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Dedication

For my sister, Helen.

Thank you for being the best sister anyone could have. 

And thank you for organizing my hen weekend nearly seventeen years ago.

I’m so sorry. 

It really is the worst job.

Hopefully you will never have to do it again!



Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Chapter 1

Chapter 2: Priory Hall, Hampshire

Chapter 3

Chapter 4: Colin’s Parents’ Posh House

Chapter 5

Chapter 6: Derbyshire

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9: Shelley’s flat, Tottenham

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Acknowledgements

An Idiot’s Guide to Being a Good Hen in the Twenty-First Century

Keep Reading …

About the Author

Also by Tracy Bloom

About the Publisher



Chapter 1

Present day

Is there any more terrifying moment in a woman’s life than when she looks in the mirror for the first time on her wedding day? Dress on, make-up done and hair primped.

It really could go either way, couldn’t it? Elation that actually, yes, you look the best you ever have on the very day that you absolutely must look the best you ever have, or, total disappointment that the miracle didn’t happen. The application of ivory satin and professional beauty-makers did not turn you into the swan that you wanted to be on the most important day of your life.

Shelley held her breath as she turned round to face the full-length mirror in her childhood bedroom. After all, she had waited a very long time for this moment. She looked herself up and down. She was very happy to see that the floor-length ivory dress did fit like a glove and that the pure white fake-fur stole draped flatteringly around her shoulders. So far so good. Looking up at her hair, she was pleased she had been convinced to have an up-do because, after all, even a bride who was nearly six foot tall needed to have a princess hairdo on her wedding day.

Yes, just for a moment she looked everything that she wanted to be. Bridal, feminine, and yes, maybe even beautiful. Finding someone to love and who genuinely loved her back had done wonders for how Shelley now viewed her crazy auburn curls, her long, gangly frame and her splattering of freckles. And of course she was wearing the one essential item that every bride must have on her wedding day in order to transform the total picture. Something so much more important than the traditional superstitions of something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue. She was wearing a beaming smile. In fact, she glowed with happiness, which shone from her eyes and lit up her whole being.

She’d take happy over standard beautiful any day of the week, she thought. Especially today. Her long-awaited wedding day.

‘And who are you wearing?’ she said into her bouquet, as if she were being interviewed on the red carpet.

‘Today I’m wearing “happy”,’ she replied to the mirror. ‘It’s my favourite designer.’

‘Well, it looks spectacular on you,’ the pretend interviewer replied. 

Shelley smiled wryly to herself. She wondered if she would have been wearing ‘happy’ if she’d got married when she was first supposed to have, nearly twenty years ago. She very much doubted it. The thought stopped her in her tracks and quickly brought a tear to her eye, which trickled down her perfectly blushed cheek. She automatically put her hand up to her face to brush it away, forgetting she was wearing pure white gloves.

She looked down. Pure white gloves now smeared with foundation and mascara. She looked back in the mirror. Mascara streaked down her cheek. She sighed. She’d looked pretty good for just a few minutes there. Not bad going.

‘Come on then,’ said her mother, Peggy, entering the room. She reached around her to pull out her veil then looked at her daughter. ‘We need to get going if we’re not going to be late. Oh, my goodness – you look … you look … lovely, but …’

‘I know,’ said Shelley, ‘I need Becca to come in and touch up my make-up. I had a bit of a malfunction.’

Peggy peered at her closely then cocked her head to one side as a look of concern spread over her face.

‘Have you been crying?’ she asked.

‘Not really,’ she replied. ‘I was just thinking that I would never have been this happy had I got married the first time around. Made me a bit emotional, that’s all.’

Peggy smiled and shook her head, causing the feathery arrangement balancing in her hair to bobble about. Shelley took in Peggy’s wedding-day look and sighed. At eighty-one, her petite mother somehow still managed to have a crazily good figure, which Shelley longed to have inherited, rather than her father’s height and flat chest.

‘You look gorgeous, Mum,’ Shelley told her. This was a fact, but Shelley was also fishing for more compliments for herself if she was totally honest.

‘You’ve never looked better,’ said Peggy with a smile.

Shelley waited.

‘If only your make-up wasn’t halfway down your face.’

‘Not bad,’ grinned Shelley. ‘But you really should have stopped at “you’ve never looked better”.’

Peggy laughed and Shelley could have sworn she saw the faint glistening of a tear emerge at the corner of her mother’s eye. ‘I’m just delighted to finally see you in a wedding dress after all this time,’ her mum told her. 

‘Well, I needed to be absolutely certain, didn’t I?’ replied Shelley. ‘After all, it’s only taken me nearly twenty years since we first met to make my mind up.’

‘I’ve even forgotten how you did meet?’ said Peggy, screwing her face up in deep thought. ‘It’s so long ago since this whole saga started.’

Her mum was not wrong. Shelley deciding to get married was indeed a saga. A saga that had lasted a very long time and had taken many twists and turns.

‘We met at a wedding, of course! Don’t you remember? What was her name? Claire, was it? My teaching assistant. Still don’t really understand why she invited me. Never thought for one moment when I walked into that ridiculously posh mansion that I was about to meet my future husband. I totally expected to be the bridesmaid out of Four Weddings and a Funeral who moans about never having sex at a wedding. Apart from the fact that she did, of course, and I didn’t.’

‘Didn’t you?’ asked Peggy, raising her eyebrows.

‘Of course not,’ said Shelley. ‘I would never have slept with someone at a wedding in my thirties. Such a cliché.’

‘You did go to an awful lot of weddings back then,’ stated Peggy.

Shelley shook her head. ‘Even if I’d have wanted to, there was no way I had the confidence back then to chat someone up at a wedding.’

Peggy looked at her. ‘As I recall you were desperate. To get married, I mean.’

‘I was thirty-eight!’ remarked Shelley. ‘Of course I was desperate. All my friends were married and had kids. Don’t you remember? To be honest, I nearly didn’t go to that wedding. Couldn’t face watching someone else walk down the aisle when I was nowhere near. God, I hated my thirties. Far, far too many weddings.’



Chapter 2

Priory Hall, Hampshire

May 1999

‘Bloody hell,’ whistled Shelley as she walked into the Grand Ballroom of Priory Hall to witness the wedding of Claire Elizabeth Grogan and Hugo William Gifford. Maybe she should have bought a new outfit? Her Dorothy Perkins lacy, lilac knee-length number which had stood her in good stead for at least three weddings might not be up to the high standard set by the opulent surroundings. Thank goodness she’d decided to battle with putting the tiny excuse for a hat, with its huge lilac feather, onto her mop of frizzy curls. It had made her swear – a lot – as her out of control hair repeatedly rejected the plastic comb which held it in place but she was glad she had persevered as this clearly was a hat-level wedding. 

Claire must have hunted high and low for this location, she thought, given hardly anywhere had approval to hold civil ceremonies. The room was enormous, easily as much floor space as most churches, and its high ceiling did indeed give it an ecclesiastical air. A red carpet ran down the middle of the room with chairs lined up on either side. Beautiful bouquets of white roses attached to the end of each row created a stunning aisle for the happy couple to walk down towards the registrar’s lectern, which was situated at the bottom of a sweeping stairway. Shelley could hear a very familiar tune playing in the background and, looking up, she spotted a minstrels’ gallery containing a string quartet playing their hearts out to – what was it? Oh yes, of course it was, ‘Love Is All Around’, the ubiquitous song from Four Weddings and a Funeral that had been constantly playing on the radio ever since 1994, reminding her cruelly that she really should have got married by now.

She looked round, half expecting to see Hugh Grant skulking somewhere, or even better James Fleet, who played Hugh’s bumbling mate Tom. The one who was tall and lanky and trod in cow-shit. If she met someone like that at a wedding, she thought she stood half a chance maybe. At thirty-eight and still single, she’d take anything quite frankly. The feint whiff of cow-shit she could easily overlook. To paraphrase the words of the equally desperate Tom in the film, all she was hoping for was to meet some nice, friendly boy that she liked the look of, hoping that the look of her didn’t make him physically sick. Not that meeting someone at a wedding ever seemed to work out for her. She reckoned she’d been to at least twenty weddings since she turned thirty, some with a boyfriend in tow, but at a fair few she’d been single. She’d spotted a few male options across a noisy hotel function room in her time but she wasn’t the type to have the guts to approach them.

Weddings more recently had merely become a rather torturous process to get through, as she watched other people get on with their lives as hers stayed absolutely still. She’d actually thought about wimping out of this one that very morning. She couldn’t think of anything worse than being single at a wedding at the age of thirty-eight. Even worse, a wedding to which she had no idea why she had been invited. Claire, her teaching assistant, had always been quite irritating. Always showing off about her amazing weekends with her ‘loaded’ boyfriend. Shelley just smiled and nodded politely – too politely as it turned out. Clearly, she hadn’t sent the message out clearly enough that actually she wasn’t that keen on Claire and her obsession with status and money. Perhaps if she had been less friendly, then she might not have been invited to the wedding and she could be home right now watching SMTV Live and trying to guess Wonkey Donkey. Instead, she was at the wedding of someone she barely knew, who wasn’t even thirty yet, surrounded by strangers. Just wrong. All wrong.

At least she wasn’t totally alone. Claire had also mysteriously invited the headmaster and his wife, Mr and Mrs Donaldson. They looked equally startled to be included, but happy to have a day out with two free meals and the chance to have a good gawp at the opulent surroundings of Priory Hall.

‘Bride or groom?’ a man in coat-tails asked whilst Shelley tried to not look like a fish out of water. She automatically stooped down to reply; the man couldn’t have been more than five foot five and, at nearly six foot, Shelley towered above him.

‘Bride,’ she replied.

‘Thought so,’ he said, and pointed to the noisy, more colourful side of the room. Shelley realized there was some kind of class divide going on. Those on Claire’s side were loudly chatting, chairs already askew, children playing in the aisle, whilst the groom’s side were much more orderly and in some seriously expensive-looking gear. Shelley had no doubt there would be some killer sideways glances heading across the aisle during this wedding.

Shelley and Mr and Mrs Donaldson headed for the seats on the back row of the bride’s side. They were well aware that they were very much on the fringes of this wedding; they knew their place. Shelley settled herself down, pushed the feather on her hat out of her eyes for the fiftieth time, thought about how long it would be before she could take her shoes off, and prepared herself to watch yet another bride live her happily ever after.

After the ceremony had finished and the three of them had hovered awkwardly in the ‘Library’ for a long time trying to catch the eye of the waiters floating around with trays of bubbly and orange juice, they decided they should go and check out the seating arrangements for the wedding breakfast. Shelley braced herself for sitting at a table full of random people, probably right at the back near the toilets, but nowhere near the top table. Thank goodness. 

‘I can’t see my name,’ she muttered when she surveyed the framed seating plan resting on a large easel outside the dining room. She’d gone straight to the bottom of the large board and was scanning wildly. Her heart sank. What if she had been forgotten? What if she wasn’t on the plan? What would she do? Hide in the toilets for five hours? Go and tell Claire and cause a major trauma on her most important day? Find a member of staff and try and prove that she was a bona fide guest and they had to squeeze her on somewhere? This was a wedding hell of epic proportions. She should just leave now.

‘There you are, look,’ said Mrs Donaldson pointing way too far up the sheet. ‘Check you out. Right next to the top table.’

Couldn’t be, thought Shelley, looking up. No way. I’m an add-on. An also-ran. Clearly someone had dropped out and she was just there as a filler to avoid a meal going to waste. She had to be. They hadn’t even offered her the option of a plus one, which in her book meant she was only there to eat a meal destined for someone else. Either that, or Claire didn’t think she was capable of finding a plus one to go with, which was a thought too depressing to even contemplate. There must be some mistake. But there she was amidst a sea of strangers. Nowhere near Mr and Mrs Donaldson, her only allies. This was just cruel. Heartless, if she was honest. When she got back to work, she would be making Claire do the twenty million small child toilet runs that typically filled a day in primary school.

She looked again at the list of people she would have to share the longest meal on earth with. There were two double-barrelleds. Jesus, she thought. What would she do with that? Christ, she hoped they weren’t sitting next to her. She could draw no further conclusions from the other names. A random collection of surnames, so not all married, thank goodness. Probably all couples, though, in some form. This really was going to be absolute torture.

Shelley entered the dining room as though she were walking to the gallows. She ran through wedding etiquette in her head just to prepare herself for not making a fool of herself.

Don’t sit down first – wait for the bride and groom to arrive and be seated. Despite the fact your shoes are crippling you and if they hadn’t taken so long over the photos, you could be sitting down and on dessert by now.

Don’t help yourself to the wine on the table – the waiters will pour it. Despite the fact you desperately need a drink because the waiters ignored you with the free buck’s fizz, and you did not dare go to the bar because you didn’t want to buy a round as it was bound to cost a fortune in this place.

Don’t help yourself to the bread rolls – makes you look greedy in front of people you have never met before, even though you will more than likely never see them again. And even though you haven’t eaten anything for eight hours because, well, it’s a wedding day and that seems to always require the guests to starve themselves due to an awkwardly timed ceremony and a very late meal.

Keep your hat on – despite the fact it itches like hell and you are too hot and at every other meal you ever attend it is rude to wear a hat whilst eating but at a wedding it is seen as the height of politeness.

Be prepared to make dull polite conversation with someone you have never met before for several hours. Pray that people on either side of you are at the very least open to a two-sided conversation and don’t want to sit there and tell you all about their last holiday/their amazing wedding six months ago/their terrible divorce two years ago.

Shelley did the walk of doom past the tables at the back, weaving round lots of people who knew each other until she spotted table 3. It was indeed right next to the top table and totally empty, so she would have to loiter alone standing behind a chair looking like a lemon until she was joined by her other table dwellers, who would look her up and down and immediately want to ask why the hell she was alone at a wedding? What previous crime had she committed?

She sighed as she approached her fate. She circled the table until she found her place card, noting she had a double-barrelled on one side and a Colin on the other. This did not bode well. She immediately imagined Colin to be the gardener for the estate of Claire’s wealthy fiancé. Or the dodgy uncle who talked to your chest rather than your face and who would probably end up passed out on her lap. She sighed again and looked up, preparing to smile politely to those giving her pitying looks, but was distracted by a tall man approaching at speed across the room. She watched as he nearly fell over a small child but managed to right himself. He was wearing tails, the trademark of the groom’s side of the family. He was good looking in a fashionable floppy-haired, Hugh Grant kind of way and possibly a little older than her. All three of these facts wrote him off in her eyes. Decent looking and posh would mean he wouldn’t be in the slightest bit interested in her, and in any case most probably married given his age and status in life. As he approached the table, he went straight for the bread rolls. He grabbed one, tore off a chunk and stuffed it in his mouth.

‘Sorry,’ he mumbled, catching sight of Shelley. ‘But if I don’t eat, I might faint. Running late this morning. No breakfast. Why on earth do we have to eat so late at weddings? Utterly famished. Sorry,’ he said, wiping his hand on his jacket and offering it to Shelley. ‘Colin. Groom’s cousin. Would you like a roll?’

He picked up the basket and offered her one. She, of course, took one. She was also starving.

‘And let’s get this wine poured, shall we?’ he said, grabbing a bottle of white out of an ice bucket and letting it drip all over the pristine white tablecloth. ‘Didn’t dare have a drink on an empty stomach. Might have fallen over. You happy with white?’

Shelley nodded and watched him slosh out two very large glasses.

‘Do you mind if I sit down?’ he said. ‘They sent the wrong-sized shoes, would you believe, and my feet are killing me.’

‘Mine too,’ she said. ‘I don’t normally wear heels because … well, because I’m tall, you see – well, of course you can see. But if I don’t sit down, I really do think I will fall down.’

‘Well then,’ he said. ‘Let’s sit down together, shall we? Take our shoes off, drink wine and eat bread. I reckon they will be at least another half-hour doing photos.’

And so they did. They sat down and ate the entire basket of rolls and drank an entire bottle of wine before there was any sign of the bride and groom arriving in the elaborate dining room to let the meal finally commence.

The conversation was fairly polite to begin with. Starting with the usual exchange of where they both stood in the hierarchy of this particular wedding.

Shelley admitted she worked with Claire at a school in Tottenham and had really no idea why she was there. Colin told her that he was an usher and that he worked with Hugo in the family construction firm.

Shelley also admitted that this was the poshest wedding she had ever been to.

Colin threw his head back and laughed heartily. 

‘Is it really? Well, we’re not posh, I can assure you,’ he said. ‘I don’t come across as posh, do I?’

‘Well, a bit public school, maybe.’

‘Damn it,’ replied Colin, slamming his palm down on the table. ‘I thought I was good at hiding all that. You’ve seen right through me. I did go to public school but only because Dad made a shed load of money and he thought that was the right thing to do with it. But don’t call him posh whatever you do. He hates that. He came from pretty humble beginnings but even he’d admit that he’s developed some pretty posh tastes over time.’

‘So your dad is here then, is he?’ asked Shelley.

‘Oh yes, and Mum, and my brother and half the Gifford clan.’

‘And your plus one?’

Colin looked down before he admitted there was no plus one accompanying him. 

Shelley was gobsmacked. Colin struck her as the type of man who could have any woman he wanted and who would have a long line of women desperate to accompany him to a wedding. Good looking, well educated, very solvent. He was an A-list male if ever she saw one. So far out of her league that she decided she might as well relax; he was never in a million years going to be attracted to her so she may as well just be herself safe in the knowledge that she was never ever going to see him again after they had lived through this torturous meal together. 

‘What about you then?’ he asked her. ‘Where’s your plus one?’

‘Oh, I don’t have one either,’ said Shelley with a shrug. ‘In fact, they didn’t even give me the option of inviting one.’

‘What a sad pair we are,’ replied Colin, pouring her some more wine. ‘Right then, why don’t you tell me your story as to why on earth you have ended up invited to a wedding alone and then I’ll tell you mine.’

Loosened by the wine and still a relatively empty stomach, Shelley found herself opening up to what appeared to be a willing listener who just kept filling her glass up. 

‘Well, my last boyfriend dumped me at a wedding,’ she told Colin gravely.

‘No way!’ gasped Colin, his hand flying to his mouth in shock.

‘Way,’ nodded Shelley. ‘Technically, it was in the car travelling between the church and the reception. He told me that he’d seen the way I looked at the bride and that I wasn’t to get any ideas. That he was categorically never going to ask me to marry him and that he’d only invited me because his mum had told him he had to take a girlfriend because the rumour going round the family was that he was gay.’

Colin stared at her in astonishment. ‘What did you do?’ he asked.

‘Dropped him off at the reception then drove straight home.’

Colin continued to stare at her. ‘You were his girlfriend and his taxi and he said all that! I think I would have dumped him out of the car there and then.’

‘Oh, it doesn’t end there,’ continued Shelley. ‘He rang me around midnight begging forgiveness and asking if I’d go and pick him up.’

‘You didn’t, did you?’ asked Colin.

‘I didn’t forgive him but I did go and pick him up.’

‘Seriously – why?’

Shelley sighed. ‘Because he was stranded and he couldn’t get home, and because I’m too nice.’

‘Way too nice,’ agreed Colin.

‘I also suspected he was gay but just couldn’t come to terms with it. Or his parents couldn’t come to terms with it. Either way, I kind of felt for him.’

‘You are a very decent person,’ said Colin, looking at her in awe. ‘There is no way I could be that decent to someone who had been so horrible, whatever their circumstances.’

‘Well, you know,’ shrugged Shelley. ‘None of us are perfect. 

‘How long ago was this then?’ asked Colin.

‘A couple of years ago now,’ replied Shelley.

‘And you’ve not met anyone since?’ asked Colin.

Shelley shook her head. ‘I’ve pretty much tried everything since then,’ she continued, surprising herself. She was never normally this chatty with a man she had never met before. Must be the wine talking and the welcome opportunity to offload to a complete stranger. 

‘Speed-dating was the absolute worst,’ she told him. ‘It’s my height, you see. Puts a lot of men off and they ask really rude questions.’

‘Like what?’ asked Colin. 

Shelley felt herself blush. She must be a bit drunk already. She was being far too open. 

‘Like how do I have sex when I’m so tall?’ she muttered.

‘How rude!’ gasped Colin. ‘What did you say?’

‘I told Ben from Dunstable that he would end up alone and rotting in a bedsit somewhere.’

‘Good for you,’ he said. ‘Guys like that need to be told.’ 

‘So then I tried online dating,’ she continued. ‘It’s a legit thing now apparently. I thought I’d at least be able to firmly state only men over six foot, please. But these small men kept turning up. They just lie on the questionnaires, can you believe? That’s the problem with online dating, you can say whatever you like. I don’t think it will take off.’

‘And hence no plus-one at a wedding,’ concluded Colin. 

‘Exactly,’ she said with a sigh. ‘I currently spend my weekends watching Sex in the City, reading Bridget Jones or planning other people’s hen parties and baby-showers. Everyone tells me there is a man out there who would be lucky to have me, but I don’t seem to have the magic ingredients that men are looking for these days. And by that I mean a Wonderbra and a “Rachel” haircut,’ she told him seriously. ‘But anyway. Enough about me, come on, let’s hear your story.’

Turned out that Colin had been engaged up until about six months ago. They’d had their engagement party at The Ivy. So posh that even Shelley had heard of it. Then she had dumped him. For Antony, who didn’t have to work for a living. Who lived off a trust fund. Who could whisk her away to faraway places at the drop of a hat.

‘Total wanker then,’ said Shelley.

Colin laughed. Really laughed. Like he hadn’t laughed in a while.

‘Absolutely, total fucking wanker,’ he agreed.

‘Better off without her,’ said Shelley.

Colin said nothing. He looked down at his glass, lost in his own thoughts. For a moment she felt sorry for him. Going to a wedding so soon after getting dumped by one’s fiancée had to hurt. However loaded you were.

‘So this is where you are hiding,’ said a man, suddenly appearing at their table, tailcoat flapping. ‘I was about to send out a search party. Mum was stressing that you’d gone AWOL, given your feelings on weddings at the moment. Hello, I’m Neil,’ he said to Shelley, holding his hand out. ‘This idiot’s brother and the black sheep farmer of the family.’ 

She could instantly tell they were brothers, though Neil was a rosier-cheeked, scruffier version. More Hugh Bonneville than Hugh Grant.

‘Black sheep farmer?’ questioned Shelley, shaking his hand. 

‘I’ve strayed from the flock and I’m not a fancy property developer like the rest of the clan you’ll meet here today. I farm a few sheep on a small holding in Scotland.’

‘And he’s very proud of the fact as you can tell,’ added Colin. ‘We’ve been drowning our sorrows and bemoaning the fact we both hate weddings,’ he told his brother. ‘And she called Antony a total wanker.’

Neil grinned, looking her up and down. ‘Very insightful lady then. Pleased to meet you.’

‘We’ve eaten all the bread rolls,’ she blurted.

‘Blimey,’ gasped Neil in mock horror. ‘Before the bride and groom have even sat down?’

‘Hoping to get barred from weddings for life,’ said Shelley.

‘Good plan,’ grinned Neil.

‘I’d better go and find Mum, had I?’ said Colin, starting to get up. ‘Tell her I’m not crying under a table somewhere.’

‘No,’ said Neil, putting his hand on Colin’s shoulder and forcing him back down. ‘I’ll tell Mum you’re in good hands. You’ve found a friend.’ He winked at Shelley.

‘Aww, thanks mate,’ said Colin. ‘Not sure I can cope with Mum’s pity today.’

‘I’ll see you after the cheesecake course,’ said Neil, walking away. ‘Great to meet you, Shelley.’

‘Better not be cheesecake,’ mumbled Colin.

‘It’s always cheesecake,’ said Shelley.

‘We were going to have soufflé at our wedding,’ he said mournfully.

‘Look,’ she said. ‘At least you’ve got money. You’ll get another girlfriend easily enough.’

‘Oh thanks,’ he said. ‘You saying that’s all I’ve got going for me?’

He wasn’t smiling. He actually looked offended.

‘I was trying to make a joke,’ she said, thumping his arm. ‘Cheer you up, that’s all.’

She’d drunk way too much, she realized. Been rude to a complete stranger. She needed to slow down.

Colin continued to stare at her. He wasn’t going to let her off the hook, she could tell.

‘So, you wouldn’t go out with me then?’ he asked. ‘You just think I’m shallow and lacking in personality; that my only asset is my money?’

‘No!’ she responded. ‘I don’t think that at all. I think … I think you seem great but … but …’

‘You wouldn’t touch me with a bargepole?’

‘Of course, I would …’

‘Only a very long pointy one …’

‘No, quite a short stubby one actually.’

‘Oh,’ he said.

‘I just,’ she said. ‘Well, you wouldn’t look twice at me, would you? I mean, you must be able to have any girl you want, so why would you want to go out with me?’

‘Because you are a breath of fresh air, Sheila.’

‘Shelley.’

‘Sorry, Shelley. I haven’t met anyone like you in a long time.’

‘Like what?’

‘Well … well … just so relaxed and not treating me like I am loaded. Just like any other guy. And you aren’t fussing with your hair or checking your make-up every five minutes.’

‘You mean I don’t care how I look?’

‘No. I mean you seem comfortable with how you look, not fretting about it. It’s not a big part of your life. How you look. I can tell.’

‘Not sure that’s a compliment.’

‘Sarah looked at her hand mirror more than she looked at me.’

‘Was she beautiful?’ asked Shelley.

He nodded.

Shelley sighed. ‘You see, you can’t ask me out and be serious. You date pretty girls. I’m not a pretty girl.’

‘I’m sick of pretty girls.’

‘Wrong answer!’ flared Shelley. ‘You should have said, “But you are pretty, Shelley.” See, we are doomed. You don’t even fancy me. Of course you don’t fancy me. We operate in separate universes.’

Shelley couldn’t believe the conversation she was having. She wasn’t normally so honest with men. Nor so blunt. Wine on an empty stomach must be affecting her.

‘I do fancy you,’ he said.

‘You just said I wasn’t pretty.’

‘I didn’t.’

‘You did.’

Colin gave a deep sigh, looked at the floor and then looked up again.

‘Shelley?’ he said.

‘Yes?’

‘Would you do me the honour of letting me take you out one evening because I’ve enjoyed our chat and you have made me feel at ease and made me laugh for the first time in a very long time and I do fancy you, it’s just that you’re not my usual type. Shit, that didn’t sound right, did it? I’m still screwing this up. For goodness’ sake, please let me take you out on a date at some point in the near future and make amends for being an idiot.’

Shelley looked back at him and figured she had nothing to lose. She was certain he didn’t fancy her and would change his mind, but she’d probably get a good meal out of it and a fun story to tell her mates.

She nodded.

‘One date,’ she said.

‘Agreed,’ he replied.

And that was how Shelley met Colin at a wedding.



Chapter 3

Present day

‘Well, it just shows you that you should always say yes to things,’ said Shelley as she took a cotton bud to her face and tried to wipe off the streaked mascara. ‘If I hadn’t have gone to that wedding, I never would have met my future husband.’

‘You’re still not married yet,’ pointed out Peggy.

‘I know.’

‘And you are sure this time, are you?’ asked Peggy.

Shelley turned to stare at her mother. ‘How can you even ask me that?’

‘Well, after last time.’

‘Last time, when you were all so helpful, you mean?’ asked Shelley, raising her eyebrows. ‘Not!’

‘Me?’ replied Peggy. ‘You can’t just blame me. Others were there too. They all played their part. It wasn’t all my fault.’

‘Calm down, Mum,’ said Shelley, smiling. ‘I don’t blame anyone. There’s no one really to blame, is there? I mean, quite frankly, jilting my fiancé during my hen weekend was one of the best decisions I have ever made.’



Chapter 4

Colin’s Parents’ Posh House

Shortly after midnight, 1 January 2000

The dance floor was pretty much deserted now. Shelley had danced her feet off most of the night to the Spice Girls, Britney Spears, Steps, Oasis and Blur. She’d boogied mainly with Colin’s sixteen-year-old cousin Delilah, as Colin was not a dancer, so she had been forced to find another, more willing partner. Despite the twenty-two-year age gap, she and Delilah had bonded over their love of Britpop and Nineties dance-floor fillers, harassing the DJ to play ‘Wannabe’ over and over again until they had perfected their ‘Girl Power’ poses. She’d had a much better night than she thought she would, given she hadn’t expected to be celebrating the turn of the millennium with people she largely didn’t know. She’d thought she’d be with her mates, downing After-Shocks and declaring their mutual love, but timing had been against her as usual. It always was. Turned out being in your late thirties at the turn of the millennium should be spent staying in with the hubby and listening for screams over the baby monitor. That was if you were lucky enough to have a hubby, of course.

Shelley didn’t have a hubby, but she did have Colin. Her boyfriend of eight months now. And everyone thought she had finally met her Prince Charming, after all those years of kissing frogs.

Shelley had discovered, during the course of their first few dates, just what a catch Colin was. A partner in the family building and property development firm, Colin was a catch with a capital C. He had his own house, a flash BMW, a family villa in France, and a company flat in London. He was actually way too good to be true. And, almost certainly, way too good for Shelley.

‘You have to marry him,’ her best friend Becca had hissed when she first met him. ‘He’s such a catch.’

‘If you think there is a cat in hell’s chance of us getting married, you are mistaken. Me and Colin – never going to happen.’

‘Why on earth not? You so deserve to have one of the good guys, and the fact he’s rich – well, that’s just a bonus. Speaking of which, can you imagine how fancy a wedding with Colin would be? A whole weekend in a country house, I reckon. At the very least. How amazing would that be?’

Shelley hadn’t commented. She knew that there was no way that someone like Colin would be in it for the long term with her. No way. In actual fact she was pretty surprised every time he rang. And because she knew that there was absolutely no future in it whatsoever, she continued to be just as she had been when they first met at Claire’s wedding. Just herself. Saying what she thought rather than overthinking it. Not trying to impress him or be who she thought he wanted her to be in any way. Just herself. Her tall, gangly self with her hated halo of auburn curls, her green eyes which her mother had once helpfully told her gave of the look of a witch and her double-jointed elbows that were her weird party piece whenever she got a bit drunk. Despite all that, Colin seemed to enjoy her company. They got on surprisingly well given their opposite backgrounds and he was a great guy to pass time with, until the inevitable happened and someone else better slipped into his life. But so far it hadn’t happened, which had kept them together for eight months and culminated in them being together on the eve of the new millennium.

New Year’s Eve on steroids. A mind-bending time that caused you to reassess where you were in life and where you wanted to go.

She’d gladly accepted Colin’s invite to celebrate in a massive marquee on his parents’ massive lawn in deepest Berkshire, knowing all her friends would be babysitting their own kids. As for her own family – well, her mother would be doing a cracking impression of bah-humbug, whilst her brother would be dialling in from wherever he was in Australia.

It had actually been an okay night. Colin had caught up with some old school friends who were also there, but she had got bored of the regaling of tales of their childhood and so she had made her excuses and escaped to the dance floor as soon as a decent track had come on, joining forces with Delilah to dance the night away. They’d just kicked up a storm to Prince’s ‘1999’ when she spotted Colin throw down a flaming Sambuca at the bar and then walk towards her as the DJ put on ‘Angels’ by Robbie Williams. Colin stumbled as he got near her. She laughed and he grinned back. Sometimes he reminded her a little of herself. There was a surprising self-doubting side to his personality, which was probably prompted by the huge expectation and pressure on his shoulders as the natural heir to his father’s building empire. He’d confessed one night, after way too many drinks, that he often hadn’t got a clue what he was doing when it came to the building business, but he didn’t dare admit that to his father. Shelley had reassured him that in her job as a primary school teacher she also felt as if she was constantly making it up, and was continually concerned she would get found out. She winged it all the time, she admitted.

‘Really?’ he’d said in astonishment.

‘Really,’ she’d replied. ‘I reckon most people haven’t a clue what they are doing.’

Colin shook his head. ‘I always think everyone around me knows exactly what they are doing, apart from me.’

‘They don’t,’ said Shelley. ‘They just don’t admit it.’

‘You’re very easy to talk to,’ he’d said, taking her hand across the table.

‘Thank you,’ she’d replied. They’d smiled at each other. Shelley had felt something warm in her tummy and dismissed it as being a bit pissed.

When Colin finally reached her in the middle of the dance floor, she fell into his arms, grateful for the support. Colin nuzzled into her ear making her giggle.

‘We are going to get married, aren’t we?’ he whispered.

Shelley did a double take. Then she realized she must have misheard.

‘I thought we were mullered already,’ she stated. She’d felt wobbly for some time and had crashed into several other party-goers whilst on the dance floor. She really must not drink expensive champagne ever again.

Colin pulled away so she could see his face. He looked slightly dazed. Then again, he had just been downing Sambucas.

‘Mullered?’ he asked, squinting at her again. ‘What do you mean, mullered? What is mullered? Is that some Derbyshire thing? Sometimes I don’t understand a word you’re saying.’

‘You know, mullered,’ Shelley replied. ‘Like drunk. That’s what mullered means. Anyway, you said it, so you must know what it means.’

‘I didn’t say it. I never said such a word.’

‘So, what did you say?’

Colin blew his cheeks out and looked around him. Some of his relations were staggering about with their arms around each other, veering dangerously close to complete collapse.

‘What did you say if you didn’t say mullered?’ she asked again.

He gripped her shoulders with both hands and looked her straight in the eye.

‘I said married,’ he said.

‘Married?’

‘Yes, married.’

‘What do you mean, married?’

‘What I said. We are going to get married, aren’t we?’

Shelley felt her mouth drop.

‘Well, I don’t know. Are we?’

‘Well, I think we should. I think it’s about time.’

‘Do you?’

‘Yes. I do.’

Shelley could feel something bubbling up inside her. It felt a bit like excitement but she wasn’t quite sure. There was a hint of confusion that was keeping it suppressed.

She waited, looking at him. But the words she wanted to come didn’t, and she knew she had to hear them to be absolutely sure.

‘Are you … are you asking me to marry you?’ she asked finally.

He hesitated. Cast another look around the dance floor, and then nodded his head. ‘Yes, I am,’ he replied firmly. Then he suddenly dropped to his knees in front of her. Both knees, which gave it more the look of a confession than a proposal.

Shelley stared at him. Despite the presence of the millennium, she hadn’t been expecting this at all. In fact, she had been expecting the opposite. The millennium was bound to spark the realization in Colin that he was with the wrong woman and that he should dump her. Go and find the truly delicate, pretty ladies again. Bound to. Sure, it had been going well. In October they had even taken a vacation together and gone to his parents’ villa in the south of France. It had been a great week and Colin had even told her he loved her. But she hadn’t taken it seriously. She wasn’t falling for that. He’d drunk at least two bottles of wine, so she’d laughed it off, putting it down to high spirits. She’d been his plus one to a few events in their inevitably plush surroundings, where she’d managed not to make a fool of herself, and he’d even attended Shelley’s godmother’s golden wedding anniversary in the local village hall, holding up okay to the scrutiny of her mother and her cronies. Not that it would have mattered if he hadn’t. It wasn’t long term, so who cared? The end of the road was imminent, she was sure, so much so that she’d upped her consumption of free champagne that night, in the assured knowledge that she might never drink champagne like this ever again. But no, the opposite appeared to be happening.

But this wasn’t at all how she had imagined a proposal.

She was wearing Colin’s uncle’s velvet burgundy jacket for a start. He had gallantly lent it to her when they had stepped outside for the fireworks at midnight, and she had forgotten to give it back. When she’d popped to the toilet on her way back in and looked in the mirror, she thought she looked half drag act, half Bond villain. To make matters worse, Colin had discarded his jacket and bow tie, his shirt was untucked and he had drunk, sticky-up hair. Anyone looking at them, with Colin forced to his knees in front of Shelley, might have thought they were in an altercation at the end of a dodgy poker game, and not in the midst of a proposal.

Only one thing for it. She swiftly took off the jacket and ordered Colin to put it on, which he did in a sort of daze. She rubbed her lips together, hoping the last remnants of lipstick would be spread over her mouth, transforming her from mafia boss to sexy harlot. She attempted a smouldering gaze that Becca had told her never to use as it looked as though she was suppressing a fart, but it was all she had.

‘Ask me again,’ she said, looking down at Colin.

He looked confused, as though he had already forgotten he’d just asked her to marry him.

‘Ask me to marry you again,’ she urged.

He blinked and then cleared his throat. ‘So will you …?’ he said. He took her hands and clasped them in his own. ‘Will you marry me?’ He stumbled left ever so slightly but righted himself again. Then grinned.

‘I will,’ she said. ‘I will.’



Chapter 5

Present day

‘Can I come in?’ came a voice from behind Shelley’s bedroom door. Thank goodness, she thought. Becca come to rescue her make-up. Although how they were going to cram the three of them into her childhood room, she had no idea. It was tiny. It still hurt that it was her younger brother Adam who got the bigger bedroom in the tiny cottage, despite the fact that she was taller than him. Hard to forgive parents such sexist discrimination, even after all this time.

‘Come in, Becca,’ shouted back Shelley. Her best friend had been applying her make-up in Peggy’s tiny bathroom where the lighting was particularly poor. Peggy had stated, quite fairly, when Becca had complained, that bathroom lighting was the scourge of the elderly. Who wanted to see a well-lit reflection at over eighty?

‘Well, will you look at you,’ said Becca coming in. ‘Finally in a wedding dress, after all these years. Never thought I’d see the day.’

‘We were just saying that,’ said Shelley. ‘Actually, I think it should be mandatory to leave at least a nineteen-year gap between your hen weekend and your wedding. Give everyone time to really think about it properly.’

‘Still can’t believe that you wouldn’t let me throw you another hen party,’ said Becca, sticking her bottom lip out. ‘I could have just done with a weekend away.’

‘Are you insane?’ gasped Shelley. ‘Do you really think any of us could go through what we went through that weekend again?’

‘Worst hen weekend ever,’ agreed Becca, nodding.

‘Or perhaps the best, given the outcome,’ added Peggy. She put her arm affectionately around Shelley and smiled. Shelley felt another tear spring to her eye. It still took some getting used to. Seeing her mum allow herself to occasionally display joy, look happy, be cheerful – occasionally even, dare she say it, be carefree. She’d been miserable for so long. Back then, Becca used to call her the black widow, such was her capacity for gloom. She still held onto her down-to-earth, no-nonsense attitude, particularly when it came to being a mother, but she had learned to let go. Show some positive emotion that had been gone for so long. The transformation from twenty years ago was still quite unbelievable.



Chapter 6

Derbyshire

3 January 2000

‘I bought you some flowers to give Mum,’ Shelley told Colin as they drew up outside her mum’s terraced house on the outskirts of a small village in the Peak District.

‘Oh, right, okay,’ he said taking the modest posy of daisies and gypsophila out of her hands. She would have told Colin to buy some, but she knew he would go over the top and spend too much money and her mother would be completely unimpressed and would give the enormous bouquet the same look of disdain that she would his gleaming sporty car sitting outside her house.

‘You look nervous,’ she said.

‘I’m not nervous,’ he said. ‘Well, I am a bit. Your mum scares me, if I’m honest. I don’t think she likes me.’

‘She loves you,’ said Shelley firmly. ‘She only locked you out of the house that time and refused to let you in because she thought you were the TV licensing man.’

‘Will you tell her we are going to get married?’ he asked. ‘I think she’ll take it better from you.’

Shelley shrugged. ‘Of course.’ After all, she had insisted that Colin tell his parents and she had been wracked with nerves just like he was now. They’d told them on New Year’s Day, along with his brother, Neil. Colin’s dad, John, was mildly terrifying, a huge, towering man with an exceptionally loud voice. She was worried she wouldn’t be up to scratch and didn’t deserve to be part of this hugely impressive family. Her profile didn’t seem to fit. But John had headed straight for the wine fridge and come back with a huge bottle of champagne, which they had proceeded to drink despite their hangovers from the night before. John had asked her at one point what type of wedding she wanted, and she had replied that she would like it to be small, preferably, with only closest friends and family. She didn’t like being the centre of attention.

John had laughed so loudly that Shelley had nearly spilt her champagne. He’d urged her to repeat her request to his wife, after which Joan had beamed and said, ‘You really are a breath of fresh air.’

Shelley quite often heard this term related to her, particularly in London. She wasn’t always sure it was meant as a compliment. Sometimes she was sure what someone was actually trying to say was, ‘You are very different and weird.’ But to be fair, Joan looked genuine.

‘Oh really, why do you say that?’ asked Shelley.

Joan looked a little awkward, but John stepped in to spill the beans, encouraged by low-level drunkenness. ‘Because the last one he got engaged to wanted the works. You name it – gold plated carriage and all,’ he laughed.

Joan nodded in agreement. ‘She was a nutcase, though. Stunning looking, but all the same, a nutcase. Psycho Sarah, we used to call her. We were
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