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Chapter 1

Friday, Valentine’s Day.

The Harbourside, St Aidan, Cornwall.

Early birds and aftershocks.

It’s a boy!

There are certain significant moments in life you know you’re going to relive again and again. As those three small words bounce off my phone screen and resonate around inside my skull, I’m on the edge of a huge crowd of people with one of my oldest friends, Poppy, at my elbow, but I couldn’t feel any more alone. It’s the sting of the salty wind on my cheeks that’s being etched on my memory, the blackness of the water lapping against the quay, the dark lines of boat masts etched against the sky. The curve of lights out around the bay edge.

Even when you know a metaphorical tidal wave is coming your way, it’s still hard to predict how it will demolish you. I expected this would blow my heart apart, but it actually hits way lower. It’s nothing like the thousand tiny glass shards in my chest I was braced for, more a boot in my bowel.

All the same, I’d still rather know than not.

When your closest friend and business partner accidentally hooks up with your fiancé – well, my fiancé – then they decide that’s how it should have been all along. And then seal the deal with a baby.

This baby.

Let’s just say, this text from Lucy, our maternity-cover office assistant, is the latest in a year of seismic shocks.

In case you hadn’t already guessed, this is all playing out in tiny St Aidan on the furthest edge of Cornwall where the land meets the sea. Where the higgledy-piggledy cottages that start at the edge of the cobbles stack up the hillside in shadowy lines behind me. It’s somehow ironic that we’re out on this freezing February night waiting for a firework display to begin; that this tiny baby who’s turned my life upside down for the last few months has now claimed the Brides by the Sea Valentine’s Day celebrations as his own too.

Poppy is next to me, pulling her Barbour jacket closed against the slice of the wind, stamping her feet as we wait. ‘Everything okay, Milla? You’re lucky to find a signal down here.’

I’m watching the strings of lights in the distance along the prom being lashed by a gale. Pushing my phone back into my pocket, I say, ‘Phoebe’s had a boy.’

‘The baby’s here already?’ Poppy’s eyebrows shoot upwards in horror the same way they have ever since we played together as kids growing up in Rose Hill village, a few miles inland from here. ‘But first babies never arrive on time! The last two weeks waiting like a beached whale are what prepares you for everything ahead.’ She had her son Gabe two years ago, so she’s an expert. She’s also enjoying a rare night out on her own, but seeing as she’s Brides by the Sea’s cake baker, this counts as work rather than pleasure.

‘Phoebe won’t put up with lateness, especially not from a baby.’ Realistically she was never going to let herself get to the size of an elephant. Even with something as unpredictable as childbirth, she’s the kind of person who plans scrupulously and always comes up smelling of roses. And she’s good at it too. Like popping her baby out on Valentine’s Day, exactly a year to the day after she and my ex, Ben, got together – it takes a special kind of very dedicated control-freak to pull that off.

‘Christmas effing crackers, that wasn’t in the plan was it?’

I’m shaking my head at Poppy. ‘I haven’t even turned the bed down at my Airbnb yet.’ Okay, admittedly I’ve been at the wedding shop catching up with everyone since I arrived earlier this afternoon. But somehow, I’d counted on having more time to settle in. Get myself ready. Put my hard hat on.

It’s odd to think that this time last year I still had a fiancé and the flat we shared. Then, somewhere around midnight, my whole life plummeted to oblivion – in a Titanic-hits-the-iceberg kind of way. I’ll save the goriest details for later. But, just like the iceberg, I did not see this one coming. I’d been Phoebe’s head bridesmaid when she’d got married six years earlier and our business had sprung from us organising her wedding, so it was natural that I’d support her when her husband Harry walked out. And when she was suddenly left without a partner for the black-tie Valentine’s ball we’d paid a fortune for her to go to, I didn’t think twice about lending her my fiancé Ben. They were my two most trusted people, in business and in life. The last thing I imagined was them ending up in bed together when she’d been so meticulous about showing me the separate rooms on the booking.

What’s the old saying? One kiss is all it takes. Admittedly it was a bit more than that. A lot more. Enough to throw a wrecking ball through my relationship with Ben. But we were all very adult about it. Or at least, they were. However much I kicked and yelled, it wasn’t going to help – the damage was done, what I’d had was already gone. He moved his stuff around the corner into her place. And we went on from there.

But after those long years literally spending all my waking hours scrambling to make a go of our Brides Go West wedding company, and borrowing to the hilt, I couldn’t afford to let the business slide and lose that as well. But it was more than that. As my life imploded and my self-esteem went with it, Brides Go West became my one refuge. I might feel like a worm in every other area, but an award-winning business lets me hold my head high. Phoebe and Ben might have whipped every other metaphorical carpet out from under me, but I refuse to let them run away with the business too.

So, for the last nine months I’ve watched Phoebe’s bump growing across the office desk like a slow-motion horror movie. In the end I decided if I actually had to be there for the birth, my screams were going to be louder than the ones coming from the labour ward. So after a whole year of gritting my teeth so hard they’re stumps of their former selves, I left town for a couple of weeks around the baby’s due date.

Poppy’s arm slides around my shoulder. ‘You do know you are worth more than this?’ Her voice is low in my ear. ‘It might feel like the end of the world now …’

I’ve heard it so many times I can finish it myself. ‘… but it will get better.’ The problem is, deep down, I can’t imagine ever getting to a place where there isn’t a stone in my gut and my chest isn’t aching. When I can look at a wedding dress and not have my mouth fill with the taste of sour lemons. Which isn’t the most practical thing to happen when I write about the damn things most days on our blog.

Poppy lets out a groan. ‘Sorry, it’s not the best timing, but you’re about to meet Gary and Ken. They’re doing a great job giving out flyers for our Brides by the Sea cocktail event later, but they’re insatiably curious too.’ She pulls a face. ‘Remember what it’s like in small-town St Aidan?’

I grimace. ‘Where everybody knows, and everybody cares?’ It’s very different from Bristol where I’ve been happily anonymous for the last twelve years. As a teenager growing up here, I dodged the worst of the spotlight because my mum was ill and I was her carer. When you barely leave the house, you become pretty invisible. But even if I don’t recognise many of the faces in the crowd here tonight, the reason I’ve run back here now is to be with my oldest friends.

As Poppy and I are both in the wedding business, we’re often in touch. And as my life unravelled, Poppy’s the one who’s been there for me, texting and messaging. And she was the one who literally saved my sanity when she suggested I take this working holiday. I know if Ben were the last guy in the world on a desert island, I’d actually have to make a boat and leave. And that’s saying a lot from me, who came bottom of the class in woodwork. But however much I don’t want Ben anymore, this baby moment is still so monumental it’s a relief to be three hours down the road.

‘So who are Ken and Gary?’ So far as I can see they have great taste in tight, spangly shorts and are experts at elbowing their way through a crowd while rocking their Cupid costumes.

‘They run a highly decorated local B&B, and they’re also stars of the Hungry Shark’s karaoke nights and the Chamber of Commerce.’

I shake my head. ‘They were never going to let a fancy-dress Valentine’s pub crawl pass quietly.’

Poppy calls to them as they wriggle into our space on the cobbles. ‘Hello, you two, you’re the only men I know who can wear so little red lamé and make it work.’

The smaller, portlier one fans his fingers in front of his face. ‘Thanks, Poppy, you’re a sweetheart, as ever.’ He turns to me and flutters eyelashes so long they have to be fake. ‘You’re from Brides Go West, aren’t you? We saw you getting out of your van earlier.’

‘Also known as Milla Fenton.’ This is where I have to admit I’ve half borrowed/half absconded with the works vehicle, although it was actually mine to start with. As it’s got two-foot-high light-up letters on the top, it’s not exactly subtle.

‘Lovely to meet you, Milla, there’s a lot of vintage camper envy going on here. We’ve always wanted pink paintwork and our names in lights, haven’t we, Ken?’ He turns to Poppy. ‘So, do tell, is this another of Jess’s protégés coming to sprinkle her fairy dust on Brides by the Sea?’

As if he hasn’t got enough of my attention already with his all-over sequined T-shirt and matching wings, Ken grabs my arm. ‘It’s the most wonderful shop Jess has created here, four floors of bridal gorgeousness overlooking the sea!’

I’m about to tell him the shop’s a big favourite of our Brides Go West blog followers too, but Gary carries on seamlessly. ‘Poppy’s the cake maker there. The five-tier confection she made for us was Cornwall’s first EVER naked wedding cake. But you probably know that?’

Ken and Gary seem to ask non-stop questions with no space for answers, but Poppy finally dives in. ‘Milla’s here for a couple of weeks to help with social media and to set up some special wedding fairs for the Brides by the Sea anniversary.’

Gary’s eyes are popping. ‘Fabulous and even more fabulous! Ten years since Jess took over the whole building, how amazing is that?’

Ken’s carrying on. ‘And a whole year of birthday celebrations starting with tonight’s fireworks … did you know they’re actually Jess’s Valentine’s present from her fiancé Bart?’

Gary gives a sigh. ‘He’s our favourite pirate – handsome and loaded, she can’t go wrong there. We wouldn’t have thrown him out of our bed would we, Ken?’

Ken gives a shudder. ‘Speak for yourself, Gaz, he’s years too old for me. But who’d have thought? He offers her diamonds, and she asks for fireworks instead …’

As if on cue, a huge boom echoes across the bay, and a cascade of multi-coloured stars arches up, then shimmers down the sky and falls into the sea.

Poppy’s murmuring in my ear. ‘They’re letting them off from pontoons anchored out beyond the harbour. Watch out for the Valentine-themed ones too.’ Her smile widens. ‘Jess and Bart are down the front, if she chose this over a Tiffany necklace, we should be in for a spectacular display.’

As the explosions rock through my body and the wind splits the coloured reflections on the water into a thousand mirrored fragments, the people around me huddling deep into their padded jackets are letting out gasps and wows. Again and again the starbursts rip through the blue velvet sky above the bay. And as I listen to the swish of the waves rushing up the beach underneath the fireworks’ bangs, I’m remembering how final it felt as I pushed the keys of our flat through the estate agent’s letterbox earlier this morning. It’s as if I’m watching my old life disintegrating into pieces high above me. I couldn’t cry then, but now, in the dark, my tears are flowing too fast to wipe them away.

As I take a moment to dip in my bag for a dry hanky and look back at the boats on the harbour, there’s a lone figure leaning against a mast. So maybe I’m not the only person in the world on their own tonight. It just feels that way.

Poppy nudges me. ‘We must be close to the end, don’t miss the best bit.’

As I look back up at the sky, there’s a volley of booms above the waves and the heavens fill with red heart-shaped outlines that sparkle and crackle. Then there’s a final rattle of explosions and they all drift downwards. As they sink behind the line where the sky meets the water and everyone starts to cheer, it feels a lot more bitter than sweet for me.

My phone beeps and this time Poppy’s watching me. ‘More news?’

I nod. Then, as I read, my saliva turns sour again. ‘Hunter Benedict, 2.8kg.’

Poppy’s brow furrows. ‘If it’s upsetting you, why not switch it off?’

I push my phone away and pull out another tissue. Ugly nose-blowing is one of Phoebe’s worst hates but right now I’m past caring. I can’t help my wail either. ‘Hunter was my name, I bagged it first. I know I found it on her wellies, but it still feels like she’s stolen it.’ Baby names are a whole minefield of rules I’ve only dipped my toe into since I turned thirty and it seems like our entire friendship group apart from me suddenly got pregnant. You can’t call a baby the same name as any other child you’ve ever heard of, but at least for people like me where children are lightyears away, it’s still possible to stake an advance claim. Or it should be if your friends aren’t completely disrespectful. This feels like Phoebe’s final wave of the finger.

Poppy’s hugging me again. ‘Pinching your name is outrageous.’

‘It bloody is.’ I’m staring at the black smudges on the hanky, knowing there’s worse on my face. ‘I might go back to the van for a moment.’

Poppy links arms with me. ‘Don’t worry, we’ve got a few minutes before we need to be back at the shop. I’m in charge of cocktails so the bar will open when we get there.’ We break away from the crowd and hurry to where the van is tucked away beyond a line of fishermen’s cottages at the end of the quay.

‘Okay, time for repairs.’ I open the door and heave myself into the driver’s seat, and peer into the rearview mirror.

As Poppy joins me from the passenger side, she’s staring around the inside of the van. ‘Even though it’s dark, how cool is this interior?’

As I scrub away my panda eyes and dab at the blotches on my cheeks, I’m already feeling calmer. ‘I still love the pink-and-white-checked seats.’

Poppy passes me a lippy from her pocket. ‘Here, try this – fuchsia gives you a lift every time.’ She’s biting her lip as she watches me put it on. ‘I know today’s been the crappest, with handing in your keys and the baby coming. But at least that’s the worst over.’

I look sideways at her in the half light. ‘You’re going to tell me it’s time for a new start?’

‘Well isn’t it? St Aidan is heaving, the singles club is out there running wild.’ Her face twists into a grin. ‘It would be a shame to waste the opportunity.’

As I let out a breath, I’m sorry to flatten the mood. ‘The last thing I want is another boyfriend.’

She laughs. ‘Who said anything about committing? It just feels like it’s time for you to stop being sad and get back to having a good time.’

I blow. ‘We both know Ben is a tosser and I’m better off without him. But am I ready to hit the world and party?’ I really don’t think so.

Her eyebrows edge upwards. ‘How about your challenge for this evening is to collect five kisses?’

I can’t believe how impossible that sounds. ‘When I was twenty-one and first went to Bristol I’d have done it in five seconds. Now I feel I’d struggle if I had five years.’

Poppy’s eyes are wide. ‘This is so much worse than I thought. Let’s set a more achievable target – how about one kiss, and all evening to claim it?’ She sends me a wink. ‘It’s dark, you’ll never see them again. And it’s a watershed – once you’ve crossed the making-out bridge you’ll be able to get on with the rest of your life.’

‘I—I—I …’ It’s all sounding very ‘old-style hen party’. Someone should tell her, hens have moved on, these days they don’t get smashed, they do self-care. If she’d suggested kick-starting my new life with a massage therapy afternoon at The Harbourside Hotel, I’d be so much more up for it.

She’s wiggling her eyebrows, which is never a good sign. ‘Hunk coming our way now, he looks like he’ll do nicely. Get your window down and shout him over.’ She’s sitting up straighter. ‘In fact, no need, he’s coming straight for us!’

As he saunters our way, what I’m getting is dark hair blowing in the gale. Shadowy cheekbones. A chunky sweater inside an open windcheater jacket.

I’m muttering. ‘Considering the weather, it seems like someone’s completely missed the point of wind wear.’

Poppy’s hissing back. ‘You can’t write him off because he hasn’t done up his coat, I need a better excuse than that.’

I reach for the window winder. Being vintage, they’re the keep-fit, do-it-yourself version. By the time the glass slides down far enough for me to speak, I’m breathless from the exertion. ‘Anything we can do to help you?’ However much he’s making a beeline towards us, I’m confident there won’t be.

Poppy lets out a low laugh behind me. ‘You’ll have to be more direct than that to score.’

He clears his throat. ‘Sorry, I couldn’t help noticing your van when you parked it earlier.’

I’m used to comments, we get them all the time. ‘The pink was deliberate. Hopefully it sidesteps dirty white and dated cream but still shouts bride really tastefully.’

He’s blinking at me. ‘Sorry, I’m not talking about the colour. You’ve parked in the boat owners’ area – if you don’t display a permit the wardens will ticket you.’

Poppy gives a low laugh. ‘Bribing traffic wardens by snogging their faces off? It might sound desperate, but I wouldn’t disallow it.’

I shut out Poppy and concentrate on the guy. I was up at six this morning, taking the last of my stuff out of the flat and putting it into storage. It’s been a hell of a day. All topped off with Phoebe stealing my effing baby name. I’m just not ready for another argument. ‘Well, if you’d like to step a yard to your right, I’ll get the hell out of your precious owners’ area and find somewhere else to park.’ I haven’t got the first idea where, it’s a surprise it’s this crowded.

He’s shaking his head. ‘You don’t have to move. I’ve brought you a visitor parking pass. So long as you bring it back to Snow Goose before you leave town, you’re welcome to use it.’

‘You’re offering to lend me a permit?’ I’m picking my jaw up off the car mats.

He gives a small cough. ‘It’s us against the wardens down here, I’m happy to help out.’ The permit’s already so far through the window that all I can do is grasp it and drop it on the dash.

‘Thanks a lot. I’ll be sure to return it.’ My voice jolts as Poppy jabs me in the side.

She’s hissing in my ear. ‘Go on, ask him – if you don’t, I will …’

‘Great, well, thanks again. Snow Goose, got it, I’ll drop it back.’ This is me dismissing him and it’s worked because he’s waving and backing away.

But Poppy’s like lightning. She’s already out, across the cobbles, and murmuring in his ear. Talk about sitting targets – as he turns around to the open window there’s literally nowhere for me to go.

This time he’s laughing. ‘Someone in need of a Valentine’s kiss? I’m sure I can help out with that too.’

It’s one of those instant decisions. I could make a dash for the crowd, but if I escape this time, I’ll only get ambushed later. At least here there’s only Poppy to see it. So long as she takes the permit back for me, I’ll never have to set eyes on him again. So I make my spine rigid, screw my eyes closed. Pinch my lips together for the quickest of pecks.

But somehow his hand is behind my head, and as he comes in sideways through the open window his delicious scent is a split second ahead of him. And when his lips hit mine they’re not hard and cold, they’re soft and persuasive, like warm chocolate. As I give in and go with him, it’s like there’s a super-heated tornado rushing through my body. It can’t be more than thirty seconds – thirty seconds of what? Pure, undiluted, liquid pleasure. With an overtone of lust that leaves me clutching the steering wheel to steady myself. Enough to say, when he pulls away he leaves me breathless and open-mouthed.

‘Wow!’ That’s every last molecule of Poppy’s lippy demolished. And for anyone wanting marks out of ten – I’d have to go with a straight fifteen.

‘Thanks for that.’ He lets out a low laugh as he backs across the cobbles. ‘Anything else I can help with, you know where to find me.’

‘You’ve already done more than enough.’

But Poppy’s hopping up and down, her eyes popping. ‘We’re serving free cakes and cocktails at Brides by the Sea …’ she glances at her watch ‘… any time around now. Up the hill, and turn right into the mews. If you’d like to come you’re very welcome?’

‘The wedding shop?’ For a moment his eyes light up, but then he shakes his head. ‘Sorry, there’s somewhere else I need to be.’

‘But – but – but …’

I can see Poppy’s going to push this, so I jump in. ‘We totally understand. Fireworks and cheating the parking wardens, that’s more than enough excitement for one day.’ Quite apart from never wanting to see him again, there’s no way I want to have to stare across a room at him knocking back pitchers of Sex on the Beach. In the same way that both Chris Hemsworth or Hugh Jackman are sizzling but you might not necessarily want them dangled in front of you in the same room, especially if you weren’t in the best place in your life to take advantage. I mean, every woman has her limits. And I think I’ve found mine.

His lips are curving into a smile. ‘In that case, I won’t say see you later.’

That’s good for me. I call after him, ‘In that case, neither will I.’

Poppy’s leaning her bum on the end of the van, watching him disappear into the shadows. ‘From the grin on your face, we can safely say that was instant gratification?’

I’m laughing. ‘Hell yes. Those permits are like gold dust. Mr Snow Goose just saved me from two weeks of parking nightmares.’

Poppy’s shouting. ‘That’s not what I mean, and you know it!’ She lowers her voice again. ‘But you do feel like you made that whole new “somewhere over the rainbow” start?’

I’m shaking my head now too. ‘Pops, it was twenty seconds …’

She’s not letting this go. ‘It was SO closer to a minute!’

‘As if a few seconds could change anything.’

‘But it has, hasn’t it?’ Her stare is so intense it’s like she’s peering into my head. ‘Tell me what you’re thinking!’

Phoebe stole my fiancé, and now they have a baby. Sure, my heart was banging so hard the van was shaking just before, but it’s going to take more than one kiss to mend my broken life. Not that I want to go back to serving coffee. It’s just that now weddings are trigger points for me rather than my destination happy place. In the long term, for the sake of my sanity, I could do with a change of direction. Ideally, I need a career change.

But I’m staying totally quiet on all of that for now. ‘I’m thinking, if we don’t leave in the next ten seconds, you’re going to have some very impatient cocktail customers.’

She’s laughing. ‘And I’m thinking some time in St Aidan is exactly what you need to shake you up and turn you around.’

I have to say, as we hurry up the steep, winding street towards the shop, my heart is pounding in a way that has to be down to more than us racing up a killer of a hill. I can’t remember when I last felt this alive.




Chapter 2

Friday, Valentine’s Day.

Brides by the Sea, St Aidan.

Cranberries and camper vans.

‘So what can I tempt you with? Tie-me-up-tie-me-down? Hanky-panky? A Kiss on the Lips?’

Half an hour after Poppy and I arrive at the shop and I slosh drinks into glasses from tall glass jugs, any inner howling in my head is being drowned out by a room full of revellers. And in case anyone thinks this is me channelling my inner sex-goddess, I’m shouting about the delights of the Valentine’s cocktails on offer.

With every group of guests who push their way in from the cobbled mews outside, the salt-laden gusts are blowing in straight off the sea, catching the chandeliers, making their crystals flash, ruffling the chiffon on the snowy dresses beneath the hanging strings of paper hearts and tiny studded fairy lights in the window. At one time this would have had my heart racing too, now it just gives me an ache in the pit of my stomach. But obviously I do my best to hide that.

As another wave of people unwrapping their scarves walks in, I turn to Poppy who’s next to me behind the drinks table. ‘Where are they all coming from?’

Poppy laughs. ‘I told you, St Aidan Singles Club events are huge. And we’re dishing out free stuff so everyone will call in here. As Jess says, it’s never too early to bring a single person aspiring to be part of a couple to a wedding shop.’

It’s no surprise. This is the kind of long, hard-nosed game Jess plays. In her eyes every unattached adult downing Poppy’s complimentary cocktails and cupcakes tonight is a potential bride or groom down the line. It’s the same determination Jess had when she came here fourteen years ago with a divorce settlement and an idea to sell flowers from one tiny room in the basement. And we can all see how well that turned out.

Poppy laughs again. ‘The customers are only meant to be here for long enough to get a glimpse inside the shop. Don’t worry, they’ll be off to the next stop at the Hungry Shark before you can say Love on the Rocks.’

I don’t need to worry too much about what I’m shouting from the chalkboard menu either, because I’m only doing this for two minutes while Jess grabs some more mint sprigs and whooshes some potential husbands-to-be upstairs for a quick look at the Groom Room. My real allocated job here is much more my thing – taking Polaroid pictures of happy couples on the loveseat that’s nestled in the corner by the fitting room. This is so when the customers sober up tomorrow, they’ve got something to remind them to shop at Brides by the Sea when the time comes. And so when they write their names and emails on the back of the pictures we keep, the shop gets to grow the customer contacts list.

This is how it always is with Phoebe and our wedding fairs too. She’s our queenly front-of-house figurehead, like the swan gliding above the water. Meanwhile, I’m the frantic swan feet, rushing around out of sight making things work. But, as Phoebe’s fond of saying, that way we both play to our strengths.

Poppy’s swishing her blonde ponytail, ramming cherries onto sticks like there’s no tomorrow. ‘Blame Jess for the cocktails, she got a bit carried away. Any other day, it’s Prosecco all the way, so the spills don’t show.’ As Poppy’s been the shop’s wedding cake maker for ten years, the whole town knows how delicious her baking is. It’s no surprise there’s a scramble for her cupcake towers with their mouthwatering swirls of pastel buttercream and heart-shaped sprinkles.

I nod at her as I brush the cupcake crumbs off my boob shelf. ‘You can spill anything you like on me. These sequins are very forgiving – I’ll just wipe them clean.’

Poppy laughs. ‘You make a very cute cherub, even though I say it myself.’

I’m smoothing down the pale apricot mini-jumpsuit I borrowed from the bridesmaids’ sale rail this afternoon. Dressing me as a cherub was Poppy’s attempt to cheer me up, and as the baby news hadn’t hit then, I was happy to go along with it. As for the rest of what I’m wearing, it goes downhill from the all-over sequins. Looking back, it was one of those times when going wild got the better of us. I’ve got an oversized cupid’s bow wedged across my boobs. I also have wings, a sling full of arrows, and laurel leaves stuck in my hair. Truly, don’t ask me where the laurel comes in.

I pick up another two jugs and wave them at the sea of padded jackets in front of us. ‘Anyone for a Screw on the Drive or a Heart Attack? And the cupcakes are lavender, white chocolate, and vanilla buttercream.’ I grab another two for myself and mumble at Poppy as I pop one in my mouth. ‘Bite-sized cakes are so practical when you’re serving.’

As she leans towards me, she’s waving a tissue. ‘Two things – first, there’s lipstick in your ear.’

I let out a groan as she wipes it off. ‘How the hell did that get there?’

‘We both know the answer to that.’ She lets her grin go. ‘And second – on the same subject – the guy from Snow Goose just walked in.’

‘WHAT?!’ My gulp is big enough to suck in the whole cupcake I’m holding. Then the paper case hits the back of my throat and next thing I know I’m choking then sneezing the whole lot into Poppy’s well-placed tissue. She hands me a second one so I can wipe the last of the crumbs off my eyebrows. On Phoebe’s scale of misdemeanours, this would get a similar score to vomming on my feet. I swear, I only did that twice, and never in front of our bridal customers.

The good bit tonight is that at the crucial moment I managed to drop to my knees so the worst has been hidden behind the bar table. But it leaves me looking up at Poppy.

She’s talking down to me through clenched teeth. ‘Don’t look now …’ which is completely unnecessary as I’ve no chance of a view ‘… but he’s flying this way …’ her eyes are as big as flower buckets ‘… and the eagle – er, goose – has landed …’

I can keep quiet and let Poppy do her worst up above, or I can stand up and do this for myself. I shake my fingers through the dangly bits of my hair in the hope of a bit of volume to hide behind and pop my head up over the table edge.

‘Hey! I thought you were going elsewhere?’ Listen to me! I sound as up-myself as Phoebe.

The guy pulls a face. ‘Luckily for you, I met two men who wouldn’t take no for an answer.’ In the light he’s even more beautiful than in the dark, in a lived-in kind of a way. His face is lean with the sort of bone structure and stubble shadows you mainly see on Vogue models. And somehow I just know that there’s a body to match underneath the effortlessly stylish denim jeans and dark hand-knitted sweater.

I shoot Poppy a sideways glance as I finally stagger to my feet. ‘Just checking stock levels down there.’

As he moves forward, his eyes lock with mine. ‘And I came to say how much I enjoyed the fireworks.’

As the words sink in, I’m staring at his lips. Thinking about catching my fingers in those tawny-brown tousled waves. Remembering how I slid my tongue over his teeth. Thinking of the explosions in my gut, and how he must have felt them too. My mouth is dropping open but nothing’s coming out.

Poppy stands on my toe. ‘Weren’t the rockets amazing?’

Rockets? Those fireworks … Of course, that’s what he’s talking about. ‘Yay to the amazing bangs – and those hearts floating down the sky!’ I’m frantically wiping my hands on my backside, moving this on before I make any more of a tool of myself. ‘What can I pour you? Anything on the chalkboard, we’ve got it all.’

There’s a definite spark in his eye. ‘I was wondering what would have happened earlier if I’d passed over a full resident’s parking permit rather than a visitor’s one.’ His lips are twisting as he scans the handwriting. ‘If this is what’s on offer, I think I got my answer.’

I don’t flinch. Instead, I fix my eyes on the Diesel logo on the front of his coat. ‘So what’s it to be, an Unleash Your Libido or a Lovebite?’

‘What do you recommend?’ As his sooty lashes lift there’s a flash of dark grey iris softened by the glint of a tease.

‘Er …’ As our eyes lock again, my heart thuds to a halt and a shiver zips down my spine as I remember the rush as our mouths collided. I catch a waft of his scent across the table and I’m thanking my lucky stars for the sequin shield covering my boobs. However thick the padding on my T-shirt bra is, it’s no match for a dark gaze like that. And I’m only opening and closing my mouth because no one’s asked me that yet.

Poppy comes to my rescue. ‘We’re drinking non-alcoholic Rhubarb and Rose.’

‘But that’s for wimps.’ My voice jumps into action, spurred on by the spark in his eye and the need to get this over fast. ‘I reckon you should try the Love Potion No. 9.’

Poppy turns on me. ‘Is that even a thing?’

I hitch my cupid bow back into place on my shoulder, fill up a jam jar, toss in a cucumber slice and a spoonful of berries, push in a striped paper straw and push it towards him. ‘It is now. There you go! Enjoy!’ Then get the hell out of here.

This time his lips curve all the way to a smile. And of course the teeth are going to match the rest of the package. Why wouldn’t they? In the same way that dark chocolate voice of his sounds exactly as he tasted. ‘So is this the bit where I give you my heart?’

‘Excuse me?’

Poppy’s nudge lands in my ribs as she hisses. ‘The drinks voucher he’s holding – take it off him, Milla.’

I swallow hard, curse silently at how much I’m showing myself up, and make my beam really, really bright. ‘Great.’ But as my fingers reach the paper he whips it away.

There’s a low laugh. ‘One more strawberry then I promise, it’s all yours.’

I’m shaking my head. In the wedding business you have to be super-polite, every second. As Phoebe has reminded me most days for the last six years, you need to look like you’re having the most fun, but there’s simply no place for messing about. As this evening is more of a random free-for-all, just this once I let myself go. ‘Another strawberry? Talk about demanding customers!’

He’s properly laughing now and turning the twinkle in his eyes up to max. ‘I just sailed in after a month at sea, I need all the nutrients I can get.’

Unbelievable. Just my luck to hit on a superman. ‘And I just drove all the way from Gloucestershire, but I’m not about to inhale all the fruit.’

He’s still grinning, but this time he’s looking straight at me with the kind of smile that turns your insides to molten toffee. ‘Which saves me asking. I thought I recognised a Bristol burr.’

My eyes snap open. ‘I so don’t have one of those, thanks all the same.’ I’m so desperate to move him on I push the whole bowl of strawberries at him. ‘Take as much fruit as you need. And if you’re going to collapse due to vitamin deficiency, please don’t mess up the displays.’

He scoops a strawberry into his drink and pushes another into his mouth – ah, those teeth again. Then he hands me his heart and his face splits into a grin. ‘One heart, be sure you look after it. And watch you don’t drop your quiver.’

The best I can do is widen my eyes as I try to work out what the hell he’s talking about.

He’s raised an eyebrow now. ‘Your arrow pouch – it’s called a quiver. And I’m no archery expert, but it looks like yours is about to fall off.’ His grin splits even further. ‘If cupid loses his ammunition, you’re not going to have many takers for your pictures.’

Don’t you just hate it when guys come over like they know so much more than you?

I roll my eyes upwards to the chandelier. ‘I wasn’t planning on taking aim, my bow is purely decorative.’

‘In which case I’ll leave you to dish out your Lovebites.’ There’s one cocked eyebrow and he might be laughing. ‘I’ll catch you later.’

As he saunters off into the crush of brightly coloured padded jackets and flushed cheeks, I turn to Poppy. ‘He took his time.’

Poppy’s grin is wider still. ‘And you don’t think he hung around because there was so much flirting going on?’

‘What? With me?!’ Surely, she can’t be serious? ‘Whatever happened before, you know I’m done with men.’

She’s biting her lip. ‘He liked the starter so much he came straight back for more.’ The way she peers into my eyes, it’s like she’s trying to look inside my soul. ‘If you wanted to take things further there, I guarantee he wouldn’t refuse.’

For a second the pit of my stomach turns to syrup. Then I land right back in the real world and come to my senses. Of course I bloody wouldn’t be up for anything of the kind. What is my body thinking? But before I can let out my full scream of protest Jess comes into view, her wide-leg linen trousers flapping as her loafers clip clop on the floorboards.

Her eyes are shining as she comes towards us. ‘However much Ken and Gary are stretching it with those hot pants, they’re excelling themselves at getting the crowds in.’ As she smooths her aqua chiffon blouse, her laser gaze is directed straight at me. ‘Here, take some mint to your lovely friend over there. Four weeks at sea, he must be in need of some greens.’

That’s the funny thing about Jess – wherever she is in the building, she still knows what’s going on. Who else would pick up on windcheater guy from two floors away?

But luckily I’m spared that, because Jess starts clinking a spoon very loudly on a cocktail jug. The moment the buzz in the room dies down she clears her throat. ‘So, a very big welcome to the first of our anniversary celebrations and our first ever joint event with the singles club. As most of you know, here at Brides by the Sea we’ve always waved the flag for solo flyers …’ She pauses to beam around at everyone.

This isn’t just a sales pitch, it’s actually true. For years after the shop opened the team here were all single, independent, and happy to stay that way. It’s only in the last couple of years that one by one, despite not looking, they’ve unexpectedly found their happy-ever-after partners – even her.

Jess’s grin moves seamlessly into an eye roll at her roguish and rather crumpled fiancé, Bart, who is leaning a shoulder on the whisper-grey wall. Not only did he give her the fireworks, he also happens to own a fabulous stately home in Rose Hill.

She carries on. ‘Lately, Brides by the Sea has been like cupid dust for couples. So make the most of that while you’re here this Valentine’s Day! Take a leaf out of my book – be brave and give love a chance!’

There’s cheering and clapping around the room. Jess is a pro when to comes to working a crowd. She knows exactly the right moment to start again. ‘At Brides by the Sea we always like to offer you something special …’ She waits to get everyone’s attention. ‘Anyone who has their photo taken by Milla tonight and put up on our Valentine’s Day board can come and claim a ten percent discount …’ she pauses for effect, ‘… at any point in the future. Regardless of who you’re getting married to.’

As Poppy grins at me she’s shaking her head. ‘That’s Jess for you, she wouldn’t let a tiny detail like someone being with a different partner down the line get in the way of a sale.’

Jess is gazing around the room like an empress surveying her subjects. ‘So there’s no time to lose! Get those bottoms on the loveseat and your photos on the board!’ She whips around and fixes me with her gaze. ‘What are you waiting for, Milla? Grab that camera and get snapping!’

I’d be more pleased about this if I hadn’t just glimpsed the back of a Diesel windcheater still in the room.

By the time the crowd thins out a lot later, I’ve lost count of how many Polaroid film packs I’ve got through and the corkboard hanging on the shop wall is covered in cute retro-tint photos. Poppy came to help too, which was great, all the way to the last customer. But truly, I could do without the eyebrow action she’s giving me as she ushers windcheater guy into the corner. By the time he finally sidles towards the curve of the white-painted seat, his coat is over his arm. I’m staring at a dark, hand-knitted jumper and frantically checking around to see if he’s got anyone with him.

‘So is it …’ not meaning to discriminate against people on their own, but for the sake of the picture I need to check ‘… just you?’ Behind him Poppy’s eyebrows have switched into overdrive.

He pulls a face. ‘It was, last time I checked. That’s still good for the discount?’

Poppy jumps in. ‘No worries there.’

He laughs. ‘If I’m planning a big spend, I can’t say no to an offer like that.’

Poppy’s eyes widen. ‘Maybe you should be having a chat with Jess?’

His nose wrinkles. ‘I do have quite a few weddings on the horizon. But there’s no rush.’

I can’t ignore a boast that’s even bigger than his yacht one. ‘Well, let’s hope all your wives will be very happy.’ As for where the hell that came from, I’m as shocked as anyone. I don’t wait for a reaction, instead, I nod at the loveseat and lift the camera. ‘Well, make yourself comfortable for now, I’m ready when you are.’ I’m just lining up the angle when there’s a whoosh from across the room and the camera is wrenched out of my hands.

As Jess shoulders me out of the way, she’s beaming down at windcheater man. ‘It’ll spoil the composition if we don’t use the whole seat. Why don’t you pop on there too, Milla?’

If I wasn’t so surprised, I’d already have given her a thousand very good reasons. As it is, the best I can do is to grab hold of Poppy and drag her down with me. ‘One of us either side of you, how’s that?’ I flash a smile at Jess. ‘Three for the price of two. What’s not to like?’

It’s only as we wedge our hips down between the chair arms that I realise my big mistake. With two on the seat there’d have been space for a gap between us. As three of us crash down there’s a muffled crack somewhere under my bottom, but so long as the seat’s holding up I’m not mentioning it. As I aim for my best selfie face I’m rammed so hard against a certain woolly jumper that I’m not only getting the pattern of the stitches printed on my skin through my playsuit, I can also feel every single torso muscle underneath it.

‘Big smiles all round!’ Jess is properly purring. ‘Then hold that for a couple more clicks. Okay, it’s in the can. You can relax!’

All I can say is, it’s good that I’ve spent the last year perfecting smiling when I’m hating every second. A guy’s arm extending around my waist isn’t what I’d meant to allow in my life again, even if does ease the crush. And I hadn’t planned to have stubble pressing against my cheek either. As for his delicious scent, with a lungful instead of my earlier noseful I’m practically passing out. I’m also close enough to see I wasn’t the only one with pink smudges on my ear.

Poppy is first to unwedge herself. ‘Hey, nice aftershave. Is that Paco Rabanne?’

As I try to stand up, there’s a resistance that’s a lot more than my hair wisps catching in his beard. Then, instead of an answer to Poppy’s fragrance question, there’s a loud squawk. Windcheater guy yelps and clutches his side as I’m finally on my feet.

His voice rises in protest as he points at a stick that’s appearing from the loose knit of his jumper. ‘Hey, Cupid, I thought you said you weren’t firing? You just scored a bull’s-eye!’

Oh crap. My stomach drops so fast I feel sick. When I look down at my pouch my arrows are splintered and I’m definitely one short. At least that clears up what the cracking sound was. On balance, the seat collapsing under our weight might have been better. ‘I’m so, so sorry! Have I impaled you? Are you hurt?’

He lifts his sweater and stares at his ribs. ‘No worries, it’s only a scratch.’

There’s the six pack I already knew about. As for the bronzed stomach I get an eyeful of as well, that’s just another given that goes with the territory. Then I take in a slick of red sliding downwards, huge and bright against his tan. ‘Shit, you’re bleeding!’

You know that thing with emergencies? Sometimes you freeze. And sometimes you leap into action but it’s like someone else is moving your limbs. That’s what happens to me now. Before I know it, I’ve jumped up and snatched a handful of tissues from the mother-of-the-bride decorated hanky box. By the time I’m back my hand is already so far up his jumper to mop up the blood that most of my arm’s disappeared too.

I’m not sure if it’s due to the warmth inside his sweater or the flush of embarrassment, but, whatever, I’m super-heated, puce, and there are sweat rivers trickling down inside my sequins.

Sera, the dress designer, wanders over, her thumbs through the belt loops of the ripped denim shorts she always wears. She pushes back an armful of sun-streaked curls and laughs as she starts to gather up the blood-streaked hankies. ‘What’s going on here? It looks like something out of Call the Midwife. Hang on, I’ll get the first-aid box.’

Windcheater guy’s shaking his head. ‘I just sailed the Atlantic single-handed, I think I can manage without the paramedics.’ As he turns to look up at me, he’s grinning. ‘In any case, I’m being very well looked after here.’

Don’t ask me how, but I manage to grab more tissues with my spare hand, and ram them into his. But in the end it’s just easier to let him lean back and pull up his top, while I take the largest plaster in the box from Sera and stick it into place.

He lets his top drop again and passes me a piece of splintered stick. ‘You were firing with a broken arrow, no wonder you were six inches too low. If you’re aiming for my heart, you’ll have to try again.’

I’m smiling like a crazy person despite wishing I could crawl into a hole. ‘Maybe next year?’ Like I’ll be around – of course I damn well won’t.

It’s definitely not that he’s smouldering – that’s just the colour of his eyes. ‘I might have sailed off into the sunset by then.’ As he stands and squares up to me, I can’t be the only one to have noticed the width of his shoulders. His low-slung jeans. The bulge below that scuffed leather belt. ‘One last chance to take aim while I’m stationary … It’s a lot harder to hit a moving target.’

I snap my eyes shut to close out the view, then flash back at him. ‘And it’s even more impossible if I’m driving at top speed in the opposite direction.’ Hashtag, camper van in a hurry, me getting the hell out of here. Just saying.

Jess is beaming. ‘Except you might not be, Milla.’

‘Cupid’s honour, I will.’ That’s one thing I’m certain of.

She narrows one eye. ‘I’m pretty confident I may be changing your mind on that very soon.’

Windcheater guy chimes in too. ‘If you’re sticking around then keep the permit as long as you want.’

Jess spins round to windcheater guy. ‘So if you’re all plastered up, unless you’d like to propose to anyone here right now and get the bridal ball rolling, we’ll look forward to seeing you again when you’re back to claim your discount. Anything and everything to do with weddings, we take it on. Remember, no job too large or too small!’

He ignores her immediate challenge, but his lips twist again. ‘I’ll see you very soon then.’ He hesitates. ‘Unless I can tempt you to carry on at mine? It’s not my yacht, but it’s big enough for all of us. I can soon whip up some rum and banana pancakes with cream and toffee sauce. You’re very welcome to come aboard.’

I watch Jess weighing it up. Even though she’s with Bart, she’s never one to turn down offers from dreamboats, especially ones with their own sea-going transport.

She sounds a lot more decided than I expected. ‘We’re actually having a small private function here later, so sadly we’ll have to pass on that one.’

That’s Jess speaking for herself but using the royal “we”. In my head I’m already digging into a stack of pancakes with lashings of whipped cream. ‘Well maybe I could …’

Jess lets out a cry. ‘A private party with you as guest of honour, Milla.’ She lets out a husky laugh. ‘Be in the studio in half an hour’s time, I’ve a proposition for you.’

We all know that’s not a tone you argue with. And I’m bracing myself for what she’s going to hit me with. Because however much I dislike what she might suggest, I’m not sure I’ll be strong enough to resist.

But on the plus side, I’ve got through tonight without too much wailing in public. I have slightly impaled a customer, but I’ve managed not to spill drinks on anyone. And even though I’m a crappy cupid, it’s probably better that my arrow didn’t score a direct hit on windcheater guy’s heart. I’m in enough trouble with that one as it is.




Chapter 3

Friday, Valentine’s Day.

The Studio, Brides by the Sea, St Aidan.

Bubbles and big bangs.

‘I’d love to be heading into our anniversary year with business looking up not down, Milla, but like everyone else, we’ve felt the squeeze lately.’

Poppy, Jess, and I have climbed the narrow winding stairs leading from the downstairs showroom to the studio, crossed the creaking waxed-wood floor, and now we’re peering out of the small square panes of the sash window at the far end of the room. Far below, the dark ripples of the water are giving way to pale lines of breakers as they slide backwards and forwards up the beach. And after the upbeat whoosh of free cocktails, the truth feels like a chilly wind. I know the fun has gone out of weddings for me for a totally different reason but where the industry was seriously overheating seven years ago, now it’s entering an ice age. I’m just surprised a rock-solid outfit like Jess’s is feeling the effects.

‘You’re surely not telling me Brides by the Sea is in trouble?’

Jess raises an eyebrow. ‘We never use the “t” word here, Milla. Even when a mother-of-the-groom chopped too much off the bottom of a beautiful bridal dress the night before the wedding, we called it an issue not a disaster.’

Poppy’s face crumples. ‘Truly, that must have been the worst night, but I missed it because I was in hospital with fake contractions.’ She turns to me. ‘Didn’t you do a blog piece about it afterwards?’

I’m nodding. ‘It did feature in my tips for taking care with dress alterations. It would be less of a problem now since the most forward-thinking Bristol brides are showing ankles.’

Poppy blows out a breath. ‘The point was, everyone pulled together and by morning they came through smiling.’

Jess nods. ‘Just as we will this time.’

As I look around the white-painted walls of the studio, the half-finished dresses hanging on rails are silky in the pools of light from hanging shades. There are fragments of lace scattered across the work area, and sketches and scraps of pictures covering the pinboard and I’m already thinking what a gift of a piece the studio will make for my Brides Go West wedding blog. It was Poppy who gave me a scoop introduction for a blog piece a few years ago when celebrity Josie Redman chose Sera, Jess’s main designer, to make her wedding dress. It’s always been one of my favourite bridal shops to visit.

Better still, the shop is the perfect inspiration for copy in winter when there are fewer real weddings to feature. I write all the Brides Go West social media content, so I’m always on the lookout for pretty things to photograph and new angles for pieces. By the time I’ve trawled every corner here I’ll have inspiration to keep our followers clicking through until more weddings start up again in the spring.

Jess may have put a flute of Prosecco in my hand, but we’re in the same business. She watches the bubbles rising in her glass and the bow on the low neck of her chiffon blouse heaves as she takes a breath. ‘It’s no secret – in a global economic slowdown, weddings are the first casualty.’

I usually leave conversations like this to Phoebe. Talking about anything global makes me feel like someone else is moving my mouth. ‘Most people just don’t have the cash to splash anymore.’

‘In a nutshell, Milla, that’s my point exactly.’ Jess taps a pale russet nail on the windowsill. ‘Weddings without limits took the shop to fabulous places but we have to face it – those heady days are over.’

I know exactly what she means. ‘Suppliers used to fight to get a place at our wedding fairs, but lately a lot of them can’t afford it. In the city now it’s more about budgets than blow-outs. And being kind to the planet, of course.’

Jess’s stare is intense. ‘This is why you’re invaluable, Milla. Whatever the cosmopolitan brides are embracing will be trending here next season.’

I smile. ‘Meghan certainly turned the bridal mindset upside down when she walked down the aisle in that classically simple dress of hers. And more and more brides are going for gowns like Ellie Goulding’s, with high necks and statement sleeves.’ Sensing Jess nodding, I’m throwing it all in. ‘But today’s couples think about every penny before they spend it. And when they do, vegan menus are big, silent discos are popping up everywhere, and some couples are even going alcohol-free.’

Poppy’s nodding in agreement. ‘That’s true. We had one of those over Christmas at Daisy Hill Farm. They had afternoon tea, then it was berry cordial all the way until home time.’

Jess has her disgusted-of-St-Aidan face on and her voice rises to a rant. ‘This is what we’re up against – pinching the pennies, lace-free and no booze! How bloody boring is that?’ She blows out a breath. ‘The good part is, people will always get married. We’ve always offered our brides amazing value and the most startlingly beautiful, exquisite products. If there are fewer brides per square mile, we’ll simply have to expand our reach.’ She pauses to give me a piercing stare ‘Which is where you and your alchemy come in, Milla.’

‘My what?’ Just when I’m giving myself silent cheers for keeping up, my patchy education comes back to haunt me. I’ve never quite got over being the only person in any room without a single exam under their belt. The thing is, back then, missing the exams happened without me noticing. But there are big gaps in my knowledge. It’s the strangest thing – when you do know something, it’s often no big deal; when you don’t, the chasm between you and everyone else is huge.

As a teenager, when Mum was ill, she never actually asked me to stay home. Her illness started as a tingle in her fingers and ended in total paralysis. At first, all we noticed was her stumbling. But as her condition got worse, she needed me there to look after her and I couldn’t do anything else. So long as my younger brothers went to school, that was all that mattered to me.

If it happened now, I’m sure there would be social workers chasing me down. But back then the teachers understood we were struggling and were kind enough not to cause us any more grief. I was a write-off. The important thing was that my mum saw my brothers come through with straight A’s before we lost her.

Looking after my mum certainly gave me a strong stomach for the grittier side of life. Her illness was always two jumps ahead of us; as she was able to do less and less, I always felt like I was failing. And when it was all over, everyone assumed it would be a relief. But the only way I can describe it is that it felt like someone had split my chest open with an axe, then wrenched my heart out.

Somehow I stumbled my way to Bristol, and when all I had to do was work forty-five hours a week, and I could sleep whenever I wasn’t clubbing, it felt like a part-time job. But gradually it dawned on
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