

CHAPTER ONE

It is a truth universally acknowledged that a bride in search of the perfect dress must be a total pain in the bum.

‘I want to be a princess,’ screamed the diminutive blonde. Ella had seen similar meltdowns many times before at Frills, Frocks and Fairy Tales but usually the culprits were bigger. This one was seven years old and accompanying her stressed-out mother to her first wedding dress appointment.

‘But you are a princess, Angel,’ said her mother as she snatched dresses off the rails and the child ran around the shop like a Tasmanian devil on Red Bull, trampling Ella’s toes and almost knocking over a vase. Ella caught it just in time. Her heart thumped away with the stress of it all. Angel – was that her name or an ironic term of endearment? Ella didn’t like to ask.

‘I want a tiara.’ The little girl was on tiptoes and reaching for the sparkly headgear which was thankfully out of reach.

‘Can she have one?’ asked the mother. She leant in conspiratorially and whispered, ‘To play with.’

‘They start at a hundred and twenty pounds and if she were to break it then—’

‘Okay. I get it. Come here, Angel, and help Mummy choose a pretty dress.’

The child gave Ella a parting glare and she disappeared between two dresses. Ella hoped her hands were clean. Wanda would have a fit if she found sticky marks on any of the gowns. Wanda owned Frills, Frocks and Fairy Tales; but she was late in this morning because her grandmother was unwell. This happened quite regularly and Ella was certain that Wanda had forgotten telling her that all her grandparents were dead. Clearly this ailing grandma was fictional. But then it was Wanda’s shop so it wasn’t for Ella to scrutinise her excuses. Wanda paid Ella to be the dedicated seamstress for the store and it was a job that Ella loved. Sales was Wanda’s territory; finding the right gown for a bride really wasn’t her forte – she was far better suited to being behind the scenes. She also had a lot of work to be getting on with, she needed to hurry Flora, the bride-to-be, along.

‘What sort of dress did you have in mind?’ she asked.

Flora did something akin to jazz hands before pulling a tatty-looking notebook from her bag. ‘I started this when I was a kid. And I’ve cut out articles and pictures over the years and popped them in. It’s my wedding scrapbook.’

She opened it up and handed it to Ella. ‘I like this neckline and this skirt style or that one, or this look but with that sort of bodice but more sparkly.’ She pointed at so many different things it almost sent Ella cross-eyed. ‘Although not exactly the same as that one because it’s a bit tacky. I also like this, and this and that if it were less shiny. Oh, and a puddle train.’ She looked very pleased with her requirements. To Ella it was like Frankenstein was creating a wedding dress. Ella wasn’t sure how to tell her that she’d not seen anything quite like that and there was probably a good reason why. ‘I guess everyone has one of these. Don’t they?’ said Flora proudly thumbing the scruffy book.

‘Er. I’ve not seen one quite like this,’ said Ella diplomatically. ‘Do you have a budget in mind?’ She knew Wanda would be appalled that she’d asked this question as her aim was to sell the most expensive dress possible.

Flora turned a few pages in the scrap book. Ella caught sight of some peephole bras. ‘Wedding night lingerie,’ Flora explained, hastily turning the page. She tapped her finger near some workings out. Her budget was at the lower end of the store’s stock but they did have some beautiful dresses she could afford.

‘Let me choose a few styles for you to try on and then you’ll start to get a feel for how they look on your shape.’

‘I want to try on a dress too!’ said the little girl, her face appearing between two dresses not unlike Jack Nicholson in The Shining, only scarier.

‘Are you a bridesmaid or a flower girl perhaps?’ asked Ella.

The mother’s expression hardened. ‘She’s an attendant. We don’t like gender stereotypes.’

‘Right. Sorry,’ said Ella, feeling chastened. The bride gave a tight smile. ‘Does she need an outfit?’ asked Ella deliberately avoiding the word ‘dress’.

‘She wants a suit like her daddy.’

‘That’s cool,’ said Ella, selecting a couple of dresses for Flora to try.

‘No! Now I want a dress,’ yelled the child. ‘This dress.’ She grabbed hold of the one Ella had just selected and clung on.

Ella handed the gowns to the bride with the child still attached. ‘If you’d like to go into the fitting room.’ She pointed the way. ‘I’ll be back in a moment.’

Ella escaped to her little workroom. It was barely more than a cupboard but it suited her. She opened a drawer and pulled out a tin that she kept for these sorts of occasions. She returned to the fitting room. ‘How are you getting on?’ she asked.

Flora pulled back the curtain to show that she had a dress half on and her child was hugging her legs stopping it going any higher.

‘Would you like to play with these?’ Ella put the open tin on the floor. It was full of cotton reels. The little girl looked at them and then at Ella with a pitying expression.

‘Why?’

‘Because you can build things and roll them?’ They usually kept toddlers amused, perhaps at seven she was too old. Ella didn’t know. She didn’t have children and as an only child she had no nieces or nephews either.

‘It’s okay,’ said Flora, sporting the same pitying expression. She addressed the child. ‘You can be good, can’t you Angel?’

‘What do I get for being good?’

Flora tilted her head and couldn’t have looked more yummy mummy if she tried. ‘My love and affection,’ she said.

Angel started to cry. ‘But I don’t want that!’

‘Okay, okay. If you’re very good. I’ll get you a new phone,’ she said. Ella couldn’t help the jump her eyebrows made.

The little girl seemed to consider this for a moment before skulking out of the fitting room and sitting on the floor nearby. Peace reigned for a few minutes and Ella was able to help Flora try on a few dresses until the woman’s mobile pinged and she felt compelled to check it. She gasped. ‘Ohmylife! I don’t believe it.’

‘Is something wrong?’ asked Ella, although the bride was dragging her palm over her face which didn’t bode well.

‘My chief bridesmaid has just posted that she’s having her head shaved for charity.’

‘That’s brave,’ said Ella. ‘Well done her.’ The icy glare from the bride told her she’d said the wrong thing.

‘The date is a week before my wedding. I will have a bald bridesmaid! How selfish is that?’ She was turning a strange colour as rage crept into her words.

‘Maybe she can postpone the head shaving,’ suggested Ella, scrunching up her shoulders in preparation for a backlash.

‘She’s got a big event with press planned, a donation page and her insta post has been liked by Davina McCall!’

Ella found she was blinking at the ferocity of the words. She wasn’t sure what she was meant to say in this situation. Generally she worried about saying the wrong thing. About upsetting people. But this was her worst nightmare. She was so far outside her comfort zone she could send it a postcard. Did people still send postcards, she wondered. It had been so long since she’d been on holiday she didn’t know.

‘What do I do?’ demanded the bride, her eyes alarmingly wide.

Ella didn’t get to answer because the child was whooping with delight and both Ella and Flora realised at the same time that she was no longer near the fitting room. They dashed out into the shop to see the little girl flinging fistfuls of sequins into the air like sparkly confetti.

Of course Wanda chose that precise moment to show up. ‘What on earth?’ She glared at Ella as if it were her decorating the shop carpet in sequins. As usual Ella’s stomach muscles tensed – something she struggled to do in yoga class but could achieve without thinking thanks to one look from Wanda. ‘Stop!’ she bellowed. The child halted mid hurl and stared at Wanda. Angel’s bottom lip started to wobble. ‘You can clean this up right away.’

‘It’s okay. I’ll sort it out,’ said Ella, instantly feeling bad.

‘I meant you, Ella,’ said Wanda, with a dismissive shake of her head. She turned to the bride. ‘I am so sorry, let me find you the perfect dress.’

‘Darling, leave those now,’ said Flora to her daughter. Wanda escorted Flora back into the fitting room and Ella watched as the child defiantly tipped up the bag and emptied the remaining sequins onto the carpet before following her mother.

‘Mummy, what happens if you put a phone in the toilet?’

‘Why?’

‘No reason,’ replied Angel, giving Ella a look any Bond villain would have been proud of.




CHAPTER TWO

It wasn’t every day you had a unicorn dancing in your kitchen. Ella was quite enjoying the elaborate dance moves which included the running man and something crossed between ‘Staying Alive’ and ‘Gangnam Style’.

‘Please tell me you’re not planning on wearing that to Brittany’s wedding,’ said Ella.

After a brief but intense tugging match Lucy removed the unicorn head and plonked it on the kitchen table. ‘I thought it might be fun for the hen night but now you mention it who wouldn’t want a unicorn as a bridesmaid?’

‘Brittany?’ suggested Ella, flicking the switch on the kettle. It was May and Brittany was due to get married in a little under eight weeks at a particularly special venue – Sandy Cove. Not only did the Sandy Cove Hotel have a top reputation, the setting was picture perfect. As they were her two best friends both Ella and Lucy were bridesmaids. ‘Coffee?’

‘Good idea. But we’ll probably need alcohol once we’ve seen these blooming bridesmaids’ dresses.’ Lucy flopped down on a nearby kitchen chair. ‘Has she given you any clue as to what they look like?’ Lucy looked concerned.

‘No, but this is Brittany. Reliable, traditional, conservative Brittany. I’m sure we don’t need to worry.’

Lucy’s expression said different. ‘Ten pounds says they’re hideous.’

‘I’m sure they’ll be lovely.’

‘Ella, you’re too nice. I bet if the Gruffalo turned up in the bridal shop you’d still tell them they looked like Angelina Jolie.’

‘Everyone looks fabulous in a bridal gown,’ said Ella, making the coffees. ‘And personally, I think the Gruffalo would look magnificent in a tiara.’

‘Everybody looks good in a tiara,’ conceded Lucy. They both nodded earnestly. ‘But not everyone looks good as a bridesmaid. I can’t believe I agreed to this.’ Lucy took her drink. ‘Is this your fifth time as a bridesmaid?’

‘Eighth,’ said Ella with a small wince.

‘Bloody hell,’ said Lucy. ‘Don’t you get some sort of prize for that? I’ll get Guinness World Records on the line.’ Lucy pretended to get her phone out.

‘I did quite a few when I was little,’ said Ella, trying desperately to justify the record number of times she’d been called upon to undertake the task.

‘It’s because you’re gorgeous,’ said Lucy, giving Ella a once-over. ‘You’d look amazing in a sack. Which might actually be what Brittany wants us to wear. Tall, gorgeous, chestnut-haired people like you can pull off anything. Me on the other hand who is not blessed in the height department and has—’

‘Beautiful raven hair and porcelain skin,’ cut in Ella, who had always envied Lucy’s complexion.

Lucy twisted her lips. ‘Lank goth hair and skin like a ghost with the exception of the army of freckles which I actually think are breeding.’ Lucy leant forward so Ella could get a better look.

‘Classic Irish colouring,’ stated Ella.

‘Whatever you call it I will most likely look like Morticia Addams has been shrunk in the wash. And I’ll be wearing a sack. I’m not looking forward to it.’

‘You’re really worried, aren’t you?’ Ella was surprised. Lucy was feisty and fearless and, in all the years she’d known her, had never shied away from a challenge. And yet here she was clearly bothered about being a bridesmaid.

‘Not worried exactly.’ Lucy nibbled at the edge of a fingernail. ‘More apprehensive.’

‘There’s nothing to it,’ said Ella. ‘It’s primarily about making sure the bride’s day is perfect.’

‘Yep. That’s precisely what’s worrying me.’

The doorbell chimed and Ella went to answer it. A harassed-looking Brittany barged past her holding aloft two long dress carriers. ‘I’m sorry I’m late. Roadworks coming out of Norwich were hellish. Then I realised I had nothing in for tea so I had to divert to Sainsbury’s. There I bumped into my heinous cousin who still pronounces my name Britney as in Spears rather than Brittany as in ferries. And I swear she was pitching to be a bridesmaid.’ They were in the kitchen before Brittany took a breath.

‘It’s fine. We have plenty of time to do the dress fittings,’ said Ella.

Brittany looked questioningly at the unicorn mask. ‘Do I want to know why there’s the severed head of a mythical creature on the table or not?’ asked Brittany.

‘I thought The Godfather needed updating,’ said Lucy.

Ella hung the dress carriers over the living room door and resisted the temptation to have a sneak peek inside. She remembered her mum taking her to a haberdashery as a small child and feeling like she’d entered wonderland. She’d been wowed by the different colours, patterns and fabrics and from then on she’d been hooked.

‘Does Wanda know you’re moonlighting?’ asked Lucy when Ella returned.

‘I think she’s guessed. She made a few pointed remarks after Brittany picked up her wedding dress.’

‘Is Wanda still a cow?’ asked Lucy. Ella had worked there for four years and while Wanda was sometimes a difficult character, she loved everything else about her job.

‘She’s not that bad,’ said Ella. Although Wanda’s rant, after discovering the shop phone handset stuck in the U-bend, was still ringing in her ears which was ironic because the phone wouldn’t be doing that any more.

‘She was rude to you the day I bought my wedding gown,’ said Brittany.

‘You should leave,’ said Lucy.

‘Yeah there’s a million job vacancies for seamstresses in the Norwich area.’ Ella rolled her eyes.

‘Then at least stand up for yourself occasionally. Bullies like Wanda get a kick out of putting others down and she’ll keep doing it until you stand up for yourself,’ said Lucy.

‘She’s not a bully,’ said Ella a little perplexed.

Lucy and Brittany looked at each other and then back at Ella. ‘She kinda is,’ said Brittany.

‘She’s a one hundred per cent certified bully,’ said Lucy. ‘I’m sorry, Ella, but … no it’s okay. Forget I said anything.’ Lucy sipped her coffee as if trying to stop herself from blurting something out.

‘Come on. But what?’ asked Ella, intrigued. It wasn’t like Lucy to hold back.

Lucy put down her mug. ‘Okay. Here it is. People bully you, Ella. And you don’t fight back. I wish you did stick up for yourself more but it’s not something you do. You trust people to be decent and they crap all over you.’

Ella was surprised by Lucy’s statement. ‘No, they don’t.’ Although images from her past were flashing through her mind.

Lucy held out her hand and began counting off. ‘Kids at school—’

‘Everyone gets that,’ said Ella dismissively.

‘No, they don’t,’ Lucy continued. ‘That girl at university who kept hiding your things and calling you mousy.’

‘That was just uni banter.’ Ella could feel her shoulders tightening.

‘No, it’s bullying.’ Lucy tapped another finger. ‘The guy who owned the ice cream shop, he bullied all three of us. Wanda we’ve already covered. Toad—’

At the mention of Lucy’s name for her ex-boyfriend Ella held up her palm. ‘Todd was a lot of things but he never bullied me.’

Lucy pushed her lips out in an exaggerated pout. ‘All the sly comments about your job; calling it dolly dress-up, never acknowledging the talent and skill it takes – that’s a form of bullying. Always choosing where you went and what you did because he was paying. Talking over you, dismissing your point of view and making jokes at your expense.’ Lucy sat back in her chair. ‘Bottom line, call it what you like, it’s all bullying.’

‘I don’t know. I like to help people and sometimes I guess they take me for granted.’

‘You’re too nice, Ella. You need to stand up to people,’ said Lucy.

‘Easier said than done,’ she replied.

‘Fake it till you make it,’ said Lucy. ‘Pretend you’re the sort of person who doesn’t take any crap and you’ll become that person.’

Ella swallowed hard. She felt like she’d been slapped. All that Lucy had said was true but she’d never thought of it that way and it was an unhappy revelation. Deep down she knew Lucy was right but hearing it all grouped together was a bit of a shocker. Calling it bullying put a whole different slant on things and there was far too much for her to unpack at once. Ella did what she usually did and shoved it to the back of her mind and mentally roped it off with warning tape.

‘Shall we get to work then?’ suggested Ella, clapping her hands together.

She had everything ready in the living room. Dressmaking was her passion and she had all the essentials at home: numerous sewing boxes, two sewing machines and she even had a step for Brittany to stand on making it easier for her to work around the bottom of the dress.

‘This is soooo exciting,’ squealed Brittany. Ella mimicked her giddiness and Lucy made a half-hearted attempt at jazz hands before Brittany virtually skipped into the living room. It was hard not to feel happy around brides, maybe that was what had drawn Ella to her job. She loved the role she played in making people’s dreams a reality. She saw so many brides – all shapes, sizes, colours, temperaments and characters. They had all found the person of their dreams and yet she was still very much alone.

Ella and Lucy waited outside while Brittany put her dress on.

‘Are you still seeing …’ It took Ella a moment to recall the name of Lucy’s latest man. ‘Cory?’

‘That’s just sex on a mutual demand basis. We’re not exclusive. Otherwise they get all clingy and before you know it you’re choosing hideous bridesmaids dresses for your best friends.’ Lucy shivered at the thought.

‘Having a boyfriend or even a husband wouldn’t be the worst thing that could happen.’

‘No, I agree,’ said Lucy. This time looking serious. ‘Death is the worst thing that can happen. But, in my book, marriage comes in a close second.’

Ella didn’t agree. Ella’s parents were the perfect couple and had a wonderful marriage. They had set the bar exceptionally high when it came to relationships. The way her parents doted on each other was exactly what she wanted from a partner. ‘You’re cynical even for a cynic,’ said Ella.

‘Unencumbered sex is the way to go. You should try it. It’s freeing.’ Lucy swirled her hands in the air.

‘I’m fine as I am,’ said Ella emphatically.

‘Sure you are. But there’s a guy at my gym who would be fun for you,’ said Lucy. ‘I can hook you up if you like? Or are you still getting over Toad the shitweasel?’

Ella was affronted. Not by her turn of phrase – she was used to Lucy’s colourful descriptions. She’d tried to impart some on Lucy but she couldn’t seem to get them right. ‘I am completely and utterly over Todd the um … turd-panda. Thank you very much.’

‘No, you’re not,’ called Brittany from inside the living room, she had obviously been listening to their conversation.

‘Are you ready?’ asked Ella, keen to end the discussion about her ex.

There was the brief sound of shuffling before the door opened and Brittany gave them a shy smile. ‘How do I look?’

Ella’s eyes darted over the gown, quickly assessing what needed to be taken in, let out and taken up. ‘Completely beautiful,’ she said.

‘Like you’ve been eaten by a giant cloud,’ said Lucy. Ella nudged her. ‘But a nice cloud. An obviously quite enormous … marshmallowy mass. But huge and super fluffy and …’

‘Shut up,’ said Brittany, although she was smiling. ‘I know it’s big but so am I and I love it.’

‘Then that’s all that matters,’ said Lucy.

‘Right. Let’s get it to fit you perfectly,’ said Ella.

Lucy got out the champagne and they all chatted while Ella worked at pinning and unpinning until she was happy the dress would look like it had been made solely for Brittany’s body – something she prided herself on.

‘I’ll unzip you and you can slip the dress off, be careful not to catch yourself on any pins,’ said Ella.

‘Oh no. I don’t want to take it off yet.’ Brittany pouted. ‘And I want you both to try your dresses on so I can see how we look together.’ Brittany grinned, enthusiasm radiating off her. Lucy failed to hide a grimace.

‘Sure. Are you going to do the unveiling?’ asked Ella, nodding at the other dress carrier still hanging on the door.

Brittany got down from the little podium. ‘Close your eyes.’ She was grinning broadly. Ella had a good feeling about this. Lucy was shaking her head. Ella closed her eyes and waited. She heard Brittany undo the long zip, there was the sound of rustling as the dresses were removed and then at last Brittany spoke, almost bubbling over with excitement. ‘You can look now.’

Ella was the first to open her eyes. A quick glance at Lucy revealed she was squinting through one eye. Ella doubted that would make the sight look any better.

‘They’re … um …’ Ella was desperately trying to find positive words. Brittany’s phone rang and Ella was glad of the interruption.

‘It’s the videographer,’ said Brittany, by way of explanation. ‘Try them on,’ she added with a wide smile and she left the room.

‘This is a wind-up, right?’ Lucy’s voice was low and desperate.

‘I’m afraid I don’t think it is.’ Ella had most likely seen thousands of dresses over the years but none quite like the ones in front of her. They had something similar to a high polo neck collar, puffball shoulders attached to long sleeves, and a long skirt all in some sort of ruched shiny fabric.

‘What colour is that?’ asked Lucy, her mouth actually falling open.

Brittany popped her head around the door. Her grin still in place. ‘It’s latte. Isn’t it divine?’ She nodded at them before returning to her phone call and stepping back into the hallway.

Lucy deftly kicked the door closed. ‘Latte? It’s sodding brown,’ she said in a frantic low whisper. ‘And it’s not even a nice shade of brown it’s …’ There was a moment where Lucy looked like she was going to spontaneously combust as she fought to find the right words. ‘Dog diarrhoea brown!’ Lucy shook her head. ‘Put a bonnet with it and I’ll be Little Poo Peep.’

Ella was sucking her teeth. ‘Maybe if there was less of it.’ She ran a finger over the ruffles.

‘Long sleeves in July? There won’t be an ounce of our flesh on show. We’ll look like we’ve been rolled in poo. I’m definitely wearing the unicorn head to the wedding now – at least nobody will recognise me.’

It was hard to disagree. Ella struggled to find anything positive to say. ‘On the plus side,’ she began. ‘You’ve won a tenner.’




CHAPTER THREE

Ella was still thinking about Brittany’s bridesmaids’ dresses when she walked into Frills, Frocks and Fairy Tales the next morning. Lucy had begged her to find a way to improve them and she’d been awake half the night pondering the different options. She had dismissed Lucy’s suggestion which was to burn the dresses and start again. Whatever she did she needed to be mindful of Brittany’s feelings because she seemed to like them although she had said it was the colour she liked above the style of the dress and also the fact her mum had got them for a bargain price on eBay. At least they were the right sizes and didn’t need much alteration. Lucy was seriously considering putting on a few stone before the wedding in an attempt to get out of wearing hers.

Ella opened up the little shop. She quite liked being there on her own for the first half an hour or so. She wasn’t entirely sure how it had happened but soon after Ella got the job Wanda had given her a set of keys, in case she was ever off sick, and then gradually opening up had been left to Ella more and more. But, as the owner, there had to be some benefits for Wanda – or owner and proprietor as Wanda liked to style herself. Ella quite liked the idea of being her own boss one day. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to do what Wanda did, owning a shop required a big investment and a certain level of self-assuredness, neither of which she had but it was good to have dreams.

They only had a couple of brides booked in which was handy because it meant Ella could get on with alterations and this time of year it was always super busy. Despite Ella’s continued reminders Wanda was forever squeezing in more even though Ella told her she was maxed out. But then who ever wanted to tell a bride they couldn’t help them?

‘You will not believe what happened last night after you left early,’ said Wanda, walking into the shop.

‘I didn’t leave early, I just couldn’t stay late because—’

‘We had a browser who wanted to try on. Normally I’d book them in for another time but I could tell she had already fallen for the Rue de Seine and didn’t want her finding it cheaper on the blessed internet. Then a bride turned up to collect a dress and I couldn’t find it which threw her into a huge flap.’

‘You should have called me,’ said Ella. She was certain there was nobody due to collect yesterday but she still hated the thought of a bride being distressed.

‘I did manage to find it eventually. But not before the bride had sobbed her heart out. Your system is shocking.’ Wanda waved towards the back room where Ella kept the dresses in strict sections depending on where they were in the fitting and alteration process and within those sections they were hung in alphabetical order – which all made absolute sense to her.

‘Sorry. What was the name of the bride?’

‘Jennings. I was so stressed I’ve booked myself a massage for this afternoon.’

Ella was listening while she scanned her client book. ‘Jennings is down for collection on Friday. Why did she come early?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Wanda, looking affronted. ‘Something about her mother having a chemo appointment.’ Wanda puffed out a breath. ‘So you’re fine to cover this afternoon, yes?’

Wanda employed Ella as in-house alteration service enabling her to sell the dress and alterations as a package rather than the bride having to take the dress elsewhere. It also meant she could charge more for the convenience. Wanda was talented at sales. She had an eye for matching dresses to brides and was especially good at pushing the limits of their budget. She also had part-time staff who covered Saturdays and busy periods but Ella was the only seamstress.

‘To be honest I’m stacked out,’ said Ella. Wanda froze like she’d stepped in a cow pat. ‘I’ve got two first fittings and four dresses I have to finish today and one of those has quite extensive changes,’ added Ella. The extensive changes had been thanks to some suggestions from Wanda because she didn’t stock exactly what the bride wanted but was determined to close the sale, however, Ella wasn’t brave enough to say that.

‘Oh, but you work fast. You’ll simply whizz through those.’ Wanda pouted. ‘Pwitty pwease.’ She fluttered her false eyelashes which made Ella want to poke her own eyes out with a rusty pin.

What choice did she have? ‘Fine. But I’d best get on.’ It was going to be a long day.

Ella had only completed one dress when Wanda popped her head around the door. ‘Very close to a sale but the bride is wavering. Can you reassure her you can make this perfect?’ Wanda was gone before Ella could reply. She stopped working and followed Wanda through to the fitting rooms. A woman in her mid-thirties was standing on a podium in a dress two sizes too big. It was easy to see why she was sceptical.

‘Hi, I’m Ella, I’m the seamstress here. That dress is stunning on you.’

‘Thanks.’ The bride looked doubtful.

‘I’m sure Wanda explained we can’t stock each dress in every size but I promise you when we get the size twelve on you and take up the hem and remove an inch from here.’ Ella indicated the shoulders. ‘And adjust the top of the bodice to fit your bust. It will look and feel perfect.’ Ella smiled and the shy bride smiled back but didn’t look totally convinced.

Ella applied some strategically placed bulldog clips and folded over the excess material on the shoulders. ‘See?’ she asked the bride-to-be’s reflection in the mirror but she already knew the answer from the woman’s expression.

‘Yes. I can see it now. It’s beautiful. Thank you.’

‘No problem.’ Ella had to stay holding on for a few minutes because the bride was captivated like a budgie when it sees its reflection.

The bride turned to face Wanda. ‘What sort of discount can you do?’ This was probably the worst question anyone could ask Wanda aside from, ‘Has anyone ever told you you’re the spitting image of Angela Merkel?’ Tension gripped Ella’s shoulders as she saw the colour rise up Wanda’s neck. It was like watching a volcano about to erupt.

‘I’ll leave you to … umm …’ Ella let go of the dress and ran for cover.

Ella was shattered by the time she got home. She pulled one of her premade batch meals of Bolognese from the freezer and while she set some spaghetti to boil, she rang her mum and dad. There was no answer. Since her father had taken early retirement they were hardly ever in.

Her kitchen door swung open, making her jump – her cat, Pirate, meowed a welcome. A few months ago Brittany had turned up in tears with a sorry tale of a stray black cat who’d had an argument with a moped and come off decidedly worse. In an attempt to calm Brittany down Ella had somehow agreed to adopt the animal sight unseen. As it turned out that was likely the only way he would have found a home because, although she now loved him very much, he really was the ugliest cat she’d ever seen. In the accident he had suffered terrible injuries. The vets had worked wonders and he’d pulled through but on his left side he’d lost an eye, part of his lip and a back leg.

She had just sat down to her meal when her phone rang. It was her parents.

‘Hi Ella,’ said her mother.

‘Hi, where were you when I rang?’

‘Your mother was on the other line and I was in the loo, Pumpkin,’ said her dad. They were both on the call – they did this a lot.

‘Ew, too much information, Dad. How are you both?’

‘I’ve been checking that my new clubs work,’ said her father, which was code for he’d been out golfing a lot.

‘Busy with the show,’ said her mum. She worked part time at the dance school she used to own and every summer they put on a big display to showcase what the children had learnt that year as well as presentations of all those who had passed grades. ‘Have you just got in from work?’

Ella had to stifle a yawn. ‘I’m afraid so.’

‘That Wanda is working you too hard.’ Her dad always said that.

‘It’s always busy this time of year.’ Ella tried forking up some of her dinner but it all refused to stay on the fork.

‘And that Wanda is too mean to take on someone else. It’s not right. There’re children in sweat shops in the Third World who don’t work as hard as you. Aren’t I right, David?’

‘That’s possibly an exaggeration, Sandy,’ said her dad. ‘But your mum’s right, you do work hard and I’m not sure you’re as valued as you should be. You have a real talent, Ella.’

‘Thanks. But you guys have to say that.’ She smothered another yawn. ‘I’m thinking of coming over next Saturday.’ It was best to check otherwise she’d rock up and they’d be out. They both had a better social life than she did, which was a little depressing.

‘I’m free all day,’ said her mum.

There was a pause on the other end before her dad spoke. ‘Busy in the morning but afternoon is good. What sort of time?’

‘Come for lunch,’ said Sandy. ‘I’ll make us something nice and we can have a girly natter until you dad gets in.’

That sounded like bliss. ‘Great. I’ll see you both then. Love you. Bye.’

She didn’t go home as much as she’d like. They lived in Norfolk too, around the coast in Heacham, so in theory they weren’t too far away. But thanks to no motorways and mainly single lane roads, with more than their fair share of tractors, it took her an hour and a half to get there on a good run. Meaning she couldn’t just pop in but she spoke to them a lot on the phone.

Ella finished her meal and was running a bath when a text arrived. It was from Lucy.

Have warmed up the guy at the gym for you. His name is Stuart and he’s an estate agent but don’t hold that against him lol. He’s single, above average looking and works in Norwich. Shall I give him your number? L x

Ella sighed. What did she have to lose?

***

Lucy found herself in a chain coffee shop waiting to meet Brittany for lunch. She was on her guard because although Brittany had said she wanted to talk about Ella, Lucy was still half expecting her to turn up with some animal reject. Brittany came dashing into the coffee shop and almost knocked a coffee out of someone’s hand.

‘Oops, sorry!’ she called over her shoulder as she darted across to her friend.

‘I bought you a cheese toastie and a coconut flat white,’ said Lucy, pulling out a chair.

‘I think I should be marrying you,’ said Brittany, plonking herself on the seat.

‘Don’t even joke about marriage. You know it brings me out in hives,’ said Lucy with a shudder. ‘Are you alone?’ she asked, giving Brittany the once-over. Her bag looked overstuffed which was a worry but it wasn’t moving or making a noise which was a relief.

‘Yes, I’m alone.’ Brittany let out a nervous giggle. ‘You sound like a spy.’

‘Just checking you’ve not brought along any gimpy guinea pigs, traumatised tortoises or radioactive rabbits?’

Brittany held up her palms. ‘No, but there is the cutest—’

‘La, la, la, not listening,’ said Lucy, putting her fingers in her ears.

‘Fine,’ said Brittany, twisting her lips. ‘Anyway, I wanted to talk to you about Ella.’ She looked at her plate. ‘After I’ve eaten this. I’m famished.’

Lucy sipped her espresso while Brittany munched on her toastie. ‘I don’t think you need to worry too much about Ella. She’s got a date on Thursday night.’ Brittany looked amazed. Lucy was quite proud of herself for having set Ella up on a date. Ella was still getting over Todd. Even a sceptic like Lucy had to admit they had looked like they were together for the long haul. Lucy wasn’t a big fan of Todd’s, he was a bit too showy for her liking and he overpowered Ella. He was an internet entrepreneur who liked to brag about being a millionaire, manage and control everything and surround himself with pretty things that made him look good. Lucy was pretty sure Ella had ticked a couple of boxes as she’d been a pretty thing he could control. Everything seemed to be going well until Todd had announced he didn’t want a long-term relationship so for Ella’s sake he had packed up his things and left for the foreign legion. Actually, the last bit Lucy had made up, but the truth was he did seem to have disappeared. He had deleted his personal social media accounts and had his mail redirected to his parents’ place. It was all very strange, but then he was from Suffolk.

‘But she’s not over Todd,’ said Brittany, her eyes going round. ‘She was devastated.’

‘I think she was more blindsided. She thought she’d found a like-minded person to spend forever with, but Toad didn’t feel the same. A date is part of her moving on and doing something for herself.’ In true Ella style she had blamed herself for the whole sorry affair, put on a smile and carried on putting everyone else’s needs before her own.

‘If you think that’s what she needs,’ said Brittany, not looking convinced.

‘I do,’ said Lucy. She felt she had to look out for Ella. It had been that way since year five when Adam Burston had asked Ella to check if his pudding smelt okay and when she’d had a sniff he’d pushed her face in it, covering her in custard. Ella had simply walked away, still dripping custard, whereas Lucy had been so cross she’d tipped the bowl over Adam’s head and missed the bus home thanks to a lengthy detention. Lucy couldn’t stand injustice and while she had learnt that tipping sponge pudding and custard over someone’s head wasn’t the answer, she had realised she could make a difference to people like Ella who were pre-programmed not to stick up for themselves. Hence, she had studied law and was now a well-established family lawyer.

Brittany licked her fingers and leant forward. ‘Who is Ella going on a date with?’

‘A guy from my gym.’

Brittany looked instantly disappointed. ‘Just some random hook-up? Ella’s not like you.’ Lucy gave her a questioning look. ‘You’re different that’s all. Ella is looking for what me and Grant have.’ Brittany seemed to glow at the mention of Grant’s name – it was that or the grease from the cheese toastie.

The more Lucy witnessed the more she was certain humans weren’t meant to mate for life. It was a rare thing in the animal world – swans, puffins and seahorses were all she could think of. With the possible exception of captive giant pandas who didn’t have a lot of choice – a lot like the Norfolk dating pool – pretty much all other species went with the flow, mating with whoever was handy and that made sense to her. Hook up for a bit of fun as and when and then when it gets a bit dull say farewell and move on. It avoided all the angst, tears and heartache and suited her perfectly.

‘Grant and I …’ began Brittany.

‘Are pandas,’ said Lucy, without thinking. Brittany looked confused. ‘Or swans. Together for life.’

Brittany paused for a second. ‘That’s made me well up. Swans. Aww.’

Lucy smiled, she’d recovered that quite well. ‘Swans but without the hissing, flapping and biting.’ Maybe she should have kept her mouth shut.

***

Against her better judgement Ella found herself on Thursday evening sitting at the bar in an olde worlde pub waiting for Stuart the estate agent to show up. He’d texted to say he was running late which wasn’t a great start. She’d told him not to worry and that she was happy to wait. Her phone was keeping her entertained because Lucy was messaging every couple of minutes either for an update or to share top tips on hooking up. Ella knew she was out of practice but at twenty-nine she wasn’t exactly past it.

She sipped her tonic water and took in her surroundings. Lucy had recommended the pub – Ella had never been but its thriving restaurant had a good reputation. If the happy faces of the diners were anything to go by it was probably worth a return visit to try the food.

There was a beam and brick open wall separating the restaurant and bar from her seat allowing her to comfortably do a little unobtrusive people watching. There were a couple of groups but the tables were mainly occupied by couples. They spanned the age spectrum from the barely out of their teens couple who only stopped holding hands long enough to feed each other, to the grey-haired couple who chatted non-stop and laughed a lot. It was the older couple who fascinated Ella more; she wondered how long they’d been together. The man had his back to Ella but she could see the woman’s every reaction. She had fabulous cheekbones and more than an air of Meg Ryan about her. Her eyes sparkled as she and the man Ella assumed was her partner talked and ate.

Time passed and Ella checked her watch. Stuart was now twenty minutes late and there’d been no messages for a while. She tried hard not to sigh. She’d not been hanging too many expectations on this blind date but watching the couples in the restaurant had made her realise that it was simple things like a shared meal out she’d been missing since she and Todd had split. She missed a lot of other things about him: the reassurance he’d given her, the help with decision making and that feeling of being cossetted and kept safe. It was like her armour had been stripped from her and underneath she was naked, vulnerable and self-conscious.

She was half watching the restaurant now but as the older couple stood to leave she caught a glimpse of the man and although it was only a moment there was something extremely familiar. It couldn’t be. Could it? She finished her drink and leant
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