet, I can hardly believe my luck.”
“Look, Storm, it’s been lovely chatting to you, but I really should go home. My car is booked for midnight.”
“Okay, but can I ask one last thing of you?”
“What?” I should have given him a flat out no, rather than delay my exit.
“Dance with me.”
“Forget it.”
“Please, or would you like me to beg?”
“I don’t dance.”
“You can’t dance, or you don’t want to dance with me, which is it?” He seemed hurt by my rejection. “Give it to me truthfully, I’m a big boy and can take it.”
I could dance, very well in fact, but I didn’t like to, not in public anyway. Damn you! The little boy lost look on his face pulled on a heartstring. “I can, yes.”
He held out his hand again. “Then if you would be so kind, just once around the floor is all I ask, and if I never set eyes upon you again, at least I’m left with the memory of holding you close, if only for a minute or two.”
“If I say yes, how do I know you won’t ask for something else?” Why was I even considering it?
“My word is my bond. One dance, then I will escort you to your car and see you safely on your way.”
“Promise.”
He bowed which made me want to giggle. “I swear, my lady.”
So, with my hand in his, Storm led me through the set of double doors, past Emmie and Sadie who stared open mouthed, and onto the flashing dancefloor that had transformed the grand ballroom from Downton Abbey to Studio 54.
“Are you sure about this?”
“I’ve never been more certain of anything,” he replied. 
Nervous, I waited for the band to strike its first note. But all I could hear was the thudding of my heart. “One dance, remember.”
And then, the haunting sound of the violin kicked in, leading us slowly into the dance.
Goosebumps covered my body because I recognised the song almost immediately. It wasn’t one often played but it seemed apt.
You Needed me, my late aunt’s favourite song, evoked emotions I’d never felt before, stirring the waters from the past into the present. 
In Storm’s arms, I finally felt like I belonged, in a place where I didn’t need to worry what I looked like, or where my feet led me. 
So weightless I felt right then, we could have been soaring through the skies.
“You move beautifully, Megan,” Storm whispered into my ear. “But I shouldn’t be surprised.”
I couldn’t reply. Not only was I bewitched by the music, but Storm held me in his arms and in thrall, too.
Do I believe in love at first sight? It’s suddenly become a possibility. 
The band played magnificently, and the music continued in syncopated rhythm with every beat of my captivated heart.
“I adore this song.”
“You know it?”
“Oh, yes, my late aunt used to play it all the time.”
“I’ve never heard it before.”
“Really?”
“Afraid not, but tonight seems to be the night for first times.”
As the music reached its crescendo, I closed my eyes, surrendering, melting comfortably into his arms, and then the unthinkable happened—our lips met.
My world seemed to screech to a halt because I knew everybody could see me, and what he’d just done.
My eyes flew







