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Chapter One

This is a big day for me and I really, really don’t want to screw it up.

The moment my alarm clock went off this morning, I was up, out of bed, and into the shower. A swift, invigorating lather-up with a zingy grapefruit shower gel, followed by an equally invigorating scrub-down with one of those weird oily salt rubs that people keep giving me for Christmas, and I was fresh out of the bathroom less than ten minutes after waking up.

I do kind of wish I hadn’t bothered with the weird oily salt rub, though. It left this slick, slightly pongy layer all over my skin, and I had to spend another ten minutes blotting myself with kitchen paper just so that I didn’t look (and smell) a little bit like I’d spent the night sleeping in a giant chip-pan.

Once I’d blotted myself off, and thrown on my lovely cosy waffle dressing gown, I headed for the kitchen to make myself an energising cup of coffee. Well – I say ‘headed’ for the kitchen. My flat is so tiny that I’m actually in the kitchen the moment I step out of the bathroom. In fact, even calling it a flat is generous. It’s what the estate agent I rented it from euphemistically called ‘a studio’ and what Mum and Dad unappealingly call ‘a bedsit’. I’m not wild about either term, to be honest, because the former makes me sound like I live here surrounded by half-painted canvases and empty bottles of absinthe, and the latter like I live here surrounded by half-written philosophy essays and empty cans of Strongbow. Neither of which is remotely close to the truth.

Anyway, while I was waiting for the kettle to boil, I started up my laptop and had a little nose through the online tabloids. This might just look like idle time-wasting, but in fact it’s an extremely important part of my job. If I’m ever going to make it as a Top Wedding Planner, it’s absolutely vital that I’m up to date on the tiniest developments in celebrity relationships. Even after just a couple of weeks in the job, I can already see that competition for the best clients is pretty brutal, so I’ll need to be all geared up and ready at the slightest sign of any imminent engagement announcements. Think how impressive it would be if, only hours after you let the world know you’d decided to take the plunge, a wedding planner was calling you with a fully-developed plan for your big day. Perhaps a plan with lovely personal references to some of your favourite hobbies, and maybe incorporating elements from your recent romantic getaways in the Seychelles and Mauritius.

Though I’d have to be careful not to come across like a dangerous stalker at that point, obviously.

So. What relationship-related news is there in the ether today? Well, I see from the Daily Mail that the nice lady who presents that neighbours-from-hell programme on the BBC has been photographed coming out of the gym with a sneaky cigarette in her hand. And the Mirror is simply beside itself with excitement that somebody who almost made it through to the boot camp stage of The X Factor has admitted to recreational drug use and an addiction to lap dancers.

Well, you don’t always strike gold. Besides, if everything goes well at my meeting today, I may not need to trawl about the tabloids trying to detect imminent celebrity engagements any more. I could find myself automatically catapulted to the very top echelons of the Wedding Planning circuit, the first port of call for any self-respecting star who’s planning to get married.

Which would be completely brilliant, obviously.

While my cafetiere was steeping, I quickly made myself a piece of toast, and then went to eat it on my Power Plate machine. That isn’t me having some bonkers, LA-style eating disorder, by the way, where you can only eat carbohydrates if you actually burn off the calories while you ingest them. It’s simply because I have this great big Power Plate machine that I bought a few months ago, and there’s literally nowhere else I can put it. With hindsight, it probably wasn’t the smartest way to invest nine hundred quid, but I was working in the fashion industry at the time, and I was just getting a little bit tired of always being the only person in any given room with a muffin top creeping up over my jeans. Though obviously, giving up on actual muffins might have been a more sensible way to treat my neurosis.

Still, I will get around to using my Power Plate at some stage. And for the time being, seeing as I don’t really have room for an actual table, it really is a jolly handy place to sit and eat my toast.

Anyway, now I’ve taken my nice steaming cup of coffee back up to my bedroom on the mezzanine level, so I can have a look in my wardrobe and decide what I’m going to wear today.

Actually, let me rephrase that – what I’m going to wear with my black suit today. Because black suits seem to be what all the Top Wedding Planners wear. My new boss, Pippa Everitt, who’s right up there with the very best in the field, never comes to work in anything else. Obviously, seeing as I’m not yet a completely fully-fledged Planner myself, I’m not usually required to wear anything other than jeans and a freshly pressed T-shirt, but today I’m going to be conducting an important client meeting of my own. Correctly styling my brand-new Karen Millen suit might make all the difference between getting the gig, or not getting it at all.

Right. I think I’ll team it with this nice, crisp white shirt, some minimal, elegant jewellery, and these sensible black peep-toe courts I bought en route to my boyfriend, Will’s, office Christmas do, when I suddenly panicked that the skyscraper red heels I was wearing made me look less like a tax lawyer’s girlfriend and more like a tax dodger’s bit-on-the-side.

Then, because I’m worried this whole Look is just far too trainee accountant, I abandon the minimal jewellery, and sling on a huge pair of chandelier earrings and a bright turquoise bangle.

Which just makes me look like a trainee accountant on dress-down Friday.

So I replace the crisp white shirt with a slouchy grey V-neck T-shirt, ditch the boring black courts for my favourite spiky black stilettos, forget about jewellery altogether and just accessorise it all with the lucky Mikkel Borgessen clutch bag that has got me through big meetings before.

Yes. That’s more like it. This is the Look that will catapult me out of the realms of assistant-hood and into the top echelons of celebrity wedding planning.

The thing is, when I took the job with Pippa Everitt, I knew it was going to sound like a bit of a backwards step. I’ve spent the last year working as Deputy Creative Director to a top fashion designer, no less, so stepping into the role of Pippa’s assistant was always going to look retrograde. But you can’t afford to be snooty about that kind of thing if it’s going to help you get where you want. And being a Top Wedding Planner is what I really, passionately, want to do, more than I’ve ever wanted anything else before. And all right, as my friend Lara pointed out, that’s pretty much exactly what I said about novel-writing when I really, passionately wanted to be a novelist, and it’s certainly a lot like what I said about fashion designing when I really, passionately wanted to be a fashion designer. But this is completely different. And I’ll take any low-rung job if it gets me on the ladder.

Though if I could skip up a couple of rungs, that would be fantastic too. Which is why I need to spend just a few minutes tidying up some very important work right now, in time for my big client meeting.

I head down the stairs into my living ‘area’, reach for the leather conference file on the coffee table next to the sofa, and open it up to the notes I finally finished printing out at two o’clock this morning.

Though in some ways, I don’t like to think of them as just plain notes. I like to think of them as more like an agenda. Or a strategy, perhaps. Or even – and I wouldn’t admit this to just anyone – a kind of manifesto.

Because honestly, this is what got me all fired up about weddings in the first place. When my old boss, Nancy Tavistock, suddenly announced back in May that she was getting married, only a couple of months after her divorce was finalised, I immediately volunteered to help her out in any way that I could. And even though she hired Pippa Everitt to pull together a spectacular big day at spectacularly short notice, Nancy needed all kinds of extras that Pippa didn’t and couldn’t provide. Like, toing and froing with Nancy’s lawyers to make sure all her legal affairs were tied up before she jumped into marriage with a penniless twenty-three-year-old male model. Like, tracking down a top personal trainer to make sure Nancy looked her absolute best in her own-label wedding gown (and, I suppose, before she jumped into bed with a twenty-three-year-old male model). Like, speaking repeatedly on the phone to Nancy’s sisters in Chicago, and finally persuading them that even though they’d been jealous of her all their lives, they’d regret it for the rest of them if they didn’t take up the invitation to fly first-class to London and watch their little sister walk down the aisle. And then, a couple of weeks later, as I watched a serene, newly toned, blissfully happy Nancy setting off to Syon House to get married, I realised that some of her serenity, and a little bit of her happiness, and pretty much all of the toning, was down to me.

So when Pippa took me aside between the dinner and the dancing to mention that she’d been impressed by my work, and would I consider coming and working as her new assistant, I jumped at the chance.

Because it’s just so obvious that there’s this huge gap in the market – not for plain old ordinary wedding planning, but for a whole new kind of wedding planning. You could call it ‘holistic wedding planning’, if that didn’t bring to mind images of aromatherapy massages and Hopi ear-candling. You could call it ‘ultimate wedding planning’, if that didn’t bring to mind shouty Territorial Army cadets doing shouty Territorial Army things in the Brecon Beacons.

But then I don’t really think of it as Wedding Planning at all. I prefer to think of it as Bride Management.

I look down at the first page of my manifesto, and read my opening lines.

So just what is BRIDE MANAGEMENT ™?

It’s the New Generation of Wedding Planning that’ll guide you all the way from engagement to altar!

Hmm. Sounds a little bit stiff to me. A little bit formal.

. . . from opening the Tiffany’s box to opening the door of the honeymoon suite!

Ugh, no. That one manages to sound both grasping and creepy in equal measure.

Wait. I’ve got it.

. . . from ‘I Will’ to ‘I Do’.

Perfect.

Well, I think it’s perfect. All I can hope for now is that Wendy Gordon sees it the same way.

The lobby of Gordon/Miskoff PR is painted a soft, flattering off-white, with pale wooden floorboards. There are low leather sofas, large black-framed mirrors, yucca plants in big pots, and lots of strategic up-lighting, presumably so Gordon/Miskoff’s celebrity clientele don’t accidentally catch a glimpse of themselves in one of the large mirrors and panic that they’ve suddenly started looking their age, and that Wendy Gordon had better get them a ‘Fabulous New Look!’ photo-shoot with OK! magazine double-quick. In short, apart from the up-lighting, it’s pretty much the same as any other office, right down to the bored-looking girl on the reception desk, the bike messengers neglecting to remove their helmets as required by the sign on the swing doors, and the scowling man in the black suit surgically attached to his BlackBerry on the low leather sofa opposite me.

Over the last ten minutes, it has become clear to me that he’s also a Top Wedding Planner, and therefore my competition for this job. Pretty tough competition, too, because he’s been on the phone to all the top suppliers, the people that my boss, Pippa, also uses to source her flowers and her favours and her stationery.

‘Yes, Caroline,’ he’s saying, now, to a woman on the other end of the phone who I assume is Caroline Quartermaine of Quartermaine Press, one of the top wedding stationers in London. ‘I did say I wanted the seven-inch by four-point-five . . . well, I suggest you go back and check your records . . . no, my bride wants to look at a gold edge and a silver edge . . . well, Caroline, it would be an order for two hundred and fifty Save the Date cards, two hundred and fifty invitations, and a hundred and seventy-five Orders of Service, so I’d have thought you’d be extremely keen to make sure I don’t start looking at other stationers . . .’

I shoot him a couple of sympathetic glances, which I think he takes to mean something else entirely, because quite suddenly, and rather rudely, he gets to his feet and goes to continue his conversation across the other side of the reception, near the potted yuccas.

Well. I was only trying to be friendly. I mean, I know we’re competing for the same client, but that’s no reason not to try and show a little bit of solidarity.

Besides, I know exactly how he feels. I’ve been a wedding planner for only a couple of weeks, but I seem to have spent approximately ten whole days of that on the phone to people like Caroline Quartermaine myself. Honestly, there’s nothing I couldn’t tell you about the intricacies of the stationery business. I can hold forth on all manner of trivia, from plate-sinking to blind embossing, from the ideal card thickness (600 gsm, in case you’re interested), to the advantages of Palace Script over Copperplate. And don’t even get me started on Half Post-Quarto sizing, or the best shade of tissue to line your envelopes.

I suppose it’s no surprise, really, that the job isn’t quite as much fun as I imagined it might be.

The thing is, I can’t help feeling a tiny bit cheated by Pippa. Before I went to work with her, she made all these big claims about how I’d be accompanying her to client meetings, getting input on wedding design, and, most importantly of all, actually getting my very own brides to work with. But all she’s done is get me to make phone calls and run errands, and, on more than one occasion, rustle up a pot of tea. Not to mention the fact that she’s given up pretending any interest in my innovatory Bride-Management techniques, which I thought were the things she practically head-hunted me from my last job for anyway.

Head-hunting, incidentally, is certainly how I described my latest career move to my family. Dad has traditionally taken a pretty dim view of what he likes to call ‘Isabel’s job-hopping’, so when I told him I was leaving Nancy Tavistock I knew I was going to have to make the move sound really, seriously worthwhile. As far as Dad’s concerned, unless you’re going forwards, you might as well be going backwards, which is why I wasn’t going to tell them I’d gone from being Nancy’s Deputy Creative Director to Pippa’s mere Assistant. Hence the handy use of the word ‘head-hunting’, which is basically true.

And the equally handy use of the word ‘Partner’. Which, basically, isn’t.

Still, it’s had the desired effect. Dad’s been surprisingly silent on the whole issue, which for a Class-A shouter, blamer and disapprover like him, is pretty much an ideal result. And Mum, obviously, was always going to think the whole idea of a career in weddings was marvellous, as evidenced by the fact that she’s phoned me almost every day since I started to ask if I’ve had the chance to take anyone dress-shopping yet, and if I’d be able to tell her if I ever ended up planning a wedding for someone really famous, like Jennifer Aniston, or Madonna.

Scowling Man has finished huddling by the yuccas, and has come to sit back down on the sofa opposite. He accidentally meets my eye, and clears his throat.

‘Bloody stationers.’

‘Tell me about it!’ I roll my eyes, to show that I’m completely au fait with the stresses and strains in the life of the Wedding Planner.

‘I mean, how hard can it be to get me a couple of samples?’ He stabs a finger at his BlackBerry in exactly the same kind of end-of-his-tether, weight-of-the-world manner that Pippa also employs on a regular basis. ‘You’d think in this day and age, they’d be doing everything possible to improve their service. Virtually every bride I work with would be more than happy to send out an invitation on email.’

I nod. ‘Or on a CD.’

‘Sorry?’

‘An invitation. On a CD.’ I smile at him. ‘You know, a nice, personalised message from the bride-and groom-to-be, giving all the details of the time and place of the wedding? Ideal when so many couples are choosing to get married abroad, or to have a three-day celebration in place of a more traditional event, and there’s just so much more information to get through. We’re finding it’s ever so popular!’ I add, which is a phrase I hear Pippa use when a client is proving reluctant to commit to something.

Scowling Man blinks at me. ‘Really?’

‘Absolutely!’ Well, it would be terribly popular if Pippa would actually give me the go-ahead to suggest it to any of her brides. ‘I mean, we’re in the twenty-first century now, aren’t we? Just because weddings are big on tradition, there’s no point in refusing to avail ourselves of the latest technology!’

He frowns. ‘Well, surely if you wanted to avail yourself of the latest technology, you’d send out a mini MP3 player with the personalised message on it, not a crappy old CD?’

Oh.

Actually, he’s got a point.

Though I don’t think he had to be quite so deliberately rude about it.

I reach for my file, flip hurriedly to where I’ve written my ‘Interesting and Innovative Invitation Ideas’, cross out every reference I can find to CDs, and start scribbling in ‘MP3 player’ instead.

I really should have thought of this before. Obviously a personalised MP3 player is far more suitable for Summer Shelley’s wedding invitation than a crappy old CD.

In fact, now I’m thinking it through, it’s completely perfect. I mean, Summer Shelley sings, doesn’t she? That group she was once in, Girlz 4 Ev-A, was meant to be the American answer to the Spice Girls. Though you’d probably have to assume that if they were the answer, then the question must have been something like ‘Shall I shamelessly try to cash in on the Spice Girls’ worldwide success by manufacturing a girl band with very little discernible talent for singing or dancing, but who look completely amazing in neon Lycra?’ But maybe Summer just never really got to prove her natural singing talent, because Girlz 4 Ev-A were a terrible flop, and she’s had to make her name ever since taking her clothes off for men’s magazines, appearing on shows like Celebrity Big Brother, and, latterly, getting engaged to Tim Holland. Which has actually gained her far more notoriety than her semi-nude photo-shoots ever did, because he’s the heir to a multimillion-pound retail fortune, and pretty notorious himself for his twin habits of a) relentless modelising and b) shovelling industrial amounts of cocaine up his nostrils. Though not any more, obviously. A stint in the Priory and hooking up with Summer Shelley have put paid to all that.

Anyway, maybe an MP3 of her singing a couple of nice, romantic ballads as her very own wedding invitation might give her stalled music career a whole new start! Summer could be back in the charts again, and all because of me and my Interesting and Innovative Invitation Ideas.

Well, all because of that and Scowling Man. I mean, credit where credit is due.

‘Isabel Bookbinder?’

I glance up as my name is suddenly spoken. It’s a tall, skinny girl in dark denim and horn-rimmed glasses, standing at the swing doors that must lead through to the main office.

‘Hi,’ she continues. ‘I’m Natalie, Wendy’s assistant. We’re ready to see you now.’

‘Great!’ I get to my feet.

‘And you’re here from . . .’ she glances at a clipboard, ‘Pippa Everitt Weddings?’

‘That’s right!’ I’m unable to resist a glance over my shoulder at Scowling Man, whose ears have pricked up at the mention of the eminent Pippa. ‘She’d have loved to have been here today, but I’m afraid there was a dreadful emergency at the office.’

I cross my fingers behind my back as I say this. Because really, it’s a little bit of a fib. Pippa not only wouldn’t have loved to have been here today, but she doesn’t, actually, know that I’m here in her stead.

The thing is, I was the one who answered the phone when Wendy Gordon called yesterday morning, and I just assumed Pippa would be thrilled about the possibility of planning a wedding for Summer Shelley. But as soon as I hung up and asked Pippa if she could squeeze in a preliminary meeting with Wendy some time this week, she gave me a long lecture on how I’m never supposed to agree to things without checking with her first, and an even longer lecture on how she hates working with celebrities, and how after the hell of planning her current celeb wedding, she’d only work with another one if somebody was holding a loaded gun to her head. And then she told me to call Wendy back and give her a flat-out, categorical No.

Which, obviously, I didn’t do. I waited until Pippa had gone out for her client lunch, and then I called Wendy back and gave her a flat-out, categorical Yes.

Look, I do feel bad about going behind Pippa’s back. But as soon as she realises that she won’t have to do a thing, and that I’m the one who’ll have all the hassle that comes with a celebrity wedding, I’m sure she’ll understand. Besides, it’ll be her wedding consultancy that will get all the amazing kudos, and the publicity from an exclusive magazine deal. Honestly, she’ll be thanking me for it. I’m absolutely certain.

Natalie leads me through a corridor and into a large, bright office where a woman is sitting at a big glass desk. This is Wendy Gordon of Gordon/Miskoff PR.

Well, maybe Miskoff is the glamorous half of the partnership, responsible for the sleek offices and the trendy Marylebone location. Because honestly, for a well-known celebrity publicist, Wendy is a bit of a surprise. She’s wearing a plain black trouser suit over a straining V-neck T-shirt, and I can see beneath the desk that her feet are shoved into a horrible pair of zebra-stripe driving shoes. Her round face is un-made-up apart from an unflattering slash of rose-pink lipstick, and her mousy-brown hair is cut in a short style that – and believe me, I should know about this – doesn’t flatter its frizzy texture.

She doesn’t get up. She doesn’t even glance up.

‘Is this one of them?’ she asks, in a sharp voice.

‘Yes, Wendy.’ Natalie nods me towards the chair opposite the desk. ‘This is Isabel Bookbinder, from Pippa Everitt Weddings. Pippa does send her apologies, apparently,’ she adds, as she sensibly begins to retreat out of the office, ‘but she’s dealing with a huge emergency this morning.’

Wendy’s head suddenly snaps upwards, and she fixes me with a beady stare. ‘I see. Well, if Pippa isn’t that interested in working on my client’s wedding . . .’

‘Oh, no! I mean, yes. I mean, of course she’s interested!’ I can feel myself getting warm in my Karen Millen jacket. ‘And I’m sure, Wendy, that when you see the wonderful ideas she’s put together, you’ll realise just how truly committed she is.’

‘All right. Let’s see the wonderful ideas.’

I flip open my folder, and take out my manifesto. ‘I do apologise for the small alterations,’ I say, handing a copy to her. ‘Somebody failed to spot a typographical error, and so where you see the words “MP3 player” –’

‘Yes, yes, there’s no need to worry about things like that,’ Wendy interrupts. ‘We’re only really interested in your suggestions for my client’s wedding.’

‘Absolutely!’ I beam at her. ‘Well, as you’ll see from page one, which deals with the wedding design itself, we’ve really been inspired by the transatlantic nature of the couple’s relationship.’

I have to say, I’m really pleased with myself about this bit. Summer Shelley being American and Tim Holland being British, I’ve come up with all these fabulous ways of incorporating both sides of their heritage.

‘I’m suggesting a lovely traditional English garden party theme for the afternoon drinks reception – you know, dancing round the maypole, cream teas, big jugs of Pimm’s or fresh lemonade – because obviously,’ I lower my voice discreetly, ‘I know that the groom might prefer a non-alcoholic option.’

Wendy says nothing.

‘Er . . . and then that would be followed by a witty New York theme for the evening reception. I mean, what nicer way to welcome all their guests, from Britain and America alike!’

‘Canada.’

‘Sorry?’

‘Canada. Summer Shelley is Canadian, not American. Her family will be flying in from Canada.’

Oh.

Well, this has put a bit of a spanner in the works of the witty New York theme.

‘Your guests will be able to wander between authentic New York street-food stalls,’ Wendy is reading aloud, ‘where they can enjoy tasty treats from hot dog carts and delicious wares from pretzel stands – and not forgetting that glamorous old-time speakeasy serving Manhattans and Cosmopolitans (nonalcoholic also available).’

‘Which can all be perfectly easily adjusted to add some Canadian flavour!’ I say, hastily. ‘I mean, we could serve mini pancake stacks with maple syrup . . . er . . . maple-smoked bacon sandwiches . . . all served on horseback by Canadian mounties . . .’

Wendy’s eyebrows pull down into an unimpressed V, and she scribbles a couple of notes on the pad on her desk. ‘All right . . . so, I have a few questions about security. Obviously, there’s going to be a certain amount of press interest in my client’s wedding . . .’

I hold up a hand. ‘Wendy. I can assure you that we would guarantee absolute paparazzi neutrality.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Paparazzi neutrality! If you just flip to page two . . .’ I take her handout from her and turn over the page myself. ‘You can see in detail our pledge to arrange top-quality security services. After all, nobody wants a repeat of those awful leaked photos of Catherine Zeta-Jones’s wedding, do they? Or that sneaky photographer who almost got away with crashing Madonna’s wedding up at Skibo?’

Wendy says nothing for a moment. But it’s only because she’s continuing to read page two. I mean, I know we got off to a bit of a shaky start, but I think she’s starting to be just a little bit impressed by my manifesto. And just wait until she gets on to the appendix, with my Interesting and Innovative Invitation Ideas, and sees my suggestion about those MP3 players . . .

Quite suddenly, her head snaps up again.

‘I’m sorry, but what the hell is Bride Management?’

I clear my throat. ‘Well, traditional wedding-planning methods don’t even begin to take into account the real strains and stresses faced by the average twenty-first-century bride, celebrity or otherwise. We’re long past the days when a wedding planner was useful for nothing more than ordering the invitations and booking the string quartet. Nowadays there are many brides who want – no, who need – far more support than that.’

I’m so pleased all that came out right. I spent long enough practising it in front of the mirror last night.

But Wendy doesn’t seem quite so impressed. In fact, she’s started staring at me like I’ve just escaped from a nearby mental ward.

Maybe this isn’t actually going quite as well as I’d begun to think.

‘Perhaps it might make more sense if you have a little look at some of the fantastic special services we offer.’ I take Wendy’s handout again, and turn another page for her.

‘It says here you can organise therapy.’ She glances up at me. ‘You mean massages and spa treatments?’

‘No, I mean cognitive behavioural therapy.’

‘You offer psychiatric services?’

‘Oh Christ, no. Just Cognitive Behavioural Therapy. It’s just this very gentle form of therapy, almost like reprogramming the way your thoughts work–’

‘I know what it is!’ she snaps. ‘I’m just baffled as to why a wedding planner would arrange it.’

‘Oh, well!’ I flap a hand. ‘The reasons are legion. It could be that the bride is having sleepless nights of worry, or that she’s even suffering the occasional panic attack . . .’

‘And personal training?’ Wendy stabs the page with a stubby finger. ‘Summer doesn’t need her wedding planner to arrange a personal trainer! I’m pretty sure she already has one.’

‘Ah, in that case, we could act as an all-important liaison between her trainer and Summer and her dress designer. You know, bring him along to fittings, so he’d be aware of everything he needed to do to get Summer looking her absolute best in her dress. Some serious triceps-toning, perhaps, if she’s chosen a strapless style. Or if she’s gone for something cut on the bias, then we’d be looking at squats, I imagine, and lots of lunges.’

Wendy takes a deep breath. ‘Miss Bookbinder. Summer Shelley has appeared nearly naked in Maxim. She has promoted her lingerie range wearing only a thong and a pair of strategically placed Swarovski crystals. I don’t think anyone needs to worry about getting her to do extra squats and lunges before her wedding day.’

‘Oh God, of course. I only meant, you know, in case there are any nasty telephoto lenses lurking around, trying to snatch shots at unflattering angles.’

‘Well, according to you,’ Wendy gives a short, mirthless laugh, ‘the paparazzi will have been sufficiently neutralised to eliminate that risk.’

Oh.

Well, I suppose I did kind of walk into that one.

‘Look, Wendy . . .’ I take a deep breath. ‘I realise that some of what I’m suggesting here might sound a little bit unusual . . .’

‘I think that would be putting it mildly.’

‘. . . but it’s just because we’re trying to offer our brides a really special experience.’ I put a hand on my chest, but then take it very swiftly off again when I feel my heart racing like the clappers beneath my ribcage. ‘We’re there for our brides twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week . . .’

‘In that case, I really should be letting you get back to business.’ Wendy rises from the chair – she looks even shorter, standing, than I thought she would – and extends a graceless hand. ‘Thank you for your time.’

I get to my feet too. ‘And thank you for your time. Will I . . . um . . . be hearing from you?’

Wendy sits back down, already reaching for her telephone receiver. ‘Have a very nice day.’

Great.

I’ve blown it, haven’t I?

My big chance, and I’ve blown it.

Well, there’s no point in making a fuss. This is embarrassing enough as it is.

I head for the door. ‘Oh, please pass on my warmest congratulations to Summer and Tim.’

Wendy nods. ‘Bring the next one in, will you, Natalie?’ she says into her phone as I pull open the door and head back out to reception.


Chapter Two

I can’t help feeling a little bit self-conscious, as I jump on the bus that will take me towards Pippa’s, in Fulham, that the other passengers are staring at me. Which is stupid, I know. I mean, none of them knows how badly that meeting just went. They’re all far too concerned with their own lives, and getting to their own jobs on time. As my friend Lara always says, not everybody is thinking about you all of the time. And she’s a top psychologist, so I tend to have a lot of faith in her on these matters.

In fact, I think I might just give her a quick call, for an emergency debrief. If there’s anyone who can make me feel better about embarrassing myself in front of a hugely influential and important publicist, and wrecking my one chance to get my stalled career back up and running, it’s Lara.

Damn. Her mobile is switched off. She must have started seeing her first patient of the day already.

I’m just leaving her a short, information-packed message when I hear the bleeping sound that means I have another call coming through.

No surprises. It’s Mum.

Well, if there’s anyone who can me feel better about embarrassing myself in front of a hugely influential and important publicist, and wrecking my one chance to get my stalled career back up and running, it probably isn’t my mother.

But I ought to speak to her anyway. She’s been looking after my niece for a couple of days while my older brother Marley and his wife Daria attend a conference on Algebraic Topology in Applied Mathematics (no, really), and she’ll probably be exhausted by now. So even if she can’t make me feel better, maybe I can make her feel better. And at least that’ll be one of us.

‘Hi, Mum!’

‘Oh, hello, Iz-Wiz! I was hoping I’d catch you!’

Actually, she sounds fine. ‘Yes, I’m just on the bus on the way to work. How’s it going with Hypatia?’

You know, I still can hardly believe the name Marley and Daria picked. I mean, obviously I had my concerns long before she was actually born, because Daria is Swiss, and I was worried she might try to name the baby Heidi or Muesli or something. So I put a lot of time and effort into researching and suggesting some really pretty Swiss names. Elodie, for one. Manon, for another. But in the event of it, they didn’t go for a Swiss name at all. Being mathematicians, they elected to name their firstborn after someone called Hypatia of Alexandria, a Neo-Platonist philosopher who met a sticky end when, presumably having pissed off the wrong people (the Anti-Platonists?), she was stripped naked and flayed with oyster shells before being burned alive.

Yes. This is the woman my infant niece is named after.

‘Oh, it’s been lovely, Isabel! We’ve been to feed the ducks, and she’s been out shopping with me and Barbara, and your father’s been playing her bits of his Mozart records, because you know how good Mozart is at developing their little brains.’

Yes, and I know how keen Dad is to develop little brains. ‘Has she asked about me at all?’ I say, which is stupid, because she’s barely six months old and hasn’t so much as uttered a ‘Mama’ yet. But maybe all that Mozart might have worked already.

‘Well, no, but I showed her your photo – you know, that nice one of you at Marley’s wedding – and her face lit up, Isabel, it really did.’

The warm glow that spreads over me is actually cancelling out some of the horrible icky feelings about my disastrous meeting. ‘That’s brilliant!’

‘Yes, and now she’s having her little nap, so I thought I’d just give you a quick try. You know, see how work’s going!’

‘It’s going fine, Mum. Busy.’

‘Well, yes, I’m sure you must be.’ Mum’s voice has gone deliberately, and strangely, casual. ‘I mean, being a partner in a firm organising a wedding for . . . oh, what’s that girl’s name again . . . Frank? Frankie?’

Oh. Now I know why Mum’s calling.

This weekend is Pippa Everitt’s big celebrity wedding, for Frankie Miller and Dean Davidson. Obviously, he being an England footballer and she being an über-WAG, every newspaper in the country wants the details. Every newspaper including the Central Somerset Gazette, which is where Mum works two days a week, writing the ‘Local News Round-up’. The wedding is at Lucknam Park, which is technically just over the border into Wiltshire. But then, not a lot happens in either Somerset or Wiltshire, so this is obviously going to be heavy fodder for Mum’s weekly pages.

‘Frankie Miller.’

‘Oh, yes, that’s right . . .’ I can practically hear Mum sharpening her pencil. ‘I bet it’s going to be a really amazing affair! Lovely dress, I’m sure she’ll be wearing . . .’

‘Mum! Stop fishing! You know I can’t tell you any of the details.’

‘But it’s not every day a celebrity gets married in this neck of the woods,’ she’s carrying on. ‘And you know all the other local papers will be all over the story – the Yeovil Express, the Bath Chronicle . . . if we could just get the inside scoop –’

‘Mum . . .’

‘Honestly, darling, I’m a professional journalist! It would all be . . . whatsit . . . off the record.’

‘No, Mum. Anyway, I don’t even know all that much about it myself. I wasn’t involved in any of the planning. And I’m not even going to be there on Saturday, because of Licky’s wedding.’

This is true – and, I have to say, an enormous pity. Just when I might have at least had the opportunity to go and be a dogsbody at a WAG wedding, instead of being a dogsbody at Pippa’s office, I can’t even go because I already have a wedding to go to. Licky – actually Alicia, but her childhood nickname has stuck – is an old friend of the family, who used to babysit for my younger brother, Matthew, and me, and who (I suspect) had a bit of a teenage fling with my older brother, Marley. I’m not really complaining – I’ve always liked Licky, and seeing as she’s invited my entire family, I get the distinct impression she doesn’t have that many people she can ask to her wedding – but it is a bit of a shame that I won’t get to lurk about on the sidelines at Lucknam, observing all the bling and fabulosity of the footballers and their wives.

‘Oh, yes, that reminds me – you do have something nice to wear to Licky’s, don’t you? I mean, you know how posh it’ll be up at Broughton Hall.’

‘Yes, I have something nice to wear.’

‘A little suit?’

‘No, Mum, not a little suit.’

‘Oh.’ She sounds disappointed. ‘Well, something that matches, then, at least?’

I get up to change buses at South Kensington. ‘Yes. Something that matches.’

‘And a hat? Lara’s wearing a hat.’

My bus lurches to a stop outside the tube station. ‘How do you know Lara’s wearing a hat?’

‘Oh, she mentioned it on the phone.’

‘You phoned Lara?’

‘Well, she is Matthew’s girlfriend! Obviously I phone her every now and then.’

You know, it’s been a year now, but there are times when my brother and my best friend’s relationship still fazes me. Like the times when I see this kind of ethereal glow around Lara that (I imagine) comes from finally getting together with the guy you were in love with for fifteen years. Or the times when I see Matthew watching her adoringly while she cooks in the kitchen, or reaching out to pat her on the bottom as she passes him by.

Or the times like this, when Mum tells me she phones Lara every now and then.

I mean, obviously, as Lara’s friend, I’m thrilled that her boyfriend’s mum is making so much effort with her. But that doesn’t change the fact that . . . all right, this is probably going to sound a bit childish . . . well, she was my friend first.

OK. It sounds incredibly childish.

‘I mean, I would never have done it with That Annie,’ Mum is going on, probably crossing herself at the other end of the phone as she invokes the name of my brother’s cheating ex-fiancée. ‘But with Lara, it’s different, isn’t it? I mean, she’s practically been family for the last twenty years anyway!’

‘Yes, she has.’

‘Oh, and there’s still no chance Will is going to be able to make it to Licky’s wedding?’

‘No, Mum, still no chance. I’ve told you, he’s got this important seminar to give, at his firm’s annual partners’ meeting. There’s just no way he can get out of it.’

She sighs. ‘It’s a shame. And it would be so nice to see how Will looks in a morning suit . . .’

Oh, Christ. Ever since I mentioned, the other week, that I was probably going to be moving back in with my boyfriend, Will, Mum’s curiosity has reached close to fever pitch. Honestly, forget fishing for details about Frankie Miller – with Mum, it’s a little bit like having my own personal Daily Mail on the other end of the line, angling to see if she’s going to be writing ‘Wedding Joy for Iz and Will’ any time soon.

‘Anyway, Iz-Wiz, I’d better go. I need to get Hypatia’s things packed up before Daria gets here.’

‘OK, Mum.’

‘And you won’t give me just the tiniest detail about Frankie Miller’s wedding? Because I wouldn’t quote you direct, you know, darling. I’d call you “an anonymous source”.’

‘No, Mum, I really can’t tell you anything. Anonymous or otherwise. Look, I’ll see you on Friday evening, OK?’

‘Lovely, darling! Love to Will. Bye!’

Once I’m off my second bus, it’s only a short walk to Pippa’s house, a little way off Fulham Road. But I stop for a quick takeaway coffee at the Italian deli in Parsons Green, partly because I need a caffeine injection, but also because it’ll delay me getting to Pippa’s for another ten minutes more.

Look, don’t get me wrong – I still think I did the right thing leaving my job with Nancy Tavistock. I had a brilliant time helping her set up the whole company from scratch, but by the end of it, I’d pretty much finished up as the office manager. I mean, at the start I had all this important input, and I was even taking all these fashion design courses so that I could really live up to the title of Deputy Creative Director. But then the label started to get really big, really fast, and Nancy had to hire lots more proper designers, and no amount of evening classes could make up for the fact that I didn’t have a Master’s from Central St Martins. Or that I was never going to be the world’s greatest fashion designer.

It was a hell of a lot more fun working at Nancy’s, though, I have to say.

The thing is, I wouldn’t mind Pippa using me as a bit of a dosgbody if I really felt that I was learning something about how to design a wedding. But to be quite honest, I’m not even sure that’s turning out to be true. Pippa is such a control freak that all her weddings seem to follow a fail-safe, if admittedly successful, formula. Her brides wear strapless, A-line Philippa Lepley (if they’re a bit hippy/paunchy/ saddlebaggy), or strapless, slinky Amanda Wakeley (if they’re not). The floral arrangements are always beautiful, but never any more adventurous than daffs in spring, roses in summer, hydrangeas in autumn, and twiggy, Spartan affairs with holly and ivy in the winter. Throw in The String’s The Thing!, a popular string quartet, for Frank Sinatra favourites during the drinks reception, and The Hot Trombone, a popular twelve-piece swing band, for yet more Frank Sinatra favourites during the dancing, and that’s pretty much all you need to know about wedding design, Pippa-style.

Frankie Miller, though, is proving to be a tiny ray of resistance against the Everitt Orthodoxy. She’s been badgering Pippa for all kinds of unapproved extras, from rose petals strewn down the aisle (Pippa thinks they’re ‘messy’) to a group of clowns to entertain the children (Pippa thinks it’s ‘tacky’). Still, I’m crossing my fingers that one of Frankie’s daring attempts at individuality is going to break through in the end, if only for the sake of Freedom.

Anyway, I’m here now. No point delaying any more. I fish my key out of my handbag, and open the front door.

That’s just one of the other drawbacks about working for Pippa – the fact that her office is also her home. I mean, it feels slightly odd to be making cups of tea in your boss’s family kitchen, welcoming your boss’s children through the door when they come in at the end of the school day, and having your boss’s husband yell ‘Dar-ling?’ down the stairs every five minutes when he’s had to take the day off work with food poisoning. Admittedly this is about the most I’ve ever really noticed her husband, who does something incredibly time-consuming in the City and seems to have roughly the personality of an empty bookshelf. But still – the close-knit quarters do feel somewhat off-putting.

I pick up two utilities bills, a Boden catalogue, and a postcard from someone signing herself ‘Lucinda xxx’ as I step over the doormat, and stop briefly to greet Jefferson, the ancient family Labrador, as I make my way down the hallway towards the office – in fact a slightly clammy, muggy conservatory that Pippa calls ‘the garden room’. I can hear Pippa’s plummy, head-girl voice even before I open the door.

‘I mean, seriously, Sunetra, what the hell is she thinking?’ Pippa is sitting at her desk on the far side of the garden room, black-suited as ever, and with the just-sucked-a-lemon expression on her face that I’ve learned is reserved for all discussions involving Frankie Miller. Sitting opposite her is Sunetra D’Souza, the features editor of Sure! magazine, who are the ones paying the big bucks for the exclusive rights to Frankie and Dean’s wedding. ‘We all agreed, didn’t we, no fake tan?’

Sunetra is nodding. ‘Well, now she’s saying she feels a bit pasty and she’d just like “a little bit of colour”.’

Wow. That was a viciously accurate imitation of Frankie’s throaty Liverpudlian tones, and it reminds me why I don’t like Sunetra. She’s the kind of person who makes you dread what she might be saying about you behind your back.

I head for my own desk, tucked away next to the three tall filing cabinets where Pippa keeps meticulous records of all weddings past, present, and future. ‘Morning, Pippa,’ I say, as I slide into my chair. ‘Hi, Sunetra.’

Pippa waves a rather regal hand in greeting; Sunetra doesn’t.

‘Is there some kind of a problem with Frankie Miller?’ I ask.

‘Oh, it’s nothing, really,’ says Pippa. ‘Just a little bride management issue.’

Bride management? Pippa doesn’t usually talk about bride management.

Christ, Wendy Gordon hasn’t just called to complain about me, has she?

But the comment didn’t seem to be directed at me, as such. And the snide eye-roll with which Pippa accompanied it implies she’s using the phrase sarcastically, to highlight what a dreadful pain in the bum Frankie Miller is proving to be.

Oh, well, in that case, this could actually be a bit of an opening for me. I mean, if they want someone to speak to Frankie and persuade her that, actually, she’d look much better in the pages of Sure! without a radioactive tan, then I might be their woman! I’ve had enough fake tanning disasters myself to speak from bitter experience, for one thing, and I’m quite used to handling tricky celebrities, for another. And what a great opportunity to put my actual Bride Management concepts into action.

I clear my throat. ‘Actually, Pippa, I have quite a lot of experience dealing with celebrities. I mean, they’d come into Nancy’s all the time, wanting things changed on dresses they’d requested, and it can be ever so difficult to convince them that–’

‘Well, you can take the girl out of the Wirral . . .’ Pippa just cuts straight through me. It’s so unbelievably brusque that for a moment I think she must be talking to me, but it’s far ruder than that. She’s just completely ignored the fact that I was even speaking, and started up another conversation with Sunetra. ‘Seriously, Sunetra, I’m not having my wedding ruined by a Tango-tanned bride! And presumably she’s planning to hose down the bloody bridesmaids with the stuff, too?’

‘Over my dead body.’ Sunetra runs her hands through her glossy, shaggy hair and stretches her arms up over her head. ‘She’s already quite orange enough as it is. Any more and my two million quid’s worth of photographs are going to be a total laughing stock.’

Suddenly I’m less shocked by how rude Pippa has just been to me, and more appalled by the way they’re talking about Frankie’s wedding. Frankie’s wedding, being the point. Pippa has just called it ‘my wedding’, and Sunetra has just referred to it as ‘my two million quid’s worth of photographs’.

Suddenly, the phone on my desk rings.

‘Get that, will you, Isabel?’ Pippa calls over, before I’ve even had the chance to pick up.

‘It’s probably Frankie,’ Sunetra tells her. ‘She wasn’t happy when I talked to her about the fake tan this morning.’

‘Oh God, well, if it is Frankie, will you tell her I’m in a meeting, and I’ll call her back before lunchtime?’

‘OK, no problem.’ I pick up the phone. ‘Pippa Everitt Weddings, Isabel speaking.’

‘Oh, hiya, Isabel.’ It’s the same husky Liverpudlian voice that Sunetra has just mimicked. ‘This is Frankie Miller.’

‘Hi, Frankie!’ I can’t help feeling a sudden rush of warmth towards her, despite the fact that she’s actually been quite difficult whenever I’ve spoken to her these past few days, and she was nothing short of bratty when she came into the office last week to talk about the seating plan. ‘Great to hear from you!’

‘Is Pippa there?’

‘She’s actually in a meeting just now, Frankie. But I can take a message for the time being, and she can call you back in an hour or so?’

‘Oh.’ Frankie sounds a bit peeved. ‘Well, can you tell her I just want to get her opinion on the spray tan thing? I’ve just had this chat with Sunetra, and she’s really anti it, but I just wondered what Pippa thought.’

‘Right.’ I pretend to make a note on my message pad, even though Frankie can’t actually see me. ‘I’ll let Pippa know.’

‘I mean, if she’s not keen, then I guess I’ll forget about it. But I always feel that much better with a bit of colour, you know? More confident.’

‘Yes, absolutely. But I’m sure you look just as great without it!’

‘I look bloody awful without it! But Sunetra said it wouldn’t fit in with the ether of the whole wedding.’

I’m going to assume she means ethos. ‘Well, at the end of the day, it is your wedding, Frankie,’ I say, lowering my voice. ‘And the bride is the most person there on the day!’

‘I s’pose . . . Oh, one other thing, Arabella. Can you tell Pippa me and Dean have changed our mind about the Bentley, and we want the Jag after all? I mean, Dean’s already got a Bentley of his own, so it does seem a bit pointless getting one of them, doesn’t it?’

Pippa’s not going to be happy about this. The car-hire firm near Bath have been holding both cars for us while she and Frankie have been battling it out over which is the more appropriate. And Pippa has made it quite clear that, to her mind, the Bentley is the only way to go. ‘Of course . . . um, it is a vintage Bentley, you know, Frankie. So it’s probably quite different from Dean’s one.’

‘Yeah, but my little Harley, he saw the picture of the Jag, and he loves it ‘cos it’s red. He’s saying, Mummy’s going to get married to Daddy in a fire-engine car! So cute!’

‘So cute,’ I repeat.

‘So will you let Pippa know I’ve changed my mind?’

‘Yes, of course . . .’

‘All right, then. Ta, Arabella!’

‘No problem, Frankie.’ I hang up the phone.

Pippa and Sunetra are deep in conversation about how to arrange the bridesmaids in the photographs so that the one they’re calling The Fat One stands at the back. So I give it a couple of minutes before approaching the desk.

‘Um, Pippa? That was Frankie. She wants to speak to you about the fake tan, and she’s decided she’d prefer to use the Jaguar on Saturday rather than the Bentley.’

‘No.’ Pippa shakes her head, as though I’m her teenage daughter who’s just announced she’s getting a dubious piercing and going to Glastonbury for the weekend with her Goth boyfriend. ‘You want the Bentley in the magazine spread, don’t you, Sunetra?’

Sunetra shrugs in a way that isn’t really a shrug at all, given that it indicates a firm opinion on something rather than any chance she’s not that bothered. ‘It’s big, and it’s white. It’s what our readers want to see in a wedding issue.’

‘But Frankie’s little boy–’

‘We had a dark green Aston Martin in the spread when we did Samantha Morrissey and Dylan Paterson’s wedding,’ Sunetra is going on, turning back to Pippa again as though I haven’t even spoken. ‘Honestly, it ruined a lot of the shots. I mean, Samantha might as well have been climbing out of a Vauxhall Astra.’

Pippa nods. ‘Yes. Well, we’ll stick with the Bentley. No question.’

I clear my throat. ‘So, shall I call Frankie back and tell her, or will you mention it when you call later?’

‘Oh, Christ, there’s no need to tell her, Isabel. She’ll probably barely even notice on Saturday, anyway. Now, Sunetra, how does a cup of tea sound?’

‘Love one, thanks, Pipps.’

‘A pot of Earl Grey, if you don’t mind, Isabel,’ says Pippa, before returning immediately to the pressing topic of the unphotogenic bridesmaid.

Mind? Well, of course I mind! It isn’t the making tea per se. Honestly, I’m happy enough to make tea, even for a condescending cow like Sunetra. But how am I ever supposed to develop my Bride Management strategy if people like Wendy Gordon just won’t pay any attention, and if people like Pippa put bloody great obstacles in my way?

Not to mention the fact that Frankie Miller’s little boy won’t get to see his mum ride to the church in a car the colour of a fire engine.

I head for the kitchen, where I get the kettle boiling and start warming the pot the way Pippa likes, and then I nip back to my desk to get the car-hire firm’s number from my contacts sheet. Then, once I’m back in the kitchen, behind a closed door and with the kettle making enough noise to cover me, I pick up the extension phone and dial the number for South-West Classic Cars.

Ted, the nice man who runs South-West, picks up after just a couple of rings.

‘Ted? It’s Isabel, from Pippa Everitt Weddings.’

‘Isabel!’ He sounds pleased to hear from me – unsurprising, given that up until a couple of weeks ago, his usual point of contact was Pippa herself. ‘How are you this fine morning?’

‘I’m really well, thanks. Listen, Ted, we’ve had a bit of a change of plan for the Lucknam Park wedding this Saturday.’

‘The Smith/Jones wedding, you mean?’

Smith/Jones is the (somewhat unimaginative) codename Sunetra and Pippa have given to Frankie and Dean, to preserve anonymity as far as humanly possible.

‘That’s right. Now, I know we’d said we wanted the white Bentley, but have you kept the red Jag available?’

‘Still available, Isabel! And I’ve fought off all comers to leave your Miss Smith the option, because it’s our busiest weekend of the season.’

‘I really appreciate it, Ted. So we can have the Jag on Saturday instead?’

‘Fine by me. It’s a nicer car for me to drive anyway. Handles a lot better on the bends.’

I listen to Ted expound on the virtues of the Jag for a few minutes, making polite noises about compression ratios and expressing as much interest as I possibly can in something called the torque, until the kettle has boiled. Then I put a couple of Cath Kidston mugs on a tray, pour the water into the teapot, and take Sunetra and Pippa their mid-morning refreshment.

Isabel Bookbinder

London

16 September

Dear Ms Ciccone Madonna,

I would like to begin by saying what a huge fan I have always been of your work. It may be many many years since Ever since me and my friend Lara spent an entire summer working out the dance routine to ‘La Isla Bonita’, I have followed your career with great interest and admiration. On one memorable occasion, I even defended the publication of your Sex book to my (extremely small-minded and conservative) father, resulting not only in an ugly family row all the way up the M6 towards Edinburgh but also a ban on me watching Top of the Pops that lasted an entire school term.

However, it is not only your career that I have followed over the years, but your personal life, too. And this is the reason I am writing to you today: I wonder if I could ask if, the next time you get married, you might consider hiring me as your wedding planner. I am currently working for a Top Wedding Planner in London, but I very much hope, by the time you have found your newest candidate next husband-to-be, that I will be working on my own. What I lack in experience, I make up for in passion, enthusiasm, and Interesting and Innovative Ideas. I am sure that, being a total control freak a woman for whom attention to detail is paramount, you would appreciate the little touches that make my service so special. What better way to invite your nearest and dearest to your Big Day than with a customised MP3 player featuring you singing a version of your mega-hit ‘Holiday’ with the words changed to ‘Wedding Day’? And I am sure, Madge Madonna, that, having so nearly had your fingers burned with that interloper in the organ at Skibo Castle, you more than anyone would appreciate my guarantee of Total Paparazzi Neutrality. These, and many more, would be the perks that would await you if you were to avail yourself of my services.

Perhaps the most sensible thing is for you to keep this letter on file, so that you have my details to hand as (and I am sure when!) you need them. I cannot tell you how happy it would make my mother to know that I was planning It goes without saying that your anonymity would be totally assured.

Yours in admiration

Isabel Bookbinder

PS Although I do not have a close working relationship with Stella McCartney, I would have absolutely no problem at all with her designing your wedding dress! PPS I should also let you know that I am prepared to convert to Kabbalah if absolutely necessary.

IB x
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