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Chapter One

Chelsea

The engagement is announced between Adam, elder son

of Mr and Mrs Graham Baxter of Richmond, Surrey, and Chelsea,

youngest daughter of Mr and Mrs David Benson of Coventry, West Midlands.

Chelsea Benson smoothed one of the five copies of The Times she’d bought that morning out on the kitchen table and read the announcement again. And again. A whole month after Adam’s proposal, Chelsea still couldn’t quite believe it had happened. To her! To Chelsea Benson! The girl everyone thought would be single for ever (actually, that’s not what Chelsea’s friends and family thought at all but Chelsea had done a very good job of projecting her own worst insecurities onto them). 

Chelsea polished her engagement ring – a simple but deeply tasteful diamond solitaire set in a platinum band – on her jumper and carefully folded the newspaper shut. She looked around the kitchen of the South London home she now shared with Adam and his seven-year-old daughter Lily with a feeling of deep contentment. Pinned to the door of the fridge, by a magnet in the shape of the cruise liner on which they’d taken their summer holiday, was Lily’s drawing of their little family-to-be. In the picture, Chelsea’s hair was yellow rather than its actual chestnut brown and Adam was slightly cross-eyed and scary-looking, but Chelsea loved it all the same. 

The alarm sounded on Chelsea’s iPhone. Three o’clock. It was time to think about heading out to do the school run. How the idea of it made Chelsea smile. This was her life now. From perpetually disappointed singleton to yummy mummy wannabe in the space of twelve months. She very much enjoyed rocking up at the primary school gates to wait for Lily to run out. That moment when Lily spotted Chelsea among the waiting adults and beamed at her was always magical. Even the moments when Lily came out of class with a furious frown because she’d been made to do Maths when she wanted to do Art or English were still magical for Chelsea. It was hard to believe it was only just over a year since Lily and Adam had come into her life. In another year’s time she would be Adam’s wife and Lily’s stepmother. For now she was the blissful fiancée.

Lily was one of the first out of school that afternoon. She was bursting with news as she ran across the playground.

‘Persephone Harwood Clark’s mummy said you and Daddy were in the newspaper!’

‘It’s true. We were.’ 

Chelsea explained the engagement announcement. She had been delighted when Adam suggested they put the news out in the old-fashioned way. 

‘I’ve told everybody we’re having a really big engagement party,’ Lily said brightly. ‘And then we’re going to have a big wedding and you’re going to be the most beautiful bride and I’m going to be the most beautiful bridesmaid. And Daddy will wear a suit and I’m going to get a new dress. And I’m going to have a different new dress for the engagement party,’ she finished breathlessly. ‘Isn’t that right?’

‘Any excuse for a new dress is all right by me,’ said Chelsea.

Lily put her little hand in Chelsea’s as they headed for the gate. Having that tiny paw tucked into hers was the loveliest feeling in the whole wide world, thought Chelsea.


Chapter Two

The Benson-Edwards Family

As it happened, Chelsea and Adam had not planned to have an engagement party at all but everyone else in the family was determined to celebrate in style. Chelsea’s older sister, Ronnie Benson-Edwards, insisted on having the bash at her house in Coventry. Ronnie’s semi wasn’t the most glamorous of locations – the kitchen was a work in progress, despite the fact that Ronnie’s husband Mark was a professional kitchen fitter – but it was convenient. The party was going to be held over Sunday lunch, which meant that Adam’s relatives, who mostly lived in the South East, were easily able to travel up to the West Midlands for the day. It also meant that Chelsea’s elderly grandfather, Bill – known to the family as Granddad Bill – would not have to go far at all. Chelsea’s mother and father, Jacqui and Dave, could simply bring him round the block in his wheelchair. It was very important to Chelsea and Adam that the eighty-seven-year-old family patriarch be there.

At the other end of the age spectrum, Chelsea’s seven-year-old nephew Jack took the party planning very seriously. Chelsea was Jack’s favourite aunt and, as far as he was concerned, he knew exactly what she would want.

On the Saturday before the celebration, Jack accompanied his mother to an enormous cash-and-carry on the outskirts of town to help her buy everything a professional party hostess needed. Ronnie had a card for the cash-and-carry courtesy of her boss at the funeral parlour where she worked part time. Her boss bought tea, coffee and paper handkerchiefs there in bulk. That afternoon, Ronnie also bought tea, coffee and paper handkerchiefs in bulk (Granddad Bill might make one of his tear-jerking speeches). She also bought white paper tablecloths embellished in gold with ‘Congratulations on your engagement’ and paper napkins and laminated cardboard serve-ware to match. She bought fifty plastic champagne goblets, another fifty plastic pint glasses and enough Twiglets and cheesy Wotsits to feed an army.

There were going to be around forty guests. It was the largest gathering Ronnie’s house had ever seen but she and Mark had already worked out how everybody was going to be accommodated. If it was warm and sunny – which wasn’t a complete impossibility on the last weekend of September – they would have a barbecue and people would sit outside. Easy. Ronnie and Mark would be borrowing deck chairs and foldable picnic tables from everyone on the cul-de-sac where they lived. If it wasn’t sunny, they would still have a barbecue – Mark would just have to stand outside with an umbrella while he watched the sausages – but the guests would be seated inside. If they opened the folding doors between the lounge and the dining room, they could get at least twenty deckchairs around the walls. A further ten could squish into the sofa and armchairs. Six on dining chairs. Children on the floor. No problem.

As he trailed behind Ronnie and her loaded shopping trolley Jack asked, ‘Is there going to be a special children’s table?’

Ronnie told him there probably should be, even though Jack and Lily were the only children likely to sit at it. Jack’s cousin Humfrey was too small at less than a year old. His teenage sister Sophie and cousin Izzy, who were best friends as well as cousins, were almost adults.

‘Then we should get this,’ Jack said, pointing out a Doctor Who table set. ‘And this.’ Another table set. This one had a Frozen theme. ‘We can do half the table Doctor Who and half the table Elsa.’

‘Excellent idea,’ said Ronnie. ‘Lily will be pleased.’

The ready-made table sets went into the trolley.

‘And these?’ suggested Jack. 

Ronnie allowed him to add two big bags of mini Mars bars to the growing pile of naughty snacks.

‘Perhaps we could open one of them tonight,’ Jack added casually. ‘To give us energy for tomorrow.’ 

‘Oh, all right then,’ said Ronnie. ‘You’ve twisted my arm.’

The day of the party dawned bright and sunny. The forecast was looking good. Ronnie was very relieved about that when she saw the state of the deckchairs her neighbour Cathy Next Door had dragged out of her shed. Kind as it was of Cathy to offer her assistance – she was a very good friend – Ronnie wouldn’t have wanted those filthy things inside and on her carpet.

Ronnie and her immediate family started preparations at eight in the morning. Sophie vacuumed and Jack dusted. Jack loved to get his hands on the feather duster and Ronnie made the most of his enthusiasm, knowing that within a couple of years, she’d have a very hard time persuading him that housework could be fun.

Ronnie’s mother Jacqui and father Dave arrived with Granddad Bill at around nine. Bill was soon parked in front of the television with Fishy the ancient family cat on his lap.

‘Fishy’s actually older than Granddad Bill in cat years,’ Jack liked to point out.

Down in the garden, Dave and Ronnie’s husband Mark assembled tables and deckchairs. Sophie and Jack covered the tables with the white and gold paper cloths, using bulldog clips to keep them from flying off if the wind picked up. In the kitchen Jacqui helped Ronnie butter around eighty bread rolls. Sophie joined them and started to cut cheese and pineapple into cubes. Jack assembled the traditional tasty duo on cocktail sticks (without managing to spear himself, for once). Later, Jack impaled more than a hundred cocktail sausages, again without mishap unless you count the five he dropped on the floor.

‘Three-second rule!’ declared Ronnie, quickly picking them up and blowing off the dust. She popped one into her mouth. 

Sophie tipped dozens of bags of crisps into the big bowls Jacqui had brought from her house for the purpose. Jacqui took the plastic seals off three huge bottles of ketchup. Dave and Mark filled an old tin bathtub with ice for the white wine and beer. Cathy Next Door had provided the bathtub. It was amazing what that woman had in her shed.

While the children put out the snack food and folded napkins, Jacqui and Ronnie finally turned their attention to the engagement cake.

It was a triumph, that cake. Jacqui had spent every evening for the past two weeks making tiny pink sugar flowers. She’d taken a day course in sugar-icing sculpture the previous year. Meanwhile Ronnie had made the base – a classic fruitcake – and covered it with plain white royal icing in preparation for Jacqui’s floral flourish. With a shaking hand, Jacqui wrote a message of congratulations to her youngest daughter and her future son-in-law in gold sugar gel. She kept having to stop to steady herself. It took a full fifteen minutes to ice just seven words.

‘It’s beautiful, Mum,’ said Ronnie, when the last of the flowers was in place. 

‘Do you think so?’

‘I do. It looks like something you’d get in a shop.’

‘It’s really good, Grandma,’ said Sophie. ‘I think this is the best cake you’ve ever made.’

Jacqui made a lot of cakes. Earlier that year she’d made a chocolate sponge decorated to look like a Dalek for Jack. Ronnie’s birthday cake was in the shape of a handbag. Jacqui had made a three-layer lemon cake iced with gold stars to celebrate Sophie’s impressive GCSE results.

‘Auntie Chelsea is going to love it,’ Sophie decreed.

‘What do you think, Jack?’ Jacqui asked her grandson.

‘Hmmm. It hasn’t got any people on it,’ said Jack. ‘Isn’t it supposed to have people on it?’

‘That’s for a wedding cake. This is for an engagement,’ Jacqui explained.

But she was still persuaded to have two of Jack’s treasured Doctor Who figurines planted in one of the sugar flowerbeds and everyone agreed they were the perfect finishing touch. One was supposed to be Matt Smith. The other one was a Dalek.

‘Ha!’ Jack laughed. ‘Auntie Chelsea is a Dalek!’

‘I’m sure she’ll be really pleased with that,’ said Sophie.

At half past eleven, the guests of honour, Chelsea, Adam and Lily, pulled up in Ronnie’s driveway. Jack raced to open the door to them and, as he did so, three golden helium-filled ‘Congratulations’ balloons escaped into the Indian summer sky. 

The party had begun.
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