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Chapter 1

My name is Sophie Breeze and I’m a professional bridesmaid.

Yeah, it’s a thing. Let me explain.

The idea started brewing just over two years ago, when I was a bridesmaid in my cousin Cara’s wedding. Cara is a commercial lawyer at a firm in London. She’s very intelligent, hard-working and an expert at handling stress with a cutting sense of humour. But, it turned out, she was secretly having a meltdown that she couldn’t find time to organise her wedding. Three months before the big day I woke up to a phone call from her at three a.m.

‘Sophie? Sophie, are you there?’

‘I’m here.’ I yawned loudly. ‘What time is it? What’s happened? Are you OK?’

‘No, I’m not OK,’ she whimpered. It sounded like she was crying.

I sat up immediately. I’d never heard her like that before. We’d practically grown up together and I hadn’t once seen her cry. Not as kids, when she fell off her bike into a bunch of brambles and stinging nettles. Not as teenagers, when she didn’t get into Cambridge like she’d always dreamt. Not as adults, when she found out that her loser ex-boyfriend Geoff had been cheating on her. Not even when she ate that super-hot jalapeño by accident and had to play it cool because she was in front of her boss.

‘Cara, what’s wrong?’ I was trying not to panic as I turned on the lights. ‘Is it Mike? Has something happened?’

‘No, he’s fine.’ She sniffed. ‘He’s upstairs, sleeping perfectly soundly. The bastard.’

‘Cara, what’s going on? Have you guys had a fight?’

‘No, no. Oh, Sophie. It’s the weddiiiiing!’

‘The wedding?’

‘Yes! The wedding! It’s in three months! And I haven’t done anything! It’s going to be a disaster! What am I going to do? I’m so sorry to call you at such a ridiculous hour but I haven’t been sleeping and you were the only person I could think of to make me feel better about all this!’

I breathed a sigh of relief and slumped back on my pillows, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes with a smile. It wasn’t the first time I’d received a call like that from a bride or groom. I’d been a bridesmaid many times before and there is always a moment of panic when nothing feels like it’s coming together and suddenly that looming date seems much closer than it was the day before.

And who wouldn’t experience it? Hello, you’re organising a celebration for the people you care about most on the planet! Anyone would be seized by fear. I completely get it. Luckily, by then, I also happened to be well practised in handling it.

So, first things first: calm the bride or groom. ‘Cara, I need you to take deep breaths for me.’

‘But my brain is just so frazzled with work and I haven’t even looked at the caterer’s menu and I think I may have told the florist I was happy with lilies but you know how Mike’s mum feels about lilies and I don’t know what I was thinking and we still need to book a DJ and no one is going to be available at this—’

‘Deep, deep breaths,’ I interrupted gently. ‘Breathe with me here. Deep breath in and deep breath out. Deep breath in and deep breath out. That’s it. And again. Very good, you’re doing really well.’

Next step: make them feel better about their panic. ‘Keep doing those deep breaths for me. Great. Now, Cara, this is completely normal – everyone has these moments in the lead-up to a wedding. It can feel very overwhelming and like you don’t have the time to get everything sorted.’

Followed by: a reality check. ‘I completely understand that three months doesn’t sound very long but most of the issues you’re worrying about right now can be sorted in a matter of minutes, at most hours, and you have about ninety days to get it done. Plenty of time!’

Then it’s all about: practicality and making them feel in control. ‘This is what we’ll do. We’ll make a neat list of everything that still needs to be done so it feels a little more ordered – I’m sure it’s a bit of a jumble in your brain and that’s making you worry. Once you have everything listed, you’ll feel much calmer.’

‘I do have a spreadsheet,’ she said. ‘None of it’s done, but it’s listed.’

‘Perfect! You pop that across to me now if you like, or in the morning.’

Move into: their support network. ‘You’re not in this alone, Cara. Why do you think bridesmaid and usher roles exist? We’re here to help you, whatever you need. Don’t be afraid to ask or delegate. How about I come over for a cup of coffee tomorrow and we can go through everything that needs to be done and work out who can be in charge of it? I can come to the office.’

‘You – you’d do that?’

‘Yeah! Can you spare your lunch hour?’

‘I guess.’

‘I’ll be there. I know a couple of DJs from some weddings I’ve been at who are local to your venue, so we can check them out. Plus there’s loads of time to talk to the florist and change things, no problem. I’ll call her, if you like, and report back if she has any questions.’

Nicely setting you up for: reminding them what this is all about. ‘Honestly, Cara, it’s going to be the best day, no matter what happens, because everyone is there to celebrate you and Mike getting married. Nothing else matters.’

‘I suppose. There’s just so much pressure for it to be perfect.’

And crucially concluding with: laughter. ‘It will be. Even if the DJ is shit because no one’s available and we end up having to hire Uncle Fred to play the first dance on that bloody tin whistle.’

She burst into giggles. ‘Oh, my God, do you remember the Christmas he got that?’

‘How could I forget? I’ll never forgive my mum. She thought it would be a lovely token from her trip to Dublin.’

‘It was the worst. I don’t think my ears have ever recovered.’

‘Yeah, well, it was also around then that Granny went deaf. Coincidence? I don’t think so. Dad may have hidden the tin whistle after the second Christmas he tried to play it for us all. Poor Uncle Fred never found it.’

‘And here I was panicking about insignificant details like lilies when I should have been working out how we can track down a new tin whistle in time for Uncle Fred to perform a solo during the signing of the register!’ She chuckled and let out a long sigh. ‘Sophie, thank you. I needed a laugh. And you’re right about everything, as usual. It’ll be fine. I think I just got a bit overwhelmed.’

‘Anyone would! There’s nothing to thank me for. Tomorrow we’ll get this show on the road. It’ll be perfect, you’ll see. Go and get some sleep.’

‘You really are the best. Hey, you know what, Sophie?’ she said, yawning. ‘You should do this as a job.’

‘Take late-night phone calls? That seems . . . creepy.’

‘No! Being a bridesmaid. You’ve been to, like, a billion weddings and you know your stuff. And you love them, so you’d be doing something you’re passionate about. Seriously, I feel sorry for the people who don’t have you in their bridal party. It could be a full-time career. You could be a professional bridesmaid.’

‘What? That’s not a thing.’

‘It could be.’

I snorted. ‘OK, sure, Cara. I’ll just become a professional bridesmaid.’

‘Why not? It’s like what you’re doing now, but instead of having corporate bosses, you become, like, a PA to brides.’

‘Your lack of sleep’s caused you to become delirious. That already exists! Ever heard of wedding planners?’

‘Yeah, but people don’t always want to hire a planner because they like to put together their own weddings. I wouldn’t hire a wedding planner, even though I desperately need the help! A professional bridesmaid, however, would be there to support the bride and help her plan without losing her mind along the way. Much cooler. Anyway, you should think about it.’

‘OK, crazy lady. Get some sleep, please.’

‘Night, Sophie. And thank you.’

I hung up and nestled back into my pillows, ready to get a few more hours’ sleep before I had to be up for work. But the next day I was unable to get the idea out of my head. A professional bridesmaid? It was ridiculous. Completely absurd.

Wasn’t it?

*  *  *

The Monday morning after Michelle and Harrison’s wedding, I stroll into my office (OK, it’s not really an office, it’s a tiny cupboard room in my south London flat with a desk in it, but whatever) and turn on my laptop to find 534 unread emails waiting for me since I checked last night.

This isn’t unusual. I’m not just in touch with the bride and groom for each wedding, but also various family members, suppliers and venues.

Still. I’m going to need another coffee.

I wander back from my office (OK, fine, cupboard) into the kitchen and put the kettle on. While I wait for it to boil, I smooth the pink blouse I’m wearing for work today. Even though I’m self-employed, I always prepare for work just as I did when I worked as a personal assistant in the City. I get up at six, shower, do my make-up and pick an office-appropriate outfit.

Cara always makes fun of me for doing this – ‘Just work from home in your pyjamas like a normal person’ – but I never know when I’ll have to rush out for emergency meetings. For example, the other day I was in the middle of trying to book a quaint cottage in the countryside for a client’s hen do when I got an urgent call from a bride asking if I could come straight away to speak to her father, who had fallen out with her over the guest list. I had to rush out of the flat and get there before all hell broke loose. I’ve witnessed huge family fall-outs over the guest list, and it was crucial I arrived before anyone said something they regretted.

Luckily, I got there just in time to calm the situation and encourage a compromise: the guest list would include Nick and Sarah, the father of the bride’s neighbours, whom the bride had never met, but we couldn’t extend the invitation to his entire Friday Wine Club. The members would, however, be invited to the Sunday BBQ.

Father and bride are, happily, still talking to each other.

But they might not have been if I’d arrived a few minutes later, having had to change out of my pyjamas before leaving.

Cara is the only person who knows my real job, aside from my parents and, of course, the clients. To everyone else, I’m a PA for some finance office in the City. I can’t risk anyone else finding out because it would ruin one of my biggest selling points: no one needs to know I’ve been hired to be there. This is strangely appealing to a lot of brides and their families – they don’t want anyone thinking they can’t handle organising their big day.

A large part of my job is learning everything I need to know about the bride to convince the guests and, more often than not, the bridal party, that we’re the best of friends and there’s a very good reason they’ve never heard of me before – I’ve been living in the rainforests of Guatemala for the past five years or I’m in the Witness Protection Programme.

Yeah, I know. I’ve got creative.

The kettle clicks and I make my coffee, thinking about everything I need to do today, which includes calling the string quartet performing at the wedding next weekend and asking them to please remove Kanye West’s ‘Gold Digger’ from the proposed set list they sent me (really, guys? Really?). As I stir in the milk, I hear the post arrive and, taking my mug, I go to pick it up and bring it into my office, plonking it on my desk and myself in my chair, ready to tackle those emails.

But something in the pile of letters catches my eye: an expensive-looking, thick cream envelope with my name written across it in elegant calligraphy.

If anyone can recognise a wedding invitation, it’s me.

The thing is, I already have the wedding invitations I’m expecting from my personal life. I don’t know anyone else getting married. Intrigued, I pick it up, admiring the style of the envelope and the neat wax seal on the back. My heart does a little flutter at how gorgeous it is.

Uh-oh. Am I potentially turned on by this exquisite stationery?

‘I need to go on a date with a human,’ I say aloud to no one.

Opening the envelope, I pull out the gilt-edged invitation. As I read the names of the happy couple, any good feelings I woke up with vanish in an instant.

*  *  *

From: info@allaboardpartytours.co.uk

To: Sophie.Breeze@zapmail.co.uk

Subject: HEN DO JUNE 2022

 

Hi Sophie,

Thanks for your query about the ALL ABOARD PARTY TOUR: HEN DO SPECIAL on 4 June 2022 for 20 people.

It is a fun-filled excursion down the canal on your very own party boat, with a bottle of prosecco for every hen . . . two bottles for the bride!

Would you like to upgrade to the stripper package?

Best wishes,

Tina

 

 

From: Sophie.Breeze@zapmail.co.uk

To: info@allaboardpartytours.co.uk

Subject: Re: HEN DO JUNE 2022

 

Hi Tina,

Great, thank you for getting back to me.

What exactly is the stripper package?

Best wishes,

Sophie

 

 

From: info@allaboardpartytours.co.uk

To: Sophie.Breeze@zapmail.co.uk

Subject: Re: re: HEN DO JUNE 2022

 

Hi Sophie,

You, the bride and your hens will just love the ALL ABOARD PARTY TOUR: HEN DO SPECIAL STRIPPER PACKAGE!

For a small extra fee, it is a fun-filled excursion down the canal on your very own party boat, with a bottle of prosecco for every hen . . . two bottles for the bride!

And a stripper!

Would you like to upgrade?

Best wishes,

Tina

 

 

From: Sophie.Breeze@zapmail.co.uk

To: info@allaboardpartytours.co.uk

Subject: Re: re: re: HEN DO JUNE 2022

 

Hi Tina,

Wow. Thank you for that further information.

Do we get to choose the stripper?

Best wishes,

Sophie

 

 

From: info@allaboardpartytours.co.uk

To: Sophie.Breeze@zapmail.co.uk

Subject: Re: re: re: re: HEN DO JUNE 2022

 

Hi Sophie,

Of course!

Nearer the time I will send you photos of the strippers available and you can choose* the HOTTEST HUNK for your ALL ABOARD PARTY TOUR: HEN DO SPECIAL STRIPPER PACKAGE!

*We cannot guarantee the stripper you choose will be the one performing on your cruise on the day.

Best wishes,

Tina

 

 

From: Sophie.Breeze@zapmail.co.uk

To: info@allaboardpartytours.co.uk

Subject: Re: re: re: re: re: HEN DO JUNE 2022

 

Hi Tina,

I’ll consult the bride and get back to you on this.

Best wishes,

Sophie

 

From: info@allaboardpartytours.co.uk

To: Sophie.Breeze@zapmail.co.uk

Subject: Re: re: re: re: re: re: HEN DO JUNE 2022

 

Hi Sophie,

Don’t forget we also offer the ALL ABOARD PARTY TOUR: HEN DO SPECIAL STRIPPER PREMIUM PACKAGE!

For a small extra fee, it is a fun-filled excursion down the canal on your very own party boat, with a bottle of prosecco for every hen . . . two bottles for the bride!

And a stripper . . . performing CIRCUS SKILLS!*

*We cannot guarantee the circus skills your stripper will choose to perform on the day.

Best wishes,

Tina





Chapter 10

‘Good morning, Cordelia! How was your weekend?’

She does a double-take and then, rolling her eyes dramatically, returns to looking straight ahead without slowing down on the cross-trainer. Gyms already make me nervous, what with everyone being very sporty and the intense trance music they always play, but with Cordelia there, it’s much more intimidating than usual. I’m trying to act as nonchalantly as possible, like I go to the gym all the time and I’m totally at ease around all this spaceship-style equipment.

‘Are you stalking me now?’

‘Your mum mentioned you’d be here after your early business meeting this morning, so I thought I’d pop by to see if you wanted to go for a coffee afterwards,’ I explain, as she continues her workout. ‘We can discuss dress ideas. Lady Meade tells me you’re deciding on which designer to go with. We can brainstorm together.’

‘Don’t you have another bride you can annoy?’ she grumbles, beads of sweat forming on her forehead.

‘You are my priority today,’ I reply.

‘I thought the deal was that if I need you you’re there for me. And I don’t need you. So you can leave now.’ She presses some buttons on the screen in front of her to make the workout harder, her eyes focused on her reflection in the mirrors lining the wall. ‘And I’ll be speaking to whoever’s on the front desk about them letting just anyone walk into this supposedly exclusive gym.’

‘Your mum put in a word for me. And, technically, you’re right, but I got the feeling you might not think to call me when you need help. Sometimes it’s hard to ask,’ I say brightly, determined to keep putting a positive spin on everything. ‘I thought it best to be here, just in case.’

‘I don’t want you here.’

‘I can understand that – you seem very focused, which is great. Keep those knees up! Ha-ha. Do you want me to wait outside until you’re done?’

She looks at me strangely, then slows down until she’s stopped altogether. She steps down from the cross-trainer and I hand her the towel hanging over the handlebar.

‘Don’t you ever give up?’ she asks, patting the towel across her face.

‘Why would I want to?’

‘For one thing,’ she says, raising her voice so everyone else in the gym can hear, ‘all the wedding guests now think you’re either a high-class hooker, an uninvited mime artist, or a pan-flute teacher who was trying to pitch your services for the wedding.’

‘I didn’t hear the pan-flute one. That’s kind of cool.’

‘And for another thing,’ she continues, ignoring me, ‘I plan on making your life hell until you’re forced to quit. It’ll be much easier for both of us if you give up now.’

A tiny part of my brain thinks, She has a point. We’re only at the beginning of the process and, so far, this has been the worst wedding experience of my life. I’ve had to deal with demanding brides and even more demanding grooms, disorganised bridesmaids, crude best men, last-minute rips in dresses, hair disasters, and bored children running riot through church services and fancy receptions, not to mention animals.

Don’t get me started on the time the goats got loose and we discovered them on the tables before the wedding breakfast, munching the centrepieces.

But I’ve never been in a situation where the bride is so determined to attack me personally every chance she gets.

I will not let her defeat me, though.

Lady Cordelia Swann is my biggest challenge yet, and I’m going to face it head on. If I can win her over, I can win anyone over, and before I know it, I’ll be organising high-society weddings left, right and centre, with the best contacts and suppliers the UK has to offer.

That’s what’s keeping me going. That’s what I have to keep telling myself.

‘I don’t think I’ll give up quite yet,’ I say, shrugging.

‘I’m not joking when I say I’m going to make your life hell,’ she threatens.

‘And I’m not joking when I say I’ll be waiting outside for you when you’re ready. I’ll get you some fresh water. Enjoy the rest of your workout.’

I turn on my heel and march out, my smooth exit marginally ruined by tripping over the corner of one of those stupid gym mats on which a woman is stretching. I exhale once I’m through the door to Reception, then stroll over to speak to the man behind the front desk.

‘How many exits are there from the ladies’ changing room?’

‘Um . . . one.’

‘Are you sure? Just the one? No fire escapes or anything?’

‘Oh, well, there’s a fire door at the back, but that’s only to be used in an emergency.’

‘And that exit leads into which street?’

‘Ixworth Place,’ he replies, clearly curious.

‘Perfect, thank you.’

I get a bottle of water from the vending machine, then head out of the building, wandering round the corner, down Ixworth Place and stopping at the side door there. I lean against the wall and get my phone out, answering some emails that have come through this morning.

The new Portaloo company I found passed my inspection test with flying colours and has confirmed for the Delgado wedding this weekend. I happily forward the confirmation on to the bride.

After about twenty minutes, the fire door swings open and Cordelia comes out, having showered and changed. She’s in a blue and white striped shirt tucked into skinny black jeans. and heeled black boots, wearing big sunglasses that take up most of her face, her designer gym bag slung over one shoulder.

I wait for her to shut the door behind her before I step forward into sight.

‘Great timing!’ I exclaim, making her jump and nearly causing her sunglasses to fly off. ‘I was just finishing up my emails.’

Her jaw clenches and she pushes her sunglasses up her nose. ‘You almost gave me a heart attack!’

‘Really? I did tell you I’d wait outside for when you were done. So,’ I say brightly, ‘do you have any recommendations for places to go around here?’

‘I’m not going anywhere with you,’ she grumbles, getting her car keys out. ‘If you keep following me, I’ll call the police.’

‘Lady Meade said you’re having trouble finding inspiration for your dress. I have a mood board at the ready, filled with ideas for a bespoke couture wedding dress. It includes all your favourite designers, and some others you may not have thought to consider. Give me five minutes of your time. I’ll buy you a kiwi and lime smoothie.’

She sighs. ‘Right. You just happen to know my favourite drink. Tell me, did my mother also let you have a good read of my diary while she filled you in on all my preferences, daily schedule and gory details of my life?’

‘Kiwi and lime smoothies are your favourite, too?’ I feign surprise. ‘That’s so weird!’

‘A match made in heaven.’

‘It’s only five minutes. Then I’ll leave you alone.’

‘For ever?’

‘For today.’

She winces, then lets out a sigh. ‘Fine. Five minutes.’

I mentally punch the air and walk alongside her to the smoothie bar down the road. I keep an eye on her while I order the drinks, terrified she’s going to run away when my back is turned but, thankfully, she doesn’t. She chooses a small round table by the window, plonking her bag on the floor. While the blender whirs loudly and I pay, she speaks to someone on the phone – Jonathan, I think, as she looks a little less miserable for the duration of the call – then hangs up, taking off her sunglasses and placing them carefully on the table.

‘Here you go.’ I put the green smoothie in front of her and take a sip of mine as I sit down opposite. ‘This is really good.’

I get out my phone and log into a private board on Pinterest, spinning my phone so that it’s facing her on the table. She doesn’t look at the screen. Her eyes are fixed on me.

‘These are some ideas I thought you’d like based on what I’ve gathered from your style, which may be helpful or may not. Have you had any thoughts or seen anything you like?’

She doesn’t answer, continuing to frown at me in confusion, so I decide to keep going until she stops me.

‘If there’s anyone you’d like to speak to or showrooms you’d like to visit, you can let me know and I can help you book in those appointments. And I can come with you to—’

‘This is seriously what you do for a job?’ she interrupts, her eyebrows raised. ‘You follow brides round, like a sheep, doing whatever they say?’

‘Well, I don’t really see it that way. It’s a little more . . . involved than that,’ I reason. ‘I wouldn’t call myself a sheep. More like a sidekick, here to help. Robin to your Batman, if you like.’

She scoffs. ‘Why would anyone want to be Robin?’

‘Because . . . uh . . . Well, we’re going off subject. This isn’t about me, it’s about you and what you would like for your wedding. Is there anything at all I can help you with?’

‘You’ll help me with anything? Anything I want.’

I nod. ‘Yes. As I said, see me as your helpful sidekick. I won’t get in your way. I’m just here for whatever you need.’

There’s a long pause as she watches me. Then she leans forward across the table, clasping her hands together. ‘All right then. I’ve been thinking about the band I want.’

‘Great!’ I say enthusiastically, pen at the ready. ‘Was there a specific group that you had in mind? I can check their availability.’

‘Yes. Oasis.’

I look up from my notepad. ‘Oasis. As in, the rock band Oasis?’

‘Yes.’

‘The rock band with the Gallagher brothers? That Oasis?’

‘Yes.’

‘The famous band that split up a few years ago. And have vowed never to get back together. You want that band to play at your wedding.’

‘Wouldn’t that be so cool?’ She twirls the straw in her smoothie. ‘They’re the perfect vibe for the Champagne reception, I think. Don’t you?’

‘Cordelia, I—’

‘Speaking of the Champagne reception, the flooring in the main hall will need to be completely redone. I won’t have my guests walking in on those horrible ancient tiles. You need to talk to Daddy about that.’

‘You want me to ask the Marquess of Meade to re-floor the hallway of your grade-one listed stately home?’ I ask, hardly able to breathe. ‘That’s a joke, right?’

She looks stunned. ‘Why would I be joking? Oh, and then I need to talk to you about the swans. A very important job for your list.’

‘The swans.’

‘I’ve always dreamt of having swans lead me down the aisle.’

‘You want swans at your wedding. In the church.’

‘No offence, Sophie, but are you sure you’ve done this bridesmaid thing before?’ she asks innocently. ‘You’ve been repeating everything I say, but I’ve noticed you haven’t written many notes. I don’t mean to belittle you, but isn’t it your job to do whatever I want, no questions asked?’

I clear my throat and focus back on my notepad, jotting down ‘re-form Oasis, re-do flooring, gather swans’. She’s giving me impossible tasks so that I’ll quit.

‘As I was saying, a bevy of swans must go down the aisle ahead of me. Isn’t that gorgeous? It may be tricky to train swans, but I’m sure there’s nothing you wouldn’t do for your dear friend.’ She reaches over and pats my hand. ‘Which leads me to the tiara. It’s important to wear a very special piece of jewellery on your wedding day, I think. I’ve decided on Queen Alexandra’s Kokoshnik Tiara. You must know it, of course?’

I shake my head.

‘How strange,’ she says, tutting at me. ‘You’re a little behind in your research. It’s a very famous tiara, given to Queen Alexandra on her twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. I think it will suit me very well. Could you get that out on loan for me, please? It’s spelt K-o-k-o-s-h-n-i-k.’

‘Where exactly would I be loaning that tiara from?’ I ask nervously, writing it down.

‘The Queen, silly!’ She laughs. ‘Who else would have it? It’s one of her favourites. Oh, and one last thing off the top of my head, before I have to dash, what do you think of suspending peacocks from the ceiling over guests as we dine? I think we’d need a hundred or so to make an impact. And you’ll need to work out how to keep the poor darlings up in the air while we eat but so that we can see them when we look up – glass platforms or something hanging from the chandeliers? Oh, I don’t know, I’m awful at this sort of thing, but I know it’s right up your street.’

‘Cordelia,’ I say, lowering the pen. ‘You can’t be—’

‘I also need you to get me ten photographers for the day. One is simply not enough. But they all need to be famous photographers, not just anyone. And I read somewhere that a bride had two thousand candles at her wedding? How sparse! I’m going to need at least four thousand. Make sure you write that down.’

She stands up, swinging her gym bag over her shoulder, smiling down at me.

‘Thank you so much, Sophie. Oops, Emily, I mean. You really are a lifesaver. And I know I’ve only given you a few of the small things to work on for now, but don’t worry, I’ll be sending you more ideas soon.’

As she swivels to leave, her gym bag flings round and hits her still-full green smoothie glass. It knocks over and splatters all over me. I yelp, jumping up from the table, my precious notebook, phone and clothes covered with green sludge. I quickly pick my phone off the table, desperately trying to save it with napkins.

‘Whoops!’ She giggles before waggling her fingers at me. ‘See you.’

As I wipe the rest of the smoothie off my phone, gratefully taking the fresh batch of napkins offered to me by the girl behind the bar, I watch Cordelia walk to her car through the window.

She grins the whole way.

*  *  *

Tuesday, 6 p.m., phone rings.

 

ROSEMARY: Hi, Sophie, is this a good time?

ME: Absolutely! How are you? Almost the big day!

ROSEMARY: I know! I can’t believe it’s this weekend!

ME: Are you feeling OK? Anything you need me to do last minute?

ROSEMARY: I’m great, mostly down to you. Thanks so much for everything, especially sorting the Portaloos. What a nightmare! Thank you.

ME: It’s what I’m here for.

ROSEMARY: I do have a favour to ask you, but I’m scared you’ll hate me!

ME: Don’t be silly, ask away!

ROSEMARY: I was thinking – you know my other two bridesmaids . . .

ME: Your gorgeous cousins, Ava and Jo.

ROSEMARY: Well, it’s so nice that they’re both redheads.

ME: They really are stunning.

ROSEMARY: And I was looking at pictures of us all together and I thought how amazing and neat it looks, them redheads and me dark-haired, you know?

ME: Sure.

ROSEMARY: It makes me . . . stand out, if you know what I mean.

ME: Naturally.

ROSEMARY: And on my wedding day, I want to stand out. Especially in pictures.

ME: Of course!

ROSEMARY: I feel nuts asking you this but . . . do you think you’d consider dyeing your hair for the wedding?

ME: Sorry?

ROSEMARY: It sounds crazy, I know, but I’ve been thinking about it and now I can’t get the idea out of my head! If you were all redheads, I think it would look so gorgeous! Matching! What do you think?

ME: Right! Yes! It would look lovely!

ROSEMARY: The photos will be incredible. So, are you OK to sort that?

ME: Absolutely.

ROSEMARY: Are you sure you don’t mind?

ME: Of course not! I’ll book a hairdresser now so it’s done for the weekend.

ROSEMARY: I’ll pay for it! Thank you so much, Sophie. You’re the best ever! And I just know you’re going to look stunning!





Chapter 11

‘Oh, my God,’ Cara gasps, when I walk into the pub. ‘Your hair!’

‘I know.’ I pull out the empty chair at the table and take off my jacket. ‘What do you think?’

I was wondering about cancelling on the pub quiz night that Jen organised, but it’s so rare I can go to group things that I thought I should make an effort. I’d have much rather sat at home on my own, figuring out how I was going to deal with Cordelia’s list of demands, but I thought it would be good for me to allow myself a bit of fun.

I’m also aware that everyone in our friendship group will know about Daniel’s wedding and I want them to see I’m absolutely fine.

‘It’s very different,’ Jen says enthusiastically. ‘Good different.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah.’ She nods, grinning at me. ‘You look cool.’

‘I agree,’ Mike says, giving Cara a look. ‘It’s very trendy. Very cool.’

‘Yeah, trendy,’ Cara repeats, acknowledging his signal. ‘But it’s so . . . different.’

‘I fancied a change. Thank you, Mike,’ I say, as he fills one of the spare glasses on the table from their bottle. I move round the table to greet everyone. As well as Jen and her husband Ollie, there’s Becca, Aiden and Ryan, all of us friends since first year of university.

‘Whoa, whoa, whoa.’ Cara holds up her hands, staring me down. ‘You’re going to leave it at that? You walk in here with this huge change of lifestyle and you expect us to accept your explanation of “I fancied a change”? We need answers!’

‘It’s only my hair, Cara.’ I smile, picking up my glass. ‘It’s hardly a lifestyle change.’

‘Is this because of Taylor Swift?’

‘What? Why would I change my hair because of Taylor Swift?’

‘You did last time.’

‘No, I didn’t,’ I protest, even though she’s right.

I wanted to look young and carefree like Taylor does in her music video for ‘22’, so I attempted a fringe like hers. It lasted two days. Fringes are very hard to maintain and I just don’t have the time or energy with such a fast-paced career.

(And it looked awful.)

‘I know the inspiration behind this!’ Cara suddenly says, her face lighting up as I sip my wine. ‘Lady Cordelia Swann!’

I spit my wine out, coughing and spluttering. Mike hands me a tissue to dab my chin.

‘Do you remember Lady Cordelia?’ Cara continues, oblivious. ‘When she dyed her hair red back in our teens, I tried to do the same, but it went . . . er . . . wrong.’

‘Wasn’t she on one of those reality TV shows?’ Jen asks, Ollie nodding along.

‘No, she was much too classy for that,’ Cara says defensively.

‘Yeah,’ I mutter into my wine, attempting a more successful sip, ‘she’s really classy.’

‘I remember her,’ Becca says, stirring her gin and tonic with her straw.

‘She was a socialite a while ago, we were obsessed with her, weren’t we, Sophie? Anyway,’ Cara shrugs, ‘I thought you might be harking back to our youth with this redhead vibe.’

‘I like it,’ I say defiantly. ‘I think it suits me.’

‘I think so, too,’ Ollie agrees, before noticing something at the bar. ‘Ah, I think they’re giving out quiz sheets.’

‘I’ll fetch one,’ I offer, getting to my feet. ‘I need the loo anyway.’

‘Me too,’ Cara says, her chair screeching across the floor as she pushes it back.

I notice she gives Mike a meaningful look and I have a fleeting worry that somehow they know about the Lady Cordelia thing. But surely she wouldn’t have joked about her if she knew. Mike doesn’t know about my real job anyway.

‘Seriously, what’s with the hair?’ Cara asks, once we’ve passed a quiz sheet to our team and set off for the loo. ‘You didn’t tell me you were going for such a drastic change.’

‘It was requested by a bride,’ I inform her quietly, making sure Jen hasn’t tagged along without us noticing.

‘She asked you to dye your hair ginger?’

‘Yes.’

‘Because?’

‘Her other bridesmaids are redheads and she’s brunette and she thought it would be good in the photos if all the bridesmaids were matching and she stood out.’ I push open the door to the toilets. ‘Yay, no queue!’

‘Hang on.’ Cara laughs, going into the cubicle next to me. ‘She asked you to dye your hair ginger to blend in more with the other bridesmaids so she could stand out. Because it isn’t enough that she will be in, oh, I don’t know, a white wedding dress?’

‘I don’t think it looks that bad.’

‘That is madness.’

‘Trust me, it’s not the craziest demand I’ve had this week.’

‘Your job is nuts,’ Cara says, when we’re washing our hands. ‘But I have to say, it’s truly entertaining. I feel sorry for all our friends who have no idea about these crazy tales. Was I as out of control as these brides when I was getting married?’

‘No, you were perfect.’

She grins. ‘Do you say that to all your brides?’

‘Only my favourites,’ I say, going to open the door.

‘Sophie, wait,’ she says, lurking near the hand dryer. ‘Before we go back out there, I need to tell you something.’

‘Is everything OK?’ I ask.

‘I’m just going to say it.’ She takes a deep breath, looking pained, then blurts out, ‘Daniel’s coming here tonight. Aiden invited him.’

‘What?’ I lean on the basin, feeling a bit light-headed. ‘He’s coming here? Tonight?’

‘Yeah.’

I stare at her in horror. ‘Is Francesca coming?’

‘No, she’s staying home with the puppy.’

‘The puppy?’ I whimper, mortified to find my eyes filling with tears. ‘They have a puppy?’

‘I bet it’s ugly.’

‘No puppy is ugly.’

‘I bet Daniel’s is.’

‘Oh, God.’

She watches me, her expression tense, full of sympathy. ‘Are you OK?’

Pull yourself together, Sophie. Don’t be pathetic.

‘Yeah. I’m . . . I should have . . . I mean, it’s all the university group so of course he’s coming. Why didn’t I consider this?’

‘Jen didn’t invite him,’ Cara assures me. ‘They all think it’s really messed up that he sent you a wedding invitation. She purposely didn’t invite him because she wanted you to have a fun night out and then, well, just before you arrived Aiden dropped it into conversation. He didn’t realise it would be such a big deal.’ She gives me a small smile. ‘If it makes you feel any better, Jen laid into him big-time. You do not want to mess with a pregnant woman.’

I run a hand through my hair. ‘Argh, I wasn’t prepared for this. I don’t know how to act around him.’

‘You’ve been around him before and you’ve always played it so well.’ She rolls her eyes. ‘If I was forced to hang around my exes, I’d be livid and probably end up throwing a drink or something, but you’ve always been so calm and civil. I’d go so far as to say you’ve been nice to the knobhead.’

‘Yeah, but those times he wasn’t engaged to someone else. He hadn’t sent me a wedding invitation. I’m not sure I’m ready to handle this.’

‘Sophie, you are one hundred per cent ready to handle Daniel and his stupid marriage,’ Cara says firmly, grabbing my hands. ‘Look at you! You’re a gorgeous, fiery redhead with a high-flying career and pregnant friends who will fight to the death for you – literally. I was genuinely worried that Jen was going to smash Aiden’s face into the table.’

Cara looks me dead in the eye, then continues, in a gentler tone. ‘If you want to go, we can go. But, personally, I don’t think you should miss out on an evening with friends simply because an ex-boyfriend is taking a step forward in his life. He’s out of yours anyway. You’re on different paths now. Who cares what happens on his? Let’s only focus on yours.’

I let her words sink in, then look at her suspiciously. ‘That was really wise.’

‘Yeah. It was.’

‘Did you write that down earlier?’

‘I actually messaged your mum as soon as Aiden said Daniel was coming. She told me what to say. I memorised it.’

I laugh, shaking my head at her.

‘Come on,’ she says, ‘let’s get back out there. The first quiz round is geography and Mike, albeit a clever man, has no concept of where anything is in the world. The other day he got Munich and Milan mixed up. I should be there before he says anything stupid and gets us kicked off the team.’

I nod and, together, we walk out of the Ladies, Cara leading the way with one hand holding mine. Butterflies are going crazy in my stomach and my fingers are tingling with the nerves.

Daniel is there, sitting at the table. He looks good. He’s wearing a light blue shirt and beige chinos, an outfit that actually matches unlike many of his questionable choices when we were together. His hair is much shorter and he’s lost some weight but has also apparently toned up. He looks really healthy and happy.

DAMN IT.

He sees me and immediately looks astounded, his eyes widening in surprise. I start panicking about how bad I must look to cause such a reaction, then remember my hair.

‘Hi!’ he says, standing up awkwardly to greet Cara and me with a wave.

Others at the table are sitting tensely. Jen throws a dirty look at Aiden, who shrinks back into his chair.

Cara smiles indifferently at him, taking her seat. ‘Oh, hi, Daniel. Hey, Mike, can you pass me the wine? When does the quiz start?’

‘Hi, Daniel,’ I say confidently, swallowing the lump in my throat and going over to kiss him on each cheek, as though I’m greeting an old friend, which I suppose, technically, he is. ‘How are you?’

He’s wearing the same cologne he always used to. Gucci. The smell of him hits me much harder than seeing him. Funny how a scent can bring back a hundred memories.

‘Hey, Sophie, I’m good.’

The elephant in the room is stomping around so heavily, I have to comment on it.

‘Congratulations on your engagement,’ I blurt out.

‘Thanks! It’s all very exciting.’

‘Yeah. So exciting. Wonderful news.’ I’m making sure I say all the right things. ‘And you have a puppy!’

‘That’s right. Simba. He’s a dachshund. Want to see a picture?’

‘Yes!’

‘Here.’

He gets his phone out of his pocket. His screensaver is a picture of him and Francesca, obviously taken just after he proposed. They’re beaming at the camera, her eyes slightly red from crying, and she’s holding up her left hand, the emerald sparkling in the sunshine.

And I haven’t even been on a date since we broke up.

Not. One. Date.

I can feel the anxious gaze of our friends watching our interaction while trying their best to pretend they’re talking about something else. I wait for him to scroll through his photos, stealing a glimpse at the snapshots of his new life. It looks happy and fun and perfect.

‘Here he is,’ Daniel says, clicking on a photo of the cutest dachshund puppy in the world.

‘He’s adorable. I like his eyebrows.’

‘They make him look intelligent, I think.’

‘Yes, very authoritative.’

‘He’s thick, though. Adorable, but an idiot. Guys,’ he says, addressing the table and interrupting their conversations, ‘I have to tell you this story about my dumb dog yesterday. It’s hilarious. He basically got stuck in one of Francesca’s jumper sleeves. So, he was on the sofa next to me, right . . .’

As Daniel takes centre stage and launches into his humorous story, I quietly move away from him to take my seat next to Cara. She smiles at me proudly. The others burst out laughing at a point in Daniel’s story and I laugh along, but I’m not listening to a word he says. I’m too busy dealing with the bucket-load of emotions I’m currently feeling – relief that we managed a perfectly normal discussion, irritation at him showing up and ruining what was supposed to be a relaxed, happy evening for me, and sadness that out of everyone around this table, I used to know most about him and now I know least.

Daniel’s entertaining story comes to an end and a man at the bar announces the quiz is about to begin. I sip my wine as a team name is decided on and we launch into the first round. I’ve never been brilliant at quizzes, and with Daniel here I’m even more reluctant to pipe up with an answer in case I get it wrong and everyone laughs at me, offering Daniel validation for breaking up with such a loser.

I confidently know one answer during the second round – the ‘Name that Film’ round – when the only clue provided is a quote about the dangers of giving your heart away to something wild.

‘Oh, I know,’ Daniel says, tapping the quiz sheet excitedly, ‘it’s that cheesy musical. What’s it called? Moulin Rouge! That’s it.’

Ollie starts to write it out and I have to stop him. ‘No, it’s not. Sorry, it’s Breakfast at Tiffany’s.’

Daniel frowns at me. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Yeah, I’m sure. Sorry.’

‘Don’t apologise for getting an answer right.’ Becca smiles, as Ollie crosses out what he’d written so far.

‘Hmm,’ Daniel says, shrugging. ‘I still think Nicole Kidman said it, but if you’re sure.’

I waver. ‘I . . . uh . . .’

‘I think it is Breakfast at Tiffany’s,’ Jen says, nodding thoughtfully. ‘Now that you’ve said it, it definitely sounds right.’

‘OK.’ Daniel shrugs, as Ollie writes down my answer. ‘You were always good on films, Sophie. That is,’ he adds, with a smile, ‘only romcoms.’

‘What?’ I laugh, as though his throwaway comment is not affecting me to the core. ‘I don’t just watch romcoms. I like lots of films.’

‘Only the ones when you know there’s a happy ending,’ he notes, taking a sip of his drink. ‘Any hint that things might not turn out as they should and you’d scarper.’ He sees my expression and grins. ‘It’s not a bad thing!’

It is a bad thing, though, I think, smiling perfectly so no one will notice it’s bothering me. That was a dig. You think I only like happy films, the ones that bored you. That’s what you’re implying, isn’t it? Francesca probably likes watching Oscar-winning gritty films where everyone dies at the end.

‘Can we have some focus, please?’ Ollie cuts in, shooting Daniel a look. ‘Did you hear that last question? In which 1997 romance film did actor Rupert Everett sing Dionne Warwick’s “I Say a Little Prayer”, catapulting the song back into the Top Forty almost thirty years after the original was released?’

Daniel smiles at me. ‘Sophie?’

‘It’s – it’s My Best Friend’s Wedding,’ I say, admitting defeat.

While Cara shakes her head at an oblivious Daniel, everyone else on the team congratulates me for getting another answer. Unbelievable how Daniel has managed to make me feel ashamed of getting quiz questions correct.

I twist my wine glass round, wondering how I became so predictable.

‘We’ll get the next round,’ Cara announces during the break in the quiz, standing up and patting Mike’s back to encourage him onto his feet. ‘Same again?’

There’s a murmur of agreement and Cara and Mike head to the bar.

‘You know, Sophie, I think you should keep your hair that colour,’ Jen says, rubbing her bump. ‘It suits you.’

‘I agree.’ Becca nods. ‘It looks great.’

‘Thanks.’ I laugh, embarrassed. ‘Maybe I will keep it.’

‘Really?’ Daniel says, unable to hide his disapproval.

I raise my eyebrows at him. ‘Is it that bad?’

‘No, no, it’s not bad,’ he emphasises, as the rest of the table falls into a tense silence. ‘It’s just not very you. It’s . . . out there.’

He accompanies his description with jazz hands. As I work out what I should say, Becca comes to my rescue, launching into a story about when she cut her own hair as a kid. Daniel listens to her, enraptured, while I look down at my hands, thinking about what he meant.

Red hair, according to Daniel, is out there, and therefore doesn’t suit me. Am I not cool enough for this colour? Is that what he meant?

‘No, course not,’ Cara tells me, when we’re waiting together outside the pub for our Ubers to arrive. ‘He’s just being a prick.’

Daniel left with Aiden as soon as the quiz finished, saying he’d better get back to the puppy, which was no doubt being spoilt rotten and having all of its basic training ruined by Francesca. I waved him a cheery goodbye as he exited the pub to return to his perfect life.

‘Don’t torture yourself with a throwaway comment that he probably didn’t mean anything by,’ Cara continues, Mike nodding next to her. ‘Who cares what Daniel thinks anyway?’

‘I wish I knew what he meant by “out there”. Is it a good or a bad thing? And what was with him going on about me only liking happy endings? Does that make me boring? Does everyone think I’m boring?’

‘Sophie, stop,’ Cara pleads, grabbing my arm. ‘No one thinks you’re boring. Daniel is not in your life any more. What does it matter what he thinks? All that matters is what you think.’

‘Yeah, but it was the way he said it. Like, this hair colour was too daring for me or something. Too out there for someone who hides in the shadows, trailing after everyone else,’ I add, thinking about Cordelia’s sheep comment.

‘I don’t think that’s what he meant,’ Mike says.

‘Me neither,’ Cara agrees.

‘He’d be right, though, wouldn’t he?’ I reason. ‘He knows I don’t have the guts to do something crazy like dye my hair red. I’m boring and safe, like the movies I watch.’

‘But you have dyed your hair red,’ Mike points out, his brow furrowed in confusion.

‘I know, but . . . Never mind.’

‘Go home, get cosy and stop thinking about it,’ Cara recommends, as my Uber draws up. ‘You were amazing tonight. Handled a horrible awkward situation like a pro.’

‘No reason for it to be awkward,’ I say, giving her a hug goodbye. ‘I’m happy for him.’

‘You’ve said no to his invitation, though, right?’ Cara prompts.

‘Yes. Course,’ I lie, opening the car door and jumping in. ‘Get home safe!’

I sit back, racked with guilt for lying to Cara. She’s right. I have to say no and put this whole thing behind me. I’ve put it off long enough.

I get home, walk straight into my office and pick up Daniel’s wedding invitation.

I run my finger over the embossed letters.

I’ve been pretending I didn’t have to say goodbye to him quite yet.

When I found out he was dating someone else just two months after we broke up, I wondered whether I was crazy and had dreamt up our entire relationship. I was still in that horrible agony of a break-up, when you wake up and have an actual ache in your heart because that person is gone. And he was already dating someone else and putting pictures of them together up on social media. Him and Francesca in the Lake District. Him and Francesca sipping cocktails in a rooftop bar. Francesca rock-climbing, looking down at the camera from the top, sticking her tongue out and making a stupid face.

I’d blocked him eventually, so I wouldn’t be subjected to the torture.

‘I wish you hadn’t sent me this invitation,’ I say out loud.

I pick up a pen and tick the box next to ‘I will not be attending’, slide the RSVP into the return envelope and put it into my bag.

I’ll post it tomorrow.

*  *  *

From: Carla@marissamedleycakes.co.uk

To: Sophie.Breeze@zapmail.co.uk

Subject: Clare Walsh wedding cake

 

Dear Sophie,

Hope you’re well. We met when you came with Clare Walsh for her cake tasting recently and you very kindly gave me your details, as well as Clare’s.

I’m sorry to bother you, but I wanted to run something past you as one of Clare’s bridesmaids and most trusted friends. Clare’s fiancé, Dominic, called and left a message, asking me to change the wedding cake as a big surprise for Clare on the day.

As you may recall, Clare ordered a three-tiered ivory fondant-iced cake with climbing sugar flowers up each tier.

Dominic has requested that we change the order and produce a wedding cake in the shape of a camel. He informed me that he proposed after a camel ride on a holiday in Marrakech.

I’m not sure how to proceed in this circumstance. The last thing I would like is for the bride to be upset on her wedding day because, when the cake is revealed, it is not in fact the classic ivory design she ordered, but instead a camel.

I would hate to ruin the surprise but I’m a little uncomfortable to go ahead with such a drastic change without permission from the bride.

I thought I would ask your thoughts on the matter before contacting Dominic.

Should I go ahead and make the camel? Do let me know your thoughts.

Best wishes,

Carla

 

From: Carla@marissamedleycakes.co.uk

To: Sophie.Breeze@zapmail.co.uk

Subject: Clare Walsh wedding cake FOLLOW UP

 

Hi Sophie,

Lovely to speak to you this morning, thanks for giving me a call.

I have just got off the phone with Dominic and, as you advised, I suggested that we stick to the cake Clare ordered for the wedding day, as it’s her dream cake, BUT in addition I could still create a surprise camel cake for the bridal party dinner the night before.

Just like you suggested, I carefully explained that the camel was a thoughtful, wonderful surprise but we wouldn’t want to risk causing Clare a pang of disappointment if she didn’t get the wedding cake she’d imagined.

He began to agree with me and by the end of the call, I think he thought it was all his idea in the first place!

I’m thrilled to now be making two cakes for the happy couple – a camel cake and a traditional three-tiered. Thank you for all your help. And don’t worry, as promised, I didn’t mention you at all.

Out of interest, do you know if the camel Clare rode had one hump or two?

Best wishes,

Carla

 

From: Sophie.Breeze@zapmail.co.uk

To: Carla@marissamedleycakes.co.uk

Subject: Re: Clare Walsh wedding cake FOLLOW UP

 

Dear Carla,

I’m so pleased it all got worked out.

Regarding the camel humps, I have managed to stealthily get it out of Clare that the one she rode had one hump.

Best wishes,

Sophie

 

From: Carla@marissamedleycakes.co.uk

To: Sophie.Breeze@zapmail.co.uk

Subject: Re: re: Clare Walsh wedding cake FOLLOW UP

 

Dear Sophie,

How did you manage to get that information from Clare about the camel humps “stealthily”?

My colleagues and I are dying to know!

Best wishes,

Carla

 

From: Sophie.Breeze@zapmail.co.uk

To: Carla@marissamedleycakes.co.uk

Subject: Re: re: re: Clare Walsh wedding cake FOLLOW UP

 

Dear Carla,

Clare is now under the impression that I am doing an evening course in zoology.

She’s already messaged me twice, the first time asking if tortoises make good pets, and the second time wanting to know if it’s possible she just saw a toucan fly over her head in Covent Garden.

It’s going to be an interesting lie to keep up, but all worth it for the camel cake surprise!

Best wishes,

Sophie





Chapter 12

The Monday after the Delgado wedding, I get a phone call that makes my heart soar.

It’s the PA of world-famous photographer Clio Vaughn. They received my message and Clio would be happy to schedule a meeting. I agree on a date, time and place with the PA and then, when he hangs up, I punch the air in victory, dancing on the spot around my office (cupboard) and almost banging my head on the corner of the bookshelf.

After extensive research, I discovered that Cordelia had bought some original work by Clio and been recently photographed at an exhibition of hers. I deduced she must be a fan. I sent an email to Clio’s PA on the off-chance that she might consider photographing the wedding of Lady Cordelia Swann. I said that I appreciated Clio may not be interested in a wedding, but that of course this wasn’t just any wedding and Lady Cordelia was a huge admirer of her work.

I didn’t think I’d get a reply, but the Swann family name carries weight and it’s caught Clio’s interest, especially since she’s currently working in London. Emily Taylor will be meeting Clio Vaughn at the Dorchester at 11 a.m. next Friday.

The confirmation comes through on email and I quickly reply thanking the PA, careful to sign off as Emily. Because of the magnitude of this wedding and the importance of keeping up Emily’s identity, I’d created a separate email account. Emily Taylor definitely needs her own for all these strange requests she’s sending out. The meeting with the photographer is a win, but so far Emily’s emails to Liam Gallagher’s manager have gone unanswered.

When I’ve finished responding to Clio’s PA, I close my laptop and pick out what to wear for when I see Cordelia, Jonathan and Lady Meade today. They have an appointment with a London florist and Lady Meade thinks it’s best I accompany them.

‘Cordelia was thinking a lily-of-the-valley bouquet, which is beautiful, but I think has been overdone since Catherine’s wedding,’ she told me yesterday over the phone. ‘I suggested we consider a few ideas, perhaps something a bit more unique and unusual, before making a final decision and she snapped my head off. We could do with a voice of reason.’

Feeling puffed up that Lady Meade thinks I’m a voice of reason, I told her I’d be delighted to attend. It took me a while to realise that the Catherine she’d mentioned was the Duchess of Cambridge.

‘Thank you, Emily.’ She sighed. ‘Cordelia says that a white bouquet will match the swans, but I’m not sure what she’s talking about. I hope she’s not planning on bringing swans anywhere near my house.’

‘No, I’m sure she’s not,’ I assured her, laughing nervously.

It wasn’t a lie. Cordelia had only talked about swans going down the aisle in the church. I thought it best to stay quiet about the peacocks.

I left the flat feeling positive and in control. If I could land a meeting with a top photographer, maybe I had a chance of ticking off some of the other outrageous demands on Cordelia’s list. I get a coffee on the way and sit on the tube, looking at my fellow Londoners cheerily. Today is a good day, I think.

The florist’s studio is a ten-minute walk from the station, and when I arrive, I’m not sure I’m in the right place. I check the address again. I’m definitely at the right one, but it looks like a normal house on a residential road. I ring the bell.

‘Yes?’ a voice crackles through the intercom.

‘Oh, hi! I’m Emily Taylor. I’m here to see—’

The door buzzes and I push it open. I’m stunned by the interiors, which are all very modern, in stark contrast to the pretty Victorian style of the outside, and I’m slightly freaked out when I’m greeted by a young man in his twenties, dressed from head to toe in black and wearing a pair of white gloves. Although clean-shaven, the pronounced stubble above his top lip reveals he is currently attempting to grow a moustache.

‘Welcome, Miss Taylor,’ he says in a clipped accent, gesturing up the stairs. ‘Please follow me.’

Concerned as to why he’s wearing a pair of gloves, I head up the stairs, taking in the photographs lining the bright white walls, all arty shots of various flowers on a black background. As we near the top, I hear muffled voices. It sounds like an argument and I notice the gloved man shudder as he stops before a door on the landing. He opens it to reveal a large studio space, brightly lit by the sun shining through the huge windows. In the middle of the room is a long table with bright yellow stools.

A small middle-aged woman with curly platinum hair, purple lipstick and statement gold hoop earrings is sitting with a weary expression on one of the stools at the end of the table in front of what looks like sheets and sheets of bouquet designs. Lady Meade is sitting near her, rubbing her temples, with Jonathan perched next to his future mother-in-law. Cordelia is pacing by the windows.

‘Hello, Emily,’ Jonathan says brightly, appearing grateful for a distraction from the conversation they were having before I walked in.

Cordelia scowls when she sees me. I’m getting used to it.

‘What have you done to your hair?’ she asks, wrinkling her nose.

‘Dyed it. Temporarily,’ I add.

She tilts her head. ‘Why?’

‘Emily, hi,’ Lady Meade jumps in, looking as though she’s only just keeping it together. ‘This is Nicole Percy.’

The purple-lipsticked woman stands up to shake my hand. ‘You’re the bridesmaid.’

‘Yes. Sorry, I hope I’m not late.’

‘Cordelia insisted on being early,’ Lady Meade explains. ‘I wanted to call you to let you know, but she didn’t give me much notice.’

‘I didn’t want to bother you,’ Cordelia says to me, in a sickeningly sweet tone, walking over to her handbag, which is resting on the table. She pulls out a packet of cigarettes. ‘You’ve got so much to be getting on with already.’

‘Yes, and I’ve made good progress actually. I’m looking forward to discussing it with you.’

I can see she’s taken aback, but hides it by concentrating instead on getting a lighter out of her pocket.

‘You cannot smoke in here,’ Nicole says suddenly, as Cordelia puts a cigarette between her lips. ‘You’re welcome to go outside, but please do not light that in my studio.’

‘Fine,’ she says, as Nicole glares at her. ‘I’ll save it for later.’

‘I didn’t realise I was meeting you today, Nicole,’ I say, trying to break the tension in the room. ‘I’m a big fan. I saw the arrangements you did for Melissa Fuller’s wedding last Christmas. Absolutely beautiful.’

Nicole’s expression softens. ‘You were at that wedding?’

‘I saw it on Instagram. I follow her. She’s one of my favourite actors.’

This is a lie. I saw Nicole Percy’s flower arrangements for Melissa Fuller’s wedding on the #weddinginspo feed that I check many times a day. Before then, I



































































































































Acknowledgements

I am so grateful to the ridiculously talented team at Hodder & Stoughton for bringing this story to life. Special thanks to my genius UK editor Kim for believing in Sophie right from the start, and to the fabulous Amy, Hazel and Jo. Huge thanks to my wonderful US editor Sarah and the fantastic team at St. Martin’s Press. I feel so lucky and honoured to work with you all.

 

To my friend and agent, Lauren G, thank you, thank you, thank you. I couldn’t do any of this without your guidance and support. To Lauren F, my Scholastic children’s editor, thank you for all your encouragement. I’ll never forget that lunchtime where, over some delicious sushi, you both listened to my brewing idea for an adult novel and told me I had to write it. It is thanks to my two wonderful Laurens that Sophie’s story exists!

 

To my family and friends, thank you for supporting me through the exciting and terrifying process of writing my first adult fiction. Special thanks to those of you who gave me the great honour of asking me to be your bridesmaid. Thanks to you, I fell in love with weddings and found the inspiration to write this book. Particular thanks to Mekhla and John for answering all my many queries and guiding me through the wonderful details of your wedding.

 

To my bridesmaids – Chloe, Lizzie, Alex, Abi, Katie, Susie, Liv and Annie – you guys are the best, thank you for all you do.

Mum, Dad, Rob, Nat, Charlie, Jess, Sam, Lukey, Thomas, Lily and Ted – thank you for cheering me on, making me constantly laugh, and for always being there. What a corker of a clan. Big thanks go to my loyal canine companions, Dougie, Archie, Lara, West, and my little rescue, Bono, my perfect sidekick.

 

Finally, special thanks to Ben . . . 2020 may have put a small spanner in the works, but I can’t wait for our big day, whenever it comes along.



OPF/toc.xhtml


  The Secret Bridesmaid



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Contents



			Invitation

	

				IMP. BRIDESMAID NOTES



	



	



			Chapter 1



			Chapter 2



			Chapter 3



			Chapter 4



			Chapter 5



			Chapter 6



			Chapter 7



			Chapter 8



			Chapter 9



			Chapter 10



			Chapter 11



			Chapter 12



			Chapter 13



			Chapter 14



			Chapter 15



			Chapter 16



			Chapter 17



			Chapter 18



			Chapter 19



			Chapter 20



			Chapter 21



			Chapter 22



			Chapter 23



			Chapter 24



			Chapter 25



			Chapter 26



			Chapter 27



			Chapter 28



			Chapter 29



			Chapter 30



			Chapter 31



			Chapter 32



			Chapter 33



			Chapter 34



			Acknowledgements



			Endmatter page 1



			The Last Word

	

				Prologue



				Chapter One



	



	











  



OPF/cover.jpg
ISDID[SMAID

AN —






OPF/twitter.gif





