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Revenge of the Wedding Planner

Praise for Sharon Owens

‘Sharon Owens is an original, insightful new voice in Irish literature’ Sheila O’Flanagan

‘It made me refuse nights out in favour of curling up on the couch… dreaming of the mouth-watering delights the book so vividly describes’ Cecilia Aherne

‘Joanna Trollope meets Maeve Binchy… gives you a warm glow like a nice cup of tea’ Irish Independent

‘(A) heartwarming romantic novel in the spirit of Maeve Binchy’ Woman’s Own

‘A cosy, funny and heart-warming tale… a top read for snuggling up with on a chilly Sunday afternoon’ Family Circle

‘A delightfully warm read you’ll devour in one sitting’ Company

‘A life-enhancing tale’ Woman & Home

‘The Irish version of Chocolat’ New Woman

‘By the time I finished this book, I felt rather disappointed that I couldn’t step into the Tea House on Mulberry Street with its engaging, human characters and mouth-watering recipes. Sharon Owens has a talent for drawing the reader into her world. A world as warm and comforting as a really good afternoon tea’ Jojo Moyes

‘By entwining romance with food, Owens does for cake and coffee what Joanne Harris did for chocolate’ Big Issue
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1. Dream Weddings

November 2006

Hi there.

Oh, wait a minute.

Just had another text in from Julie.

Fifth one today from Julie, that is.

She needn’t worry – I can manage on my own for a few days.

Yes, I did warn the violinists they’ll have to wear full-length brown fur coats to the Patterson wedding. And yes, I have hired brown fur coats for all seven of them, in the correct sizes, yes, to be delivered from London in good time for the occasion. And yes, I have checked the coats will be security-tagged and fully insured for their little trip to Carrickfergus.

And, send.

God love those poor guys, they don’t know what they’ve let themselves in for. They’ll be sweltered playing Tchaikovsky up to their eyeballs in mink but Narnia is huge at the moment, theme-wise. Huge as anything, I just can’t tell you. At least they won’t have to turn up in beaver costumes or appear as wicked elves with long pointy boots on their feet. Both of those ideas were mooted by the bride’s mother but Julie put her foot down. She likes a laugh, does Julie, but we always have the reputation of Dream Weddings to think of.

The bride is dressing as the Snow Queen in palest blue fur. With a two-foot-tall delicate silver crown attached to the top of her head with extra-strong elastic. And the groom is going to surprise her with a sleigh on wheels when they come out of the church after the ceremony. Obviously, if it actually snows real snow on the day, we’re laughing. And it might just do that ’cos the wedding’s on Christmas Eve. But if Mother Nature lets us down, we’re going to fill the car park with three tons of rice-paper flakes. No expense is being spared – the bride’s family owns an international haulage company. Well, I have to admit Miss Patterson does look exquisite in that blue fur and, you know what they say, you can’t take it with you. (And the Pattersons do give a lot of money to charity, so that’s okay.) We’re even going to make it ‘snow’ inside the ballroom at the end of the night. Nothing in this business surprises me any more.

Wait a minute, now Julie’s texting me about the rice paper. Yes, I have obtained permission from the hotelier to shake bags of paper flakes from the rafters in the ballroom. We’ve lined up three game teenagers who’re going to be dressed as snow-clouds.

And, send.

Julie’s in New York this week, would you believe? I say this week but really it’s only for four days and then she’s flying on to Los Angeles with Henri. Henri’s a financial whizz and big-time deal-fixer and also Julie’s new boyfriend. He’s cultured and polite and extremely good-looking. Eyes so dark you’d think they were made of black glass. And muscles! Well, forget about it. Even his muscles have muscles. When I first met Henri I thought he was gay, his clothes were that perfect. But Julie assured me he definitely didn’t play for the other side.

‘He’s only French,’ she said.

I’m sure he has a flaw of some kind but we’re still waiting to see what it is. Henri’s in New York to set up some meetings with an elite group of art-house film directors and an even more elite group of serious actors (darling), and Julie’s there to attend one of the biggest bridal fairs in the developed world.

Oh! There’s the phone again.

‘Hello. Dream Weddings, can I help you? Our brochure? Of course, if you just give me your address? I’ll pop one in the post. Yes, we are very busy at the moment. Fully booked for the next two years, to tell you the truth. Yes, really we are! Yes, you can book now for November 2008 if you forward our little holding fee – it’s all there in the brochure. Okay? Lovely. Thank you so much. Cheerio.’

I told Julie not to come back to Belfast with a load of frilly white dresses and traditional veils and posies because we are so getting into the fantasy-wedding market these days, it’s not funny. Ever since that rock-star wedding we did a few months ago, Dream Weddings has been absolutely inundated with calls. I mean hundreds and hundreds of phone calls and email inquiries from prospective brides and grooms. And even married couples wanting to renew their vows and have another party because they feel they missed the boat, style-wise, first time round. Honestly! The women all wanting Gothic gowns and fairy-tale capes, and kitsch pink limousines and pink champagne, and Victorian black bouquets and I don’t know what else. And the guys are binning the top hat and tails and going for snazzy tailoring. And super-short ceremonies are the order of the day now, with no embarrassing speeches or the endless reading out of dreary telegrams at the reception afterwards. Most of the men we’ve met would rather die than attempt public speaking so we have a professional speech-maker on our books and he’s getting gigs right, left and centre. I’m telling you, it’s definitely the end of the white wedding as we know it. Goodbye to the blushing bride and all that.

Today’s woman knows what she’s getting on the honeymoon. And a good thing too. As Julie always says to me (and only to me, mind you), ‘What’s the big deal about white weddings anyway? I mean, no woman would dream of buying a car without taking it for a test-drive first.’ Julie’s words, not mine. ‘So why on earth would she throw in her lot with any guy before she’s made certain-sure he can treat her tenderly when the lights go out?’

And Julie should know. When it comes to men and weddings, Julie Sultana wrote the book. And that’s why Julie will never get married herself. Ever. I mean, she says she won’t; but I hope she will, one day. For now, though, Julie says she’s still looking for Mr Right and she’s having a lot of fun doing it, and you can’t blame her for that.

Oh, my name is Margaret Grimsdale.

Mags, for short.

I’m Julie’s PA at Dream Weddings.


2. Bill and Mags Forever

They say you never forget your first love. I certainly won’t. I’m still married to mine. God knows what I ever did to deserve such a scrumptious husband but there you go. Life isn’t fair, I suppose. Though growing up in a rain-drenched Belfast in the 1970s must have counted for something. We’re from wildly different backgrounds but we compromise on the big issues and we discuss things calmly and we muddle through.

My husband, Bill, was a Punk, you see, when I first met him in 1984 in the Limelight Club. Leaping across the dance floor with some lengths of industrial chain (from the hardware store) round his neck. And I was a Goth in plum lippy and a vintage bridesmaid’s dress I’d bought in Oxfam and dyed black in a basin in the yard.

Bill’s favourite band back then was the Blades (a Dublin-based outfit) and they’re still in his personal top five. According to my other half, the Blades’ debut (and as it turned out, their only) album, The Last Man in Europe, was the best piece of recorded music ever produced in the Western world. Cover’s nice too. Black-and-white moody shot of the band with some derelict gasworks in the background. Very urban decay. Bill had the original album cover framed and it’s been hanging in our bedroom for ever. Funny to think that cover is actually older than our children.

Bill was a little bit more sensitive than your average Punk and I was a lot more outspoken than your average Goth and so we managed to bridge the cultural divide. It’s not always been easy. Bill has a huge collection of nearly ten thousand vinyl records, twelve bass guitars and four massive amps. And I’m a tidy-freak. But with some built-in shelving in the sitting room and the guitars wall-mounted above the stairs, we’ve managed to steer a relatively peaceful path through two decades of marriage. It’s very hard to dust behind the strings on a guitar and I can’t abide dust so Bill switched the light bulbs in the hall to a dimmer grade some years ago, and I have to say I don’t notice the dust half as much as I used to.

He insisted the house be painted brilliant white, inside and out, however. All clean lines and modern furniture. The man has a wallpaper phobia. Bill says wallpaper reminds him of people dying of tuberculosis in the 1940s. Expiring in the bed with starched handkerchiefs over their mouths, hushed voices on the landing and all that caper. Doesn’t matter if it’s that new shiny ‘statement wall-covering’ that’s featured in fancy magazines nowadays, he can’t stand it. Ditto, knick-knack cabinets and swirly carpets. I agreed with Bill’s decision as long as I could have some colour in the bedrooms. Well, in Alicia-Rose’s. She’s our only daughter. Our three boys haven’t ever been bothered about the decor. So our children grew up in an all-white house except for Alicia-Rose’s room which was pink, pink, pink. Compromise, you see: that’s the secret of a happy marriage. It also helps if your husband has a cute bubble-butt and lovely smooth feet and is very good at giving erotic massages.

I always knew Bill was in bad form when he got a faraway look in his eyes and started wondering aloud why the Blades didn’t make it when the Clash did, and wasn’t it a shame they never got the recognition? And Bill knew I had rampant PMT when I took to the bath with a copy of some interiors magazine and a nice glass of Merlot to cheer myself up. Then he’d check the chart we keep on the inside of the wardrobe door with my PMT days blocked out in blue marker, stay out of my way for a day or two and remember to rinse his cereal bowl and put it in the dishwasher and not leave it to dry up on the arm of the sofa. Otherwise he’d get the ‘I have to do everything in this bloody house’ lecture from me. What I’m trying to say is that we were very much in love. I never thought anything could or would come between us. When you’ve loved someone for over twenty years you know what they’re going to think and say about ten seconds before they do.

It was so romantic, that balmy summer in 1984 when our two worlds first collided. Bill had a short white Mohican and knee-high blue leather boots with steel plates on the shins. And I was going through my ‘Granny dress and plaits’ phase. But everyone said we looked right together and we were so in love we just knew we could make it work. Think Billy Idol as a sensitive young man teamed with Wednesday Addams as a bolshy teenager and you’ll get the general idea. It was all harmless fun, you know, dressing up in the 1980s. There was nothing else to do and no money to do it with. At least we were using our imaginations and not just going slowly mental in front of a computer, like kids nowadays.

The night Bill and I met was simply magical. I was eighteen years old and Bill had just turned twenty. Within five minutes of clocking one another we were oblivious to our surroundings, utterly lost in a passionate kiss. I thought I’d died and gone to heaven. But when Bill walked me home from the Limelight Club we were hassled by a gang of drunken thugs. The usual bad language and colourful threats, will they never get bored of it? I was terrified. Mobile phones hadn’t been invented then (or, at least, the ordinary person in the street didn’t have one, only the rich-o yuppies in London) and there wasn’t a policeman in sight. Bill ignored them for a while but they became increasingly aggressive. He whispered to me to project an image of utter calmness and he asked me if I had anything in my handbag he might use as a weapon – I happened to have a steel comb with a sharp end (they were still legal then) as well as a large can of extra-strength hairspray to keep my blunt fringe straight – and between us we managed to frighten them off.

I say that like it was an equal thing but what happened was, Bill suddenly stopped walking, stood in front of me, waved the comb at the thugs and invited them to have a go.

‘You’re a dead man, freak!’ they shouted.

‘Fair enough,’ Bill replied levelly, ‘but one of you losers is going down with me. Now who’s it gonna be?’

Meanwhile, I wielded the hairspray menacingly in the background, hoping I could at least give the rotten creeps some stinging eyes or something. For about two minutes there was an ape-like stand-off with lots of crouching and side-stepping going on. It would have been quite interesting if it weren’t for the fact we were about to be murdered. Bill didn’t move an inch. I don’t think he even blinked. I thought the big, fat thug in the beer-stained tracksuit would have been the first to launch himself on Bill, but then again the smallest one with the darting eyes did look the maddest of the bunch.

‘I haven’t got all night,’ Bill said at one point.

Amazingly, they backed down and we escaped without broken bones. Bill stood his ground until they were out of sight.

‘Thank God I didn’t have to use this thing,’ Bill said as he handed the comb back to me. ‘Bunch of sad cases, really.’

‘Would you really have stabbed one of them, Bill?’ I said to him quietly as we resumed walking.

‘Don’t know,’ he replied after a short pause. ‘I could have out-run them on my own, no problem. But I forgot to ask if you were a good runner. Are you?’

‘No, sorry. Actually, I’m rubbish.’

‘Well, then. Come on, let’s get you home.’

I was weak-kneed with relief. And lust.

There were five of those hooligans so obviously they’d picked on us because they thought they’d have the advantage, but Bill has a theory that most violent men have personality disorders too. And that’s why they were so angry when they saw us strolling along the moonlit street. Simply because we were happy and they were not. I think Bill had a valid point that night anyway, because when I read this article in a magazine recently I discovered a few interesting facts. Apparently, a rough childhood can lead to the brain being hardwired into negative patterns. So our thuggy friends probably couldn’t ‘do’ normal life because they didn’t have a normal childhood, and ‘normality’ is a way of life that must be learned before the age of six. Imagine that. After the age of six it’s too late to change anyone’s personality in any major way. Even therapy can only make them aware of why they are the way they are. But it’s too late to actually change them.

But anyway, Bill knew how to look after himself on the streets of Belfast after dark and I suppose that’s how we managed to have such a great social life when we first got together. We were married just a year after that eventful night and we’ve been together ever since. We have four children (aged eighteen, nineteen, twenty and twenty-one) and a mortgage nearly cleared. We’re law-abiding taxpayers, never been on the dole. It’s all very suburban.

Bill’s father is English, hence the curious surname. Grimsdale. It’s always reminded me of cobbled streets and clay chimney pots. And Norman Wisdom calling out to Mr Grimsdale in those old black-and-white comedies. Do you remember them? When Norman was a milkman? Sometimes I do that when I’ve spilt a cup of tea over the bed or something. I’ll yell, ‘Mr Grimsdale! Mr Grimsdale!’ in my best Norman Wisdom accent and Bill will come running with a tea towel.

We’ve only ever had one major disagreement and that was over my boss Julie’s recent fling with a barman from County Galway.

Now, Julie Sultana is a terrific girl and for the fourteen years that we’ve worked together in Dream Weddings she has always been the living embodiment of style, poise and confidence. I’d be tying my long black hair up with a scrunchie and complaining about the summer heat and she’d be spritzing herself with designer water and wearing sunglasses by Chanel. But when she went off the rails last summer, she really pulled out all the stops. I mean, she did some things I would never have thought of in my wildest dreams. And I’ve got quite an imagination if I do say so myself. Yes, Julie opened my eyes on several subjects, I can tell you. And that was all the more surprising because I never had her down as the rebellious type. Who’d have thought the sort of person who drives an immaculate white Mercedes convertible with scented tissues in the glove compartment would ever have got up to the sort of shenanigans that Julie did last summer?


3. The Café Vaudeville

So, I knew Julie had something big to tell me when she suddenly snapped her laptop shut one day last July and said brightly, ‘Mags Grimsdale, put down that tiara and get yourself ready, will you? I’m taking you out for coffee – to the Café Vaudeville, no less.’

‘Really?’ I said. ‘Even though we’re snowed under with Janine Smith’s wedding? I mean, these whacking great corsages will take hours to finish.’

‘Yes, yes. I’ll work late to get them made up. Come on.’

I should mention at this point that Julie’s wedding-planner business is run from a decommissioned lighthouse on the outskirts of Belfast. Julie owns the entire building but we’ve decorated only the top three floors and we use them as a storeroom, an office and a kitchenette, respectively. Interesting story, how Julie came to be the owner of such an unusual building – we’ll get to that in good time. You might think it was a bit crazy to run the business from a lighthouse when it had nothing whatsoever to do with the sea but, honestly, the free publicity was tremendous. The novelty value was priceless, it really was. The women of Belfast were queuing up to huff and puff their way round the endless spiral of stone steps before finally collapsing into our tiny, circular office with spectacular sea views. And they were usually so blown away by the whole experience, they didn’t think to query the bill, which was an added bonus. That’s Julie for you, the consummate businesswoman. And that was before we really went meteoric with these fantasy weddings that are suddenly all the rage.

We’re a good team, Julie and me. We’re very good wedding planners (if I do say so myself).

But anyway.

So, yes, I leapt from my seat like a Jack-in-the-box. You see, I just adore the Café Vaudeville. All ruby-red walls stencilled with fanciful gold loops and swirls, Moroccan lampshades in yellow and blue ceramic studded with glittery jewels, massive red-glass chandeliers and all sorts of lovely dark corners and shadowy nooks to sit in. There’s a wicker sofa with curtains draped over it like a little tent. So Bohemian, you simply can’t imagine. Who’d have thought our creaking old city would ever in a million years have something so beautiful just tucked away on Arthur Street like it was nothing special? It’s a bar and restaurant by day and apparently it’s the place to be seen posing in after dark. But Bill and I rarely went out at night then, what with the kids needing their supper, and lifts here and there, and various school uniforms and outfits to be pressed and so on. But I always did love going out for coffee and Julie knew I was hopelessly enchanted with the red chandeliers.

So, even though it wasn’t her favourite place to eat (she enjoys the New York modernity of Deane’s Deli with its trendy dark grey walls and giant bowls of fresh olives on the counter) she’d still chosen to take me there and that’s how I knew there was something on her mind.

‘Oh, what a lovely-dovely treat,’ I murmured as I switched on the answerphone and closed the windows in the lighthouse. Obviously, burglars couldn’t have got in at that terrific height but sometimes the seagulls are brazen in their attempts to nick what’s left of our sandwiches. Quite frightening, seagulls are, when they’re standing on your keyboard.

So, as I said, I knew she had some special news to impart to me but you can’t ask with Julie. No, you can’t go jumping the gun and demanding to know what’s going on or trying to guess what it is or making silly jokes or anything. You just have to bite your tongue and wait and Julie will tell you in her own good time. So I fetched my glad rags. A floor-length black wool cardigan with giant jet buttons on it and my old-fashioned black velvet handbag.

I’m an ex-Goth. Did I mention that? Well, I say ex. I’m more of a forty-year-old institutionalized ‘post-Goth’ who’s allergic to anything floral or flouncy, and I don’t know what else to wear now I’ve turned forty. Blimey, it sounds so strange to even think. I’m forty years of age. I mean, I’m still eighteen in my mind. I gave up the studded belts and the black nail polish when I had my first child, naturally. I’m not an attention-seeker. But I didn’t go mad and buy myself a billowy pink frock with enormous white collars on it either. Like those dresses Princess Diana wore when she was expecting William and Harry. I mean, you can’t suddenly swap comfortable biker boots for those fiddly little sandals that let in the rain and give you chilblains and bunions. And the fashion scene is so expensive. A completely new wardrobe twice a year? On my budget? Don’t make me laugh!

Yes, so that was the day Julie and I went to the Café Vaudeville together for the last time before it all kicked off. Julie drove us into town in her white convertible, chatting all the way about inconsequential things, giving nothing away about the bombshell she was about to drop on me from a great height. (I’ve never learned to drive, I’m useless with gadgets in general.) In fairness to Julie, she hadn’t a clue that day just how it would all end for her, either. Sometimes it’s the decision you make on the spur of the moment that determines the rest of your life. Oh, well.

We found a parking space near the Art Deco BBC building on Bedford Street, popped some coins in the meter, a short walk and suddenly we were in through the main doors. Bit of a queue at the entrance but Julie knew the head waitress and we got sneakily siphoned off the line and ushered through to a side room, all the while pretending to be there on business. I waved a couple of A4 envelopes in the air as if we were delivering a business quote of some kind. Works every time. Naughty us!

We ended up seated on a low leather banquette in the coffee bar (good) next to a gaggle of chain-smoking women in skin-tight double-denim (not so good). Is there anything worse on the larger figure? And they were smoking like trains, filling the air around Julie and me with a thick blue cloud of acrid smoke. But even that couldn’t take the edge off my buzz. I just love opulent interiors, they make my heart beat faster. In my next life, I swear I’m going to come back as a mirror in the Palace of Versailles.

‘Café mocha and a chocolate square for you, Mags?’ Julie asked and I nodded happily. Women are supposed to have curves, aren’t they? So why on earth do so many girls like Emma have eating disorders these days? Emma was my eldest son’s girlfriend at the time. What a drama that was!

I’m tall for a woman, five foot eleven inches, and let’s just describe my figure as voluptuous. Hourglass figure with ‘strong’ ankles, that’s me. I’m a lifelong devotee of the wide-leg trouser. I mean, why bother with healthy eating when there’s usually nothing in the grocery cupboard but a stale loaf of wholegrain bread, a small can of tuna in brine and a messy bottle of out-of-date salad cream? That huge choccy square in the Café Vaudeville must have weighed two pounds, but, really, I’m not in bad shape considering I’m a mother of four. I had mine young, you see. So my tummy zapped back in again like an elastic band. My hips are thirty-nine inches but my waist is still only twenty-eight! Some women I know hate me for it but there’s no point reminding them I spent my twenties and thirties at the kitchen sink while they were sunning themselves round the holiday spots of Europe. Now they’re all plunging into motherhood for the first time and even my youngest is at university.

So, Julie ordered a pot of tea for herself (and a plain scone) and for a while we just sat there soaking up the ambience, saying nothing, deliberately looking straight ahead. Then Julie stood up and said she was going to powder her nose and off she went, striding through the afternoon crowd, attracting admiring glances from the men and envious shrugs from the women. Maybe she wanted to gather her thoughts before she made her big announcement.

Julie is gorgeous-looking, did I mention that? She looks much younger than her forty-one years. She’s never had to go without her sleep, I suppose. Though they do say women without children can age faster than mothers but that theory certainly doesn’t apply to Julie. You’d easily take her for thirty. She’s tall as well, just one inch shorter than me, but she’s fine-boned and elegant to go with it. Graceful and willowy with a platinum-white bob, palest blue eyes, delicate tiny ankles, a light honey-gold tan and clothes to die for. Mostly white linen tops and skirts, lots of ruffles round the hem and outsize mohair flowers on the waistband. Dry clean only. Nothing cheap and trendy from your UK chain stores for our Julie, oh no. She shops only in exclusive boutiques staffed by women of a certain age who’ve had plastic surgery and whose fingernails are so long they must have to employ some lackey to get the lid off their toothpaste at night.

Even the loos are nice in the Café Vaudeville, by the way. All matt-black walls with giant lily motifs hand-painted on, and marble sinks. Clean as a new pin, they are. I was tinkering with the idea of a black bathroom in my own house, actually. Black walls would have contrasted beautifully with the white suite and I could have had a Roman blind made up in that lovely pattern that’s mainly white with ancient Greek dignitaries’ heads printed on it in grey. I remember thinking to myself: I’ll have to see if Bill is agreeable to a stone urn and black walls in the lavatory one of these days. And if not, then we’ll just have a black chandelier. Meanwhile, I got stuck into the chocolate square because I knew that if Julie’s news was negative in any way I wouldn’t be able to eat in front of her afterwards. I’m a very practical sort of girl. With four children and a full-time job, I have to be.

Those chocolate concoctions are heaven on a plate, aren’t they? So rich and sticky. Full of grated coconut, flaked almonds and syrupy cherries that burst in your mouth. I almost forgot about Julie as I enjoyed the delicious taste of it. It reminded me of Christmas. I do love Christmas even though I’m not very religious. Well, it’s a pagan festival first and foremost, isn’t it, I suppose? All bright lights, evergreen branches and feasting in the depths of midwinter? Before some men had the bright idea to torment us all with the fairy tale of a virgin birth. Little did those wise-guys know, most women wouldn’t mind a virgin birth if it meant they never ever again had to experience another dimply sweaty beer belly and BO ’pits looming over them in the bed.

Think about it.

‘I’m leaving Gary tomorrow,’ Julie said simply when she returned from the ladies’ room in the Café Vaudeville. Sitting down again demurely on the banquette and smiling at me. And then she went on supping her tea and cutting her plain scone into neat little cubes.

‘Come again,’ I squeaked.

And I literally did squeak because she laughed and called me a mouse. A squeaky little mouse. She can turn quite defensive when she’s cornered, can Julie. You’ll see that as the story progresses.

‘Margaret Mouse, you do surprise me,’ she said, almost sniggering. ‘I thought you Goths were unshockable. Don’t you chain each other up for sex in the cellar and drink blood for breakfast?’

‘You’re thinking of high-ranking civil servants,’ I told her wearily. ‘And Bill was a Punk, not a Goth. And what you’re describing is fetish. Apart from the bit about drinking blood, which is plainly ridiculous by anyone’s standards.’

Honestly, so many people these days get Goth confused with fetish. They are completely opposing concepts, don’t you know? Those flimsy sex-shop undies don’t float my boat. Never have. For Goths (the real purists I’m talking about now) eroticism means fully dressed or completely bare, and nothing in between.

‘Come on, Mags,’ she said, ‘you can tell me. Doesn’t Bill ever dress up for you? Like on your birthday or special occasions? I bet he looks dead sexy in tight leather trousers and a studded dog collar.’

‘Oh, Julie. You know I prefer lace-trimmed cotton pillowcases and handwritten love letters. Please tell me you’re joking about leaving Gary.’

‘I’m not joking. Gary wants to get married and start a family and I don’t. That’s it in a nutshell. So there’s no point in going on with the relationship. There’s just no point.’

‘Now wait a minute, Julie. Slow down and think about this logically. Can’t you tell Gary how you feel about having children? I’m sure he would understand. He loves you to bits.’

‘There’s no time for soul-searching, Mags. We’re both over forty. It’s now or never for Gary. I haven’t told him I’m not ready for marriage and I don’t think I can tell him face to face. He won’t be amused, you know? Recently he’s been nagging me to set a date for our wedding and asking why I can’t decide on a venue for the reception. He won’t be expecting anything as drastic as this and he won’t take the news lying down.’

‘You’re right, there,’ I said. ‘He won’t let you go, if I’m any judge.’

‘You see what I mean?’ she replied, her blue eyes wide in exasperation. ‘You know yourself what would happen if I tried to leave Gary in a mature and sensible fashion. He’d wreck the house. His house, remember. Not mine. And the renovations cost an absolute fortune. I can’t stand confrontation, Mags. You know I can’t abide shouting and pleading and tears dripping off people’s chins. And slamming doors give me palpitations. It’s all so untidy, so unnecessary. Look, the decision is already made. What I want you to do is tell Gary for me. Please. Will you? You’re so good at this emotional stuff. I’m begging you, Mags.’

I was stunned.

‘The thing is, Julie, I’d rather not get involved in your relationship with Gary,’ I said when I’d recovered from the shock. ‘In any relationship, really. It’s usually the messenger that gets shot, in my experience.’

‘Oh, Mags!’

‘No, really,’ I insisted. ‘Although I do appreciate the compliment about me being emotional and so on, thank you very much. But you know this information ought to come from you directly. Are you sure you won’t change your mind about talking to him?’

‘No, I simply can’t face the man, absolutely not. So either you do it or I leave him a note on the kitchen table.’

‘But that won’t be the end of it, Julie. Won’t Gary come to the lighthouse, looking for an explanation?’

‘I don’t think he will, actually. He’s a very proud man. A few days to brood and he’ll bounce back. It’s better if I just vanish. Out of sight, out of mind.’

Oh, as if, I thought to myself. You don’t know Gary, of course, but he’s deep. He’s not a bounce-back sort of man. So for his sake I ploughed on, though I had a feeling it wouldn’t do any good whatsoever.

‘What about your things?’

‘What things?’

‘What things, she says! Your six-figure wardrobe, lady! Your clothes and all your other possessions in Gary’s house? I mean, you’ll have to go back to fetch them, won’t you? You’ll see him then. You’ll have to talk to him then?’

Gary lives in a rustic farmhouse on the outskirts of town but of course on the inside it’s packed with luxury fittings, a dream bachelor pad.

‘I’m going away tomorrow morning for two weeks so he won’t be able to find me,’ Julie said. ‘I’ll tell you the location but no one else is to know. I don’t care what happens, you mustn’t reveal to Gary where I am. I’ve thought about this from every angle and it’s definitely what I want to do. As for my clothes, most of them have been spirited out of the wardrobe already, allegedly taken to the dry-cleaner’s. What’s left, he’ll probably throw in the bin. Along with my fancy blender, my chrome shoe-racks, my nice shower gels and so on. I wouldn’t blame him.’

‘Oh, Julie. Are you sure about this?’

‘I am, yes. Thank my lucky stars I still have my apartment. I was tempted to sell it last year and buy a holiday home in Italy but then there was that scaremongering about the cheap flights coming to an end. So I changed my mind. And to be honest with you, somehow I just knew I’d be needing it again.’

Julie kept her pristine all-mod-cons apartment in a converted flourmill in Saintfield when she moved in with Gary three years before but he didn’t know that. She doesn’t have a lot of faith in love everlasting, I’m sorry to say. Yes, I realize that does sound strange coming from a wedding planner but there’s a lot of money to be made in this game and Julie is nothing if not financially astute. And as I said before, we are very good at what we do.

‘So, I’m leaving Gary tomorrow,’ she said again, just like that.

I was deeply unsettled. I don’t like change, not even in the lives of other people.

Then Julie poured another cup of tea and drank it slowly, gazing up at the red-glass chandeliers and with only the hint of a tear in her eye. What a trooper Julie is, I thought. At the time I supposed she had her reasons but I couldn’t figure out why she would want to break up with her lovely boyfriend. I was sure he would have liked the chance to discuss things and maybe they could have reached some sort of compromise.

Gary Devine was the best-looking man I had ever seen in real life. Conventionally handsome, if you know what I mean. The living image of Andy Garcia. Big honest eyes, thighs rounded and hard like telegraph poles, thick head of glossy black hair. (And it’s not even dyed, like mine is.) Great lover too, according to Julie. She never went into details. She just laughed once and said Gary definitely knew what he was doing in the bedroom. Nicely spoken, he was. Never used to swear in the company of ladies.

What does Gary do for a living, I hear you ask?

Says a lot about a man, doesn’t it?

Well, Gary’s a riding instructor with his own stables in Crawfordsburn. Julie met him in 2002 when she was learning to ride a horse. She was seeing this older man called Bert at the time and she was tinkering with the idea of getting married. Only tinkering, now, she hadn’t set a date or anything. She was talking about a Robin Hood theme, hence the horse-riding lessons. Bert was a paper products (loo-roll) millionaire and a very keen rider himself. Julie didn’t love Bert but he was filthy rich, as it were. ‘People will always need toilet tissue.’ That was Bert’s motto.

We had quite a few laughs over it. Until Julie fell off the horse into a deep puddle of sticky black mud and Bert laughed his head off. Big mistake. Nobody laughs at Julie twice. She swiftly dumped Bert for Gary Devine, just as soon as she’d washed off the mud in the stables’ showers. Julie moved in with Gary that evening, actually.

‘I’m going to stay in a new spa in Galway.’ That was Julie’s follow-up nugget of news. She took a thick gold-edged business card out of her handbag and laid it gingerly on my knee. ‘That’s the name of the place, there. They’ve got shocking-pink armchairs in the foyer.’

So they had. There was a picture of the foyer on the business card. Shocking-pink armchairs, all present and correct. Lots of glass walls and exotic flowers in tall vases. An indoor stream and some gorgeous hunks in white towelling robes standing casually by the stairs. Having a cosy little chat, by all accounts. It all looked so natural and spontaneous. Not! Bully for you in your white robes, I thought resentfully.

Normally, I’d be extremely impressed with shocking-pink armchairs in the foyer and gold-edged business cards but that day I could feel the sands of time shifting beneath my feet and I knew that both our lives were on the cusp of major change. Don’t ask me how I knew. I mean, Julie was only breaking up with her boyfriend. It happens all the time. People get together and they split up again. But this was different. Call it a woman’s intuition. I just knew the transition period would be long and difficult for everyone concerned.

‘I see,’ I replied in a whisper.

‘Super place, so I hear,’ Julie went on. ‘I expect I’ll spend more time lying by the pool than being slathered in smelly potions and all that caper but I’m so looking forward to the peace and quiet. Windows right down to the ground, they have. See? It’s like being outside except, of course, it’s warm.’

We both peered at the card again. It did seem a five-star sort of operation, which was only what I expected of Julie Sultana. She wasn’t likely to lie low in a rural guest house with tufted chenille bedspreads and crumbs in the jam. Julie is nothing if not stylish.

And then, break-up announced, she got on with the rest of the business instructions.

‘Now, Mags, will you be able to cope with Dream Weddings on your own while I’m away? Only, my mobile will be switched off in case Gary rings me. Which he’s bound to do. Let’s see, there’s that peasant shindig coming up tomorrow afternoon, for a start. I should never have taken them on as clients. What possessed me? Janine Smith and the rest of her motley crew! Never less than six of them clumping into the lighthouse for appointments, sometimes with small kids in tow. Mags, no more under-twelves in the lighthouse! We don’t want one of them falling down the bloody stairs. Right?’

‘Yes, Julie.’

I thought: See! She does care about children.

‘We don’t want to be hit with a crippling lawsuit,’ Julie added. ‘Just when we’re starting to do so well.’

Oh, I thought. Good point, all the same. We didn’t want any little ones breaking their necks. Those steps are only four inches wide on the inside tread. And the banister is a rope, which isn’t as easy to hold on to as you’d think, the way it loops up and down to the fixings.

‘No more children in the lighthouse, agreed,’ I parroted.

‘And the dress will take a team of engineers to put on, silly mare. She’ll be killed trying to walk down the aisle, honestly she will. She’ll probably faint with heat exhaustion. Make sure you’re close by with the Rescue Remedy, Mags. Why do women get so carried away on their wedding day? It’s only a piece of paper when all’s said and done.’

Well, that last comment was very telling, I thought to myself. But I said nothing.

‘It’s okay, Julie,’ I muttered. ‘I’ll manage.’

I was terrified, to tell you the truth. I preferred Julie and me to go together if we had to meet clients in their own homes and attend weddings and so on. But I could see she was having some sort of crisis. Shame about Gary, though. I’d always thought Gary was very nice. I hoped she’d miss him so much she’d come home after ten minutes of ‘forest sounds and hot stones’, make it up with him and still be available to help me squash the bride (the aforementioned Janine Smith) into her pumpkin coach. And we still weren’t convinced the extra-volume pink tulle (fifty layers of it) Janine had ordered wasn’t highly flammable. And the bride and groom were both heavy smokers.

‘I’ll check my mobile once a day for messages,’ Julie said. ‘Around lunchtime, probably. Emergencies only, mind. Don’t contact me unless Janine Smith actually gets hurt falling out of the pumpkin coach. You know what, don’t tell me anything about that vile wedding. I’m so ashamed of the entire farce. And don’t agree to put a shot of her on our website, either. Little wannabe. Let her give Closer magazine a ring instead. We’re not an elitist set-up, Mags, but even I draw the line at plastic tiaras and nylon nipple-skimmers.’

Nipple-skimmer is what we in the business call a low-cut bridal gown. Just a private trade joke. I nodded mutely. You can’t argue with Julie. That’s another thing you’ve got to understand if you want to be Julie’s friend. You can’t ask searching questions and you can’t argue with her if you don’t agree with what she says. She’s very stubborn, is Julie. Anyone else would assume Julie was a bit of a spoilt madam, not letting people have their say, but not me. I knew her too well, you see. And I knew all about Charlotte and Sidney. And they’re the reason I let Julie get away with blue murder sometimes.
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