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prologue

Audrey, barefoot and in shock, stumbled out of the church, alone. Gripping the hem of her white silk dress, she lifted it away from the damp paving stones of the porch. She had kicked off her shoes at the altar, unable to run in three-inch heels, but without them, the wedding gown was exactly three inches too long. Stepping into daylight, she was greeted by a brilliant flash. She blinked and then looked in confusion at the photographer’s assistant, a gangly man in his early twenties with a slicked-down fringe. Why was he taking a photo now? Why was he even out here? The service wasn’t due to end for another twenty minutes. Her heart pounded in her chest; she couldn’t think clearly. What would happen now?

The photographer stood frozen to the spot – his Olympus camera held aloft. As they locked eyes, she shot him a questioning frown, then watched his expression change from concentration to concern as he took in her shoeless state, her smudged eye make-up, and finally the rising red lump on her left temple. Audrey followed his gaze down to her toes, protruding from beneath the dress. Her nails had been painted a rose hue called ‘Pinking of You’. She’d found the name funny at the time.

‘Audrey, why are you out here?’ came a voice from behind her. She turned to see Paul, the best man, and her close friend. He had followed her out of the church. ‘You should go back inside.’

‘I’m fine,’ she whispered hoarsely. She didn’t want to be in the church.

Audrey could hear sirens. Blue lights flickered in the distance. Wedding guests started to spill from the church behind Audrey and Paul now. Her almost mother-in-law, Debbie, could still be heard wailing from within. Then the paramedics were at the gate.

‘He’s in there,’ Audrey said, needlessly pointing towards the church door.

Two men in green uniform ran with a stretcher down the gravel path between the crooked gravestones. One gave her a sympathetic nod as he passed.

Paul was still in best-man mode, giving people instructions, ushering people out of their way. Noise and chatter and confusion filled the space that had been still and silent only moments before.

Audrey lifted a hand to her forehead, her head spinning. She felt the scene playing out at the wrong speed; one moment everything looked slow, the air taking on a treacly quality, all motions laboured and delayed. The next, everything zipped by, faces whipping around, voices rapid, like a tape on fast forward. She saw her stepfather, Brian, walking towards her in slow motion. She couldn’t talk to him. She couldn’t talk to anyone. Her eyes darted from left to right, as she looked for somewhere to go. She let the wind take her, around the side of the church, the soft ground wetting her feet, her broken bouquet trailing in her hand.

Audrey found a small patch of woodland between the churchyard and the road that ran through the Millward estate. She sat down on the ground with her back against a tree, not caring about the damage it might do to her white gown. Now that she was alone and still, the pace of real life was restored, and Audrey finally had a moment to think. Had it been inevitable that it would end like this? Where had everything started to go wrong? Had it been at eight minutes past eight last night, at the rehearsal dinner? Or had today’s events been set in motion many years before?
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One Day Before I Do

‘Who will be walking the bride down the aisle?’ Reverend Daniels asked, looking between Audrey at the altar and her mother, Vivien, on the front pew. He seemed unsure who he should be deferring to on the matter.

Josh reached out for Audrey’s hand and gently squeezed it, a silent show of support.

‘She will have two people walking her down the aisle, Reverend,’ Vivien announced, taking this as her cue to stand up and stage-manage proceedings. ‘Her two stepfathers, Brian and Lawrence.’

Brian and Lawrence were sitting at opposite ends of the front pew. They simultaneously raised a hand and then cautiously side-eyed each other. Vivien would have preferred her current husband, Lawrence, to be the one to escort the bride down the aisle but Audrey had expressed a preference for Brian, who had played a prominent role in her life growing up. Audrey also wanted Vivien to know that the men she had dismissed from her life would not be so easily lost from her own.

‘They’ll take one arm each,’ Vivien told the reverend, her eyes glancing back to Audrey.

‘Well, that is a lovely idea,’ said Reverend Daniels, tapping his fingertips together nervously. ‘But as you can see, the aisle at St Nicholas’s is rather on the narrow side. We’ve had problems in the past with er . . . slightly larger family members being able to walk two abreast. I’m not sure we’d manage a three way.’

Josh let out a strangled-sounding cough, and Audrey pursed her lips to keep from laughing.

Vivien paced the width of the aisle, wringing her hands as she realised that the reverend was right. Though Vivien was petite, she walked with the confidence of someone used to commanding a stage and an audience. Her brown and caramel highlighted hair was pinned back into a bun and shone like a golden flame above her simple long-sleeved black dress. Her professionally plumped lips sported their trademark slash of red.

‘Maybe a relay? Audrey could walk twice,’ Josh suggested, raising an eyebrow at Audrey. The note of sarcasm made her suspect he’d had a few pints at the ushers’ lunch earlier.

‘Then she’d end up at the wrong end,’ Lawrence pointed out, his white wispy eyebrows dancing in confusion.

‘Josh.’ Audrey shot him a playful frown and shook her head. Luckily, Vivien hadn’t heard him. Her focus was on the offending aisle, which was just sitting there, failing to be wide enough.

‘I think the whole idea of being “given away” is preposterous,’ said Hillary, who sat with his feet up on the pew in front of him, reading a copy of Playbill magazine. ‘Can’t you just walk yourself down the aisle, Auds?’

‘No, she can’t. That would look negligent, as though we have failed to come up with a respectable escort,’ Vivien shot back, her eyes darting disapprovingly to Hillary’s shoes on the pew.

‘I fear we’ll have to move on from the entrance,’ Reverend Daniels suggested with a nervous laugh, ‘I have another family coming in at seven thirty to discuss a christening.’

‘Reverend, we can’t move on until we get this right. I do wish I had been forewarned about the inadequacy of the aisle,’ asserted Vivien.

Audrey rubbed a fist against her chest, which had been feeling tight all day. This wedding was making her feel like a plate spinner, watching to see which plate was going to fall, then running to keep it turning. She wished her best friend Clara was here. Clara was good at keeping all the plates in the air.

‘Maybe Brian could walk me the first half, and Lawrence the second,’ Audrey suggested diplomatically. Vivien nodded, satisfied with this solution, and Hillary muttered in a sing-song voice, ‘Crisis averted.’

‘Excellent plan. So we’ll position Dad Two on this pew here,’ said the reverend, scurrying down the aisle to mark the row with a red hassock, ‘and Dad One by the door.’ Audrey winced at his choice of language. She had always called her stepfathers by their first names, as she called her mother by hers. Vivien objected to the labels of ‘Mum’ or ‘Mummy’ on the grounds that they were ordinary and reductive.

‘It’s Brian and Lawrence,’ Brian said, gently correcting the reverend, and Audrey gave him a grateful nod. Not for the first time today, she felt wistful about her father’s absence. What would he make of all this – the church, the wedding, the man she was about to marry?

‘Most brides don’t like to rush the entrance. The cadence of your step should be: step, feet together, step, feet together,’ Reverend Daniels said, while illustrating the rhythm of the walk to Audrey. ‘That way, your guests will have enough time to admire you from every angle.’

Vivien started to imitate the desired step cadence.

‘It reminds me of doing the Cha-Cha on Strictly,’ she said and then started shimmying her hips and Cha-Cha-ing up the aisle. Vivien was always performing. She was the sort of person who narrated the stage directions of her life and would end arguments by saying, ‘And scene,’ before taking a small bow and leaving the room.

‘Would you like to practise?’ the reverend asked.

‘I’m good,’ Audrey said briskly. ‘Step, feet together, step, feet together. Got it.’

Josh reached out and started massaging her shoulders. She dipped her head to one side, leaning into his touch, his firm hands warm against her bare neck.

‘Audrey can hardly walk in a straight line at the best of times. I’d make her practise if I were you,’ piped up Hillary, giving her a sly wink.

‘Hillary has a point,’ said Vivien, with a flourish of her hand. ‘What’s the point in having a rehearsal if you don’t rehearse? Come, come, it’s your starring moment.’ She waved to Audrey, and then clicked her fingers for Lawrence to sit in the marked pew, before beckoning Brian to take his position at the church doors.

‘Life is not a dress rehearsal, until it is!’ called Josh’s mother Debbie from the back of the church. Debbie had been given the task of checking for draughts, moving herself around the pews, working out which seats would be most appropriate for elderly relatives to occupy. She was using an intricate colour-coded system of stickers which the ushers would be briefed on later. A blue sticker meant ‘draughty, no one over seventy to sit here’, white meant ‘adequate’ and neon yellow meant ‘prime seating, little to no draught’. Clearly the system was needlessly complex, but Debbie was having such fun ‘feeling useful’, that it was kinder just to let her cover the beautiful church in hundreds of hideous stickers.

‘First rule of show business, Auds, give the people what they want,’ Hillary said, as Audrey shuffled past his pew and flicked his magazine. She thought he was enjoying his role as heckling audience member far too much. Hillary had been Audrey’s nanny growing up. Her mother didn’t believe in employing professional nannies – ‘predictable, dull people’. Instead of qualified childcare, she had preferred to hire out-of-work actors to supervise young Audrey. Her logic was that actors would have more energy and enthusiasm for the task. Plus, people in the arts would have more interesting things to teach her child than ‘finger painting and Baa Baa Black Sheep’.

While some of her earlier nactors (nanny actors) were more competent than others, Hillary had been a great success and had become a permanent fixture in Audrey’s life. Vivien held up their bond as a validation of her off-beat childcare choices. The fact that Audrey, to this day, still didn’t know the words to a single nursery rhyme and had never once done a finger painting was beside the point.

‘Where are the bridesmaids?’ asked the reverend.

Audrey felt heat rising up her neck. What kind of bride shows up to the rehearsal without any bridesmaids?

‘One of the two should be here any minute,’ she said.

‘Reverend!’ Debbie called from the back of the church. ‘This vent on the floor here, is causing such a draught. I think we’ll need to block it up somehow.’

The reverend gave a resigned sigh, suddenly looking every one of his seventy-six years, but he graciously put down his order of service and marched back up the aisle to inspect the offending vent. Josh’s father, Michael, held his phone aloft and mouthed to Josh, ‘I’m just going to check the weather forecast,’ which everyone knew was code for ‘checking in on the test match’.

Josh reached an arm around Audrey’s waist. ‘Having fun yet? Hey, don’t look so worried – it’s all going to be fine.’

Looking up into Josh’s warm brown eyes, this face that she knew so well, she instantly felt more at ease. This was what this whole weekend was about – her and Josh, Josh and her – the rest was merely wrapping paper.

As if reading her mind, Josh said, ‘Imagine us here this time tomorrow.’ He dropped his eyes to her jeans and white blouse. ‘I like the dress. Red, bold move.’

‘You really think Vivien would have sanctioned a red wedding dress?’ said Audrey, feeling herself smile.

Josh was dressed in his usual weekend attire of dark blue jeans and a well-ironed shirt in a pastel hue – today’s choice was pink. He looked good in most clothes, with his broad shoulders and narrow waist, especially with the tan he’d picked up from his recent work trip to Singapore. Josh had been travelling a lot recently. In the three years they’d been together, his career had taken off almost as fast as Audrey’s had stalled. He’d been in the same job since university, steadily promoted up the ladder, given more and more responsibility. Since dropping out of university seven years ago, Audrey had been employed by dozens of different places. Barista, waitress, photographer, receptionist, PA, dog walker – you name it, she’d done it. She was currently working at a theatre box office, where the height of her responsibility was knowing the log-in for the online ticketing system and looking after the key for the cloakroom (which she’d currently misplaced).

‘Well, you know I don’t care what you wear,’ Josh said. ‘As long as you look like you – and you don’t let your mother draw those frightening eyebrows on you.’ He gave a comical grimace and then bent down to kiss her lightly on the nose.

With the air vent inspected and a note made to find a mat to cover it before tomorrow, the reverend hurried back to reclaim his position at the front of the church.

The rehearsal seemed to go on and on. Though Audrey was a central part of it, at times she felt strangely removed. How many brides had stood in this exact spot in the lifespan of this fifteenth-century church? How many times had Mendelssohn’s Wedding March been played? How many readings of Genesis, Chapter Two, Verses 18-24? How much of this wedding was unique to Audrey and Josh at all?

It was her own fault. She’d been overwhelmed by the sheer number of decisions to make. Did she want wild flowers or roses? Church ceremony or civil? Band or DJ? What colour would the bridesmaids wear? What food would they eat? Audrey knew she could be indecisive at the best of times, so she had ended up asking her mother for help. Vivien had been married five times, so was something of an expert when it came to weddings. But her strong opinions, coupled with Audrey’s indecision, meant Audrey now had a wedding more aligned with her mother’s tastes than her own.

Just as Audrey was reflecting on this, the side door of the church banged open and Clara burst through. Finally.

‘Sorry I’m late. What have I missed?’ Clara announced, dumping her handbag on one of the pews.

‘Thank the Lord, finally someone interesting to talk to,’ said Hillary in such a charming, light manner, that no one would take it as the insult it so clearly was.

‘And this is . . . ?’ the reverend asked Audrey.

‘My Maid of Honour,’ Audrey said, feeling some tension dissipate as she watched Clara sprint up the aisle wearing a black and white striped jumpsuit with bright orange heels. She ran to give Audrey a hug, jumping up and down in excitement.

‘Technically, Matron of Honour,’ Clara told the reverend, ‘but that makes me sound old and fierce, so I’m sticking with maid. Sorry, I had a childcare crisis but I’m here now, appendage free, and I’m even wearing a proper bra, which is pretty much the highlight of my year. Where do you want me?’

‘Here,’ said Josh, pulling Clara in to kiss her on the cheek. ‘I’m glad you’ve arrived. Audrey couldn’t relax without you; I could see her getting jumpy.’

As he released Clara from the hug, there was a loud THUD from the back of the church. Everyone turned to see where the noise had come from, and all eyes fell on a small black object now curled in the middle of the aisle.

‘Heavens above, what was that?’ Vivien cried, her voice pitched with panic.

Josh’s paternal grandmother, Granny Parker, was sitting quietly on one of the back pews, absorbed in a Jilly Cooper novel. If the object had fallen just half a metre to the left, it would have landed on her head. She calmly peered over her book at the shape on the floor beside her. As a hardy Yorkshire woman, Granny Parker was not easily rattled. A few years ago, so the story goes, she had witnessed a mugging outside the Co-op in Huddersfield. She’d marched straight into the tussle and clunked the aggressor over the head with a plastic bag full of library books. Thanks to Granny Parker’s preference for a chunky hardback, the mugger was rendered unconscious and later held accountable for his crimes.

‘It’s a bat,’ Granny Parker said, coolly inspecting the object beside her. ‘A dead bat.’

The reverend clutched a hand to his chest.

Debbie started shrieking. ‘A bat? A dead bat? Where did that come from? We can’t have dead bats raining down on guests tomorrow!’

‘Oh dear, oh dear,’ said the reverend, shaking his head. ‘The bell tower does have a few in residence, but we’ve never seen them in the church, certainly not when people are in attendance.’

‘That’s a bad omen if ever I saw one,’ announced Granny Parker as she looked across the church at Audrey. ‘A bad, bad omen.’

‘Granny Parker thinks everything is a bad omen,’ said Debbie briskly. ‘She thought the M25 Eastbound being closed was a bad omen. She thought this morning’s rain was a bad omen.’

‘I know a bad omen when I see one,’ said Granny Parker darkly.

‘Is it time to start drinking yet?’ said Hillary, standing up and looking at his watch with a dramatic stretch of his arms.

The reverend nodded, no doubt keen to dismiss everyone so he could deal with the dead bat before his christening party arrived.

‘Really, Reverend, this won’t do,’ said Vivien, striding across the church to inspect the offending article herself. ‘Do you think it died of natural causes? Or are we to expect a whole colony of corpses tomorrow?’

‘I’m not sure I’m qualified to do a post-mortem,’ the reverend said with a smile.

‘Can we fumigate the church tonight? Flush them out?’ Debbie suggested.

‘They’re a protected species, I’m afraid. We can’t interfere with them at all.’ The reverend bent down to inspect the bat more closely. ‘I can assure you, this has never happened before.’

‘Perhaps we need a new category of sticker to denote “high risk of death by bat”?’ Hillary suggested, biting his lip.

‘A nasty, bad omen,’ repeated Granny Parker, slamming her novel shut with a thwack. ‘This would not happen in a Yorkshire church.’

‘Look, it’s got grey whiskers, it probably died of old age,’ said Josh, who had now joined the bat inspection party.

‘I’m not sure that’s going to fit in my dustpan,’ the reverend said nervously.

‘Well, it certainly can’t stay there!’ cried Vivien.

‘Don’t get too close,’ Josh said, ushering everyone to stand back. ‘We don’t know what diseases it could be carrying. Reverend do you have any gloves, fire tongs? Anything we could use to safely dispose of it?’

‘Josh to the rescue,’ Clara sang quietly to Audrey. They looked at each other and, without saying a word, communicated that this might be a good opportunity to exit via a side door and leave the bat-disposal project to those better equipped to handle such things.
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Audrey sat on the king-sized bed of the bridal suite at Millward Hall. She had a pack of frozen peas, kindly donated by the kitchen at the Red Lion, slung around her neck. Vivien kept reaching out a hand to lift the peas off so she could assess the damage beneath, as though the wound might have miraculously healed in the thirty seconds that had passed since she’d last examined it.

‘That angry shade of red is going to look awful next to your white dress,’ Vivien said, her face creasing into a wince.

‘Is garrotted chic not in this year?’ Audrey asked, rubbing the back of her neck with her spare hand. This must be what whiplash felt like.

After the ‘el lazo’ disaster, Vivien, Clara and Josh had all insisted on escorting Audrey back to her room. Vivien and Clara both had rooms at the Hall. Josh was staying at the Red Lion with Paul so that he and Audrey would be less likely to run into each other tomorrow morning before the service, in keeping with tradition.

‘Is it painful?’ Josh asked, all creased brow and tender concern after shouting at her in front of the whole dinner table. He brushed a hand through his damp hair. They’d all been caught in the rain, running across the pub car park.

‘It’s not that bad, honestly. It was just the shock,’ Audrey said, waving away Vivien’s hand. She just wanted them all to go. Her neck was throbbing, she felt like crying, but that would only make everyone feel worse about the situation.

Lawrence had been keen to clear away the broken glass and go ahead with his reading, but Debbie had insisted Audrey would need to go and have a ‘nice lie-down’ after such a fall. Audrey had never felt more grateful for Debbie’s nerves. She’d waved a hand at the room, assured everyone she was fine, and said she looked forward to seeing them all at the wedding. She’d told herself to avoid glancing in Fred’s direction, but it was impossible, and when she saw him, his eyes seemed to plead with her – to do what, she didn’t know. What could she do?

‘I think Lawrence should leave the “el lazo” ceremonies to the Mexicans,’ said Josh, pacing up and down by the window.

The wind was now driving rain against the windowpane, the sound of a thousand tiny bullets trying to get in.

‘It was a lovely sentiment. The space was too confined,’ said Vivien, giving Josh a sharp look before turning her attention back to Audrey. ‘You’ll have a bath, release the tension in your shoulders, then you need to let that rope burn dry out. It must have a chance to scab, or you won’t be able to cover it with concealer tomorrow.’ Vivien picked up her handbag from the bed, pausing as she noticed the hives and scratch marks on Audrey’s arms. ‘What have you done to your arms, darling?’

‘I don’t know,’ Audrey said, crossing her arms to cover them. ‘Some kind of allergy or irritation. It’s fine, I’ll take a Piriton.’

‘Well, what in heaven’s name are you allergic to? You didn’t eat anything strange at dinner, did you? You aren’t using any new products? I did warn you not to try anything new this month. Did you hear what happened to that costume designer’s daughter? She did a cheap face mask the night before her wedding and came out in a beard of blisters. There was nothing anyone could do.’ Vivien frowned.

‘Maybe she’s allergic to weddings,’ Clara suggested, unhelpfully.

‘I’m sure I’ll be fine in the morning,’ Audrey said firmly, rolling her eyes at Clara.

‘Well, I shall leave you ladies to it then,’ Vivien said, her hand reaching for the door handle. ‘The star of the show needs to be well rested for her opening night. Clara, can I trust you girls not to stay up too late?’

Clara nodded.

Vivien turned back to the door, but then stopped and reached into her handbag. She pulled out a small tube of cream, which she handed to Audrey. ‘Depuffing gel, just a dab under each eye, works wonders if you leave it on overnight. I want that back though please, it’s expensive.’

‘You just said not to put any new, untested cosmetics on my face,’ Audrey pointed out.

‘Oh, so I did.’ Vivien bit her lip, looked briefly conflicted, then took back the tube. ‘Well, I’m sure you don’t need it then.’

Audrey squeezed her mother’s hand. She appreciated the offer. Despite the pain in her neck, and her itching arms, despite wanting desperately to be alone, she still felt a pang that her mother was leaving, that even on her wedding night, their relationship felt taut somehow. There had been a time when Vivien might have stayed, might have curled up and slept the night beside her. She used to give Audrey these bear hugs, hugs she gave no one else. She would fold Audrey in her arms and squeeze, whispering, ‘Never grow up, be my baby forever,’ and Audrey would promise and squeeze her right back. But then she had grown up, in one weekend, and her mother had never hugged her that way again.

‘You too, Joshua. Gorgeous as you are, you need your beauty sleep. No hijinks this evening. Don’t let your groomsmen shave your eyebrows off or fake tan your forehead. I know what you boys are like.’

Josh smiled. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll sleep with one eye open.’

Once Vivien had gone, Clara unzipped her suitcase and took out a dress bag, her outfit for tomorrow. She brushed it down and hung it up against the wardrobe.

‘You should head off too, Josh,’ Clara said. ‘We might start ironing our underwear and doing some pre-wedding chanting; I’m not sure you want to be here for that.’

‘Sure,’ Josh said. ‘Do you mind if I have a private word with Audrey before I go?’ His eyes were fixed on the dark clouds outside the window.

‘Sure, I need to call Jay anyway, check he has the Screamatrons under control,’ said Clara, shooting Audrey a wide-eyed look before leaving the room.

As Josh walked across to her, Audrey worried about what he was going to say. Had he noticed the way Fred was staring at her during dinner? She swallowed the lump in her throat.

‘I’m so sorry about your neck,’ he said, ‘and for shouting at you when you were hurt. It was a reflex, but I know that’s no excuse.’

Audrey shook her head. ‘It’s okay, I’m sorry I took you down with me. How’s your neck?’

Josh rolled his neck left and right, then reached out for Audrey’s hand. ‘I’ll live. Look, they say bad luck comes in threes, don’t they? We’ve had a dead bat and mutual strangulation, so only one more disaster to befall us before “I do”.’

‘Don’t say that,’ said Audrey, feeling goosebumps prickle her skin.

‘I’m joking.’ Josh reached up to stroke Audrey’s cheek with the back of his hand. ‘You don’t seriously believe all Granny Parker’s superstitious nonsense, do you?’

‘Let’s not tempt fate.’

Audrey consciously tried to act normally, to compose her face in a neutral expression. This was Josh, whom she knew better than anyone. Josh, her best friend. So why did she suddenly feel so awkward, as though she were standing there with a stranger?

‘You’d tell me if there was something else wrong, wouldn’t you?’ Josh lowered his eyes. ‘You’ve hardly cracked a smile since the church.’ He raked a hand through his hair again and let out a long, audible exhale. He looked so concerned, and Audrey hated that she had caused him to feel that way. She reached out for his hands.

‘I was bracing myself for more dead bats,’ she said, affecting a goofy smile.

Josh’s wounded look receded, and he wrapped his arms around her and leaned in for a kiss. ‘I’m sorry, I know it’s been hectic, with me away so much, and our mothers both being so . . . heavily involved. But just think, by Sunday afternoon it will just be me, you, two sun loungers, and that salted fish they do down at Ses Boques.’ He reached up to push a curl behind her ear.

‘I can’t wait,’ Audrey said, leaning into him. ‘And I’m sorry I haven’t been smiling enough. You know me, I get a bit lost in my own head when there are so many people around. I’m sure I’ll be fine after a good night’s sleep.’

She definitely would not be fine after a good night’s sleep.

‘I don’t mind if you don’t smile, just as long as you’re happy.’ Josh paused, waiting for her to say something. She nodded. ‘Okay, sleep well, and I’ll see you in the church.’ Josh bent down to kiss her forehead. ‘I love you, Audrey, more than anything. Remember, this is just the beginning.’

‘I love you too,’ she said, and it was the truth.

Josh turned to go, just as Clara came back through the door with another case from the car and a bunch of flowers under each arm. Josh hurried to help, taking the flowers from her and placing them on the dresser.

‘I hope you have had these flowers before,’ Josh said, imitating Vivien’s clipped, concerned voice. ‘We can’t risk an allergy. Don’t go rubbing pollen all over your face, now.’ He dipped his face into the flowers, and Audrey and Clara both laughed at his impression. Josh winked at Audrey. Then, already halfway out of the door, he added, ‘By the way, what do we think of Miranda’s new boyfriend?’

Clara dropped the suitcase she was still holding on her foot, let out a strange ‘Hhhmmwahh’ sound, and then hopped around the room muttering expletives.

‘Here, let me take that,’ Josh said, taking the case from her and lifting it on to the bed.

He put his arm around Clara, pulling her into a hug.

‘Deep breaths,’ he said, taking a few himself. ‘You okay?’

‘I’m fine. Won’t be able to wear heels tomorrow, but I’m fine. What were you saying?’ Clara grimaced.

‘This Fred bloke. What do you think? Is he going to be the man to finally tame my sister?’ Josh asked.

‘I didn’t get a chance to talk to him,’ said Audrey, feeling her cheeks grow warm.

‘That’s a shame, I think you’d like him,’ said Josh. ‘He’s your sort of person.’

‘What makes you say that?’ Audrey asked, affecting a breezy tone, but feeling as though a swarm of wasps had just taken up residence in her throat.

‘Just some of the stuff he was talking about in the car on the way from the station. He’s a photographer, like you, loves all the old-fashioned technology. He collects photo booths and restores them or something. Make sure you get a chance to talk to him tomorrow.’

‘I’ll try,’ said Audrey, her voice not sounding like her own.

‘I can’t see him being Miranda’s type though,’ Josh went on. ‘I always thought she went for posh boys, sporty wine buffs like Paul, not cool photography nerds.’

‘You went for a photography nerd,’ Audrey reminded him.

‘Because you’re sexy and smart, and I love everything about you.’ He leaned in to kiss her on the lips.

‘Okay get a room guys,’ said Clara. ‘Oh wait, this is your room, but not until tomorrow.’ Josh let out a short laugh, then opened the door to go.

‘I’m really going now.’ He paused, holding out his hand in the air, his smallest finger crooked out at an angle. ‘Pinkie swear not to stand each other up at the altar tomorrow?’

‘Just go!’ Clara said, laughing as she physically pushed him out into the corridor. Once he was gone, she locked the door so they wouldn’t be disturbed again.

‘Finally.’

Audrey sat down on the bed and then flopped backwards, flinging her arms out into a star shape. Clara jumped onto the bed next to her. ‘I’ve been dying to talk to you since dinner. He was watching you the whole time you know.’

‘Who?’ Audrey asked, her eyes still on the ceiling.

‘Fred!’ Clara said, reaching out to gently knock Audrey on the forehead. ‘Did you hit your head on the way down?’ Audrey covered her face with her hands. ‘What did he say in the car park? Clearly he remembers you.’

‘He did. He said he looked for me, that he tried to call.’ Audrey said it dismissively, as though she didn’t necessarily believe him, as though she didn’t care.

‘Did he tell you why he didn’t show up that day, when you agreed to meet?’

‘There wasn’t time, he just said “something came up”. There’s no point dredging up all the details now. I only wanted to make sure he didn’t launch into the story of how we met in front of the whole table.’

‘Well, he was staring at you over dinner. Maybe he never got over you. Oh shit, what if he stands up in the church tomorrow!’ Clara said, suddenly animated, jumping up onto her knees on the bed. ‘When the reverend asks if anyone objects. It will be like that scene in The Graduate where Dustin Hoffman beats on the glass window in the church, shouting “Elaine! Elaine! Elaine!” over and over again, and then she shouts “Ben!” and he runs down and starts whacking everyone out the way with the cross from the altar.’

‘You know you have a habit of giving massive spoilers for classic films I haven’t seen?’

Clara sighed. ‘Sorry. Such a great film. When they get on the bus together at the end, genius. Oh, or it will be like the scene in Four Weddings when the brother knocks on the pew and Hugh Grant gets punched by Duckface?’

‘This isn’t making me feel calmer, Clara.’

‘Okay look, I’ll be on Fred alert tomorrow, ready to tackle him to the ground if he so much as breathes too loud in the “does anyone object” part.’

It wasn’t Fred she was worried about. ‘What if . . . What if it is a sign?’ Audrey said, turning over on the bed to face her friend, testing the water.

‘A sign of what?’ Clara frowned in confusion.

‘That Josh isn’t the person I’m supposed to marry.’

‘Please! Of course you’re supposed to marry Josh! What, you’re going to run away with your “what if” guy from years ago, just because he shows up at your wedding – with someone else?’ Clara’s tone was light, as though the idea was preposterous, but then she paused as she saw Audrey’s serious expression. ‘Audrey, no!’

‘No, no, of course I’m not,’ she said, purposefully rolling her eyes. ‘It’s just thrown me for a bit of a loop, that’s all. Fred always felt like an unfinished chapter, and now he shows up the night before I close the book on single life . . .’ She trailed off.

‘Classic cold feet. Completely normal.’ Clara jumped off the bed and then rummaged in her bag before pulling out a small bottle of vodka. ‘I was saving this for tomorrow night in case the wine was shit, but I think it might be best if we had a little snifter now, just to put a bit of warmth into those feet of yours.’

‘Seems sensible.’

‘You know, I can’t think of one problem that vodka is not the answer to,’ said Clara as she poured two shots into water glasses. ‘Though, what with being pregnant and then breastfeeding, I haven’t drunk much in the last year – I might have glorified the wonders of alcohol in my mind.’

Audrey let out a laugh that turned into a sigh. ‘Maybe we should reconvene about the pros and cons tomorrow morning.’

They clinked glasses.

Audrey took a sip and felt the warm sting of neat alcohol hit her throat. Seeing Fred again had opened a door into her old life. It was not a door she wanted to walk through just as she was about to get married. Perhaps breaking the ‘no spirits’ rule would just take the edge off her mounting anxiety, and help keep her focus on Josh.
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Four Years Before I Do

About a month after Paul’s birthday at the pub, Audrey met Josh again. Audrey, Clara and Paul were hosting a Hallowe’en party at the Tooting house. Audrey was dressed as a cat, drunk on eye-ball stew (punch full of maraschino cherries) and was kissing one of her skinny, musician types. On this occasion, the man was called Sage, and they were in the downstairs corridor, while they waited in line for the bathroom.

Removing his tongue from her mouth, Sage grinned and pointed at the garden.

‘You stay here, pussy cat, I can’t deal with this line. I’m gonna have a slash in the flowerbed.’

As he walked away, Audrey felt her head spin. She’d drunk too much, eaten too little, and feared the cat make-up on her face had been smeared from kissing. It had been a strange day. On her way home from the gallery, she’d walked past a bookshop and seen a title in the window that drew her eye, The Insomniac’s Almanac. She’d run into the shop, dropping her bags of Hallowe’en decorations, picked up the book and gone straight to the dedication.

‘To Cathy – who always slept soundly beside me.’

The crush of disappointment was so intense she hadn’t been able to move for several minutes. Some optimistic instinct had told her that this was going to be the way she found Fred again, in a bookshop window, and it would start the next chapter of their story. But, glancing at the cover, she saw the book was not written by him, and so of course the dedication was not for her. As she took another swig of her eye-ball stew to quieten the day’s disappointments, a voice behind her in the line called her name.

‘Hey, Audrey.’

Turning around, she recognised one of Paul’s friends, but his name escaped her. The only information she had logged was ‘bad jeans’ and ‘boring job’.

‘Hey . . .’ she said tentatively. ‘James?’

‘Close. It’s Josh,’ he said, correcting her.

‘I knew that,’ she said, raising a wobbly hand to his shoulder, finding it surprisingly firm as she staggered into him. ‘What have you come dressed as, Josh?’ she said, enunciating his name. ‘Boring City guy?’ He was wearing a suit, with a token effort pumpkin mask pushed back on his head. He looked suitably embarrassed and she laughed, ‘I’m joking!’

‘I had to come straight from work.’

‘You did well. You’re in the most terrifying outfit here.’ Audrey made a scared face. ‘The horror of the sixty-hour week.’

He seemed to relax, and she remembered his nice smile. He was attractive, in a traditional, rugby boy, wholesome sort of way, with his thick brown hair and his honey-coloured eyes. But Audrey was drunk, and her thoughts were on Basil or Thyme or whatever his name was, the man who’d gone to urinate in the flowerbed. He was a bass guitarist who wore a leather jacket that smelled of motorbike oil, late nights and bad decisions.

‘Is that your boyfriend?’ Josh asked.

‘Who, that guy?’ Audrey pointed a thumb in the direction of the garden. Josh nodded.

‘No.’ She shook her head.

‘Good, then you won’t mind me saying I think he’s a bit of a dick.’

Audrey leaned back against the wall, tilting her head towards him, surprised that mild-mannered Bad Jeans Josh was showing any kind of strong opinion about someone.

‘Why’s that then?’ she asked, amused.

‘Because I saw him’ – Josh paused, looking for the right word – ‘relieve himself in one of the wine bottles earlier, then put it back on the table.’

‘Oh, gross!’ Audrey grimaced. They shared a smile, and in her punch-addled mind she noticed how much better he looked in a well-made suit than he had in bad jeans.

‘How about you? Got your sights on anyone?’ She swung around to look down the corridor at the heaving living room beyond. ‘What about Hot Witch over there?’

Josh brushed a hand through his hair and shook his head. ‘I’m not good at chatting people up at parties. People tend to assume I’m the boring City guy.’

‘Well, it might help dispel that assumption if you didn’t wear a suit to parties.’

Josh gave a wry nod of acknowledgement.

‘So, humour me, if you were any good at chatting people up, what would you go for? Blonde, brunette? I bet you’re a boobs guy – rugby guys are always boob guys.’

He stifled a smile, amused and embarrassed by her question. ‘I haven’t played rugby since Cambridge and I don’t have a type, not based on looks anyway.’

‘Let me guess, girls with a “good personality”?’ She started making air quotes, but then wobbled on her feet and had to reach for the wall instead.

‘I usually go for sarcastic girls who can’t stand up straight, but you are making me think I should review my search criteria.’ This made her smile. ‘Do you want me to get you some water?’ he asked, and she nodded, feeling suddenly dizzy. When he returned, she thanked him and took a swig from the paper cup he handed her as he muttered, ‘Ganymede at your service.’

‘What did you say?’ she asked.

‘Nothing.’ He shook his head.

‘You said Ganymede, water bearer to the gods. I’m flattered.’

Audrey only knew the reference because it was one of the star stories her father had told her. Ganymede was Zeus’s cup bearer and, so the story goes, Zeus had honoured him for his service by placing him among the stars as the constellation of Aquarius. Though Audrey had never ended up studying astronomy in a formal way, it didn’t mean she’d given up her interest in the stars.

‘You know your Greek mythology?’ Josh said, with raised eyebrows.

‘I know my constellations.’

Some inner, sober part of Audrey wanted to quiz him further, to ask him what other Greek mythology he knew, but she was unnerved by Josh’s sober gaze, his unflinching eye contact. ‘Why are you looking at me like that, Ganymede?’

‘I’m wondering what’s so appealing about this guy you were kissing,’ he said, his face softening to something less challenging. ‘The one who urinates in wine bottles and has a back-to-front musical note tattooed on his neck.’

Audrey shrugged. She had no idea. ‘He’s a good kisser.’

‘You don’t have to be a dick to be a good kisser,’ Josh said, dropping his eyes to her lips. They shared a moment, then. Not a whole moment, she looked away before it could be, but it was the start of something, and it made Audrey’s stomach do a backflip. Or maybe that was just her bladder putting pressure on her stomach. Josh was about to say something else when the queue moved, the loo was finally free, and Audrey darted in. When she came out, she nodded an awkward goodbye to Josh. Then she did a quick tour of the room topping up other people’s drinks, before going to find her date, who was spraying beer at the neighbour’s cat in the garden.

 

The fourth time she met Josh was in Oxford Street. Audrey was rushing to a meeting with an image library she was freelancing for. He stopped her mid-stride as they crossed paths on the pavement.

‘Audrey,’ he said, with a huge, white smile.

‘Hey.’ She gave him a dazed look, unable to place him out of context.

‘You don’t remember me, do you?’ he asked, his eyes sparking in amusement. All she could think of was Ganymede, but surely that wasn’t his name.

‘Yes, yes, sorry, my head was somewhere else. James, Paul’s friend. How are you?’

‘Josh,’ he said, shaking his head.

Josh! That was it, she knew it was a J. ‘I did know that,’ she said.

‘We’ve only met three times, but you know, it’s fine.’

He said it lightly, but Audrey was immediately defensive.

‘We haven’t met three times, and sorry if it takes me a second when I see you out of context while running to a meeting.’

‘Don’t let me keep you,’ he said, holding up his hands and turning to go. Something about the hand gesture irritated Audrey: his tone and the implication of the type of person she was.

‘Hey, you don’t need to be a dick about it.’

‘I’m not trying to be.’ He laughed. ‘I just don’t want to keep you from your important meeting. See you around, Audrey.’

He walked on, and Audrey turned to chase after him.

‘Hey, look, I’m not one of those people who never remembers people’s names, okay? Honestly, I was just in another world, plus I think I was pretty wasted when we met before.’

‘I’m not having a go at you,’ he said, still walking, eyes ahead, but there was the hint of a smile on his lips again. ‘I’m completely irrelevant to your life, why would you remember me.’

‘Wow, with the attitude,’ said Audrey, falling into step beside him. ‘What makes you think you’re so irrelevant to me?’

‘I don’t know. You make a point of never saying more than two words to me. And you do that thing where you look over my shoulder, checking whether there’s someone more interesting to talk to.’

‘What, all of two times?’ she said with growing indignation. ‘And I do not do that shoulder thing, I hate it when people do that shoulder thing. I needed the loo – I was probably looking to see if the loo was free.’ As she struggled to keep pace with him, she noticed how fresh-faced and healthy Josh looked, how warm and sparkling his eyes were.

‘Until next time, Audrey,’ he said, giving her a wave and a nod as he turned to cross the street. She watched his broad back and his thick brown hair disappear into the crowd and felt herself inexplicably riled by the encounter.

She never forgot his name after that.
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One Day Before I Do

‘Look, it’s just you and me now,’ said Clara, as they sat drinking vodka on the bridal-suite bed. ‘I can’t gauge if this is you having standard pre-wedding jitters, or if you are genuinely freaking out.’

Audrey toyed with the idea of telling Clara the true extent of her fears. She had told Clara about her one amazing day with Fred, shared her frustration about him standing her up and then never calling. But she had not told Clara that she had fallen in love with Fred that day. That she had never felt so instantly seen and understood by another human being. That he had been her first love, short as their acquaintance had been. She was embarrassed – it sounded childish and naive. Who believed in love at first sight? But Audrey had felt it, and her heart had not forgotten. Then she thought about the day he’d stood her up and realised her heart had not forgotten that part either, or what had come afterwards – one of the best and worst weekends of her life.

‘Do you ever think about Lucas?’ Audrey asked, deflecting the question.

‘Lucas? Ha.’ Clara exhaled a loud puff of air.

Lucas had been Clara’s ‘what if’ guy. They’d dated for a month in their early twenties after meeting at a music festival. He was wild and spontaneous; he’d taken her skydiving on their first date. Clara had fallen completely in love with him and pretty much moved into his flat after three days. But when Lucas inherited a farm in New Zealand and decided he wanted to move there, they’d broken up, and that was the end of it.

‘You mean do I always wonder what might have happened if he hadn’t moved away? Do I still Instagram stalk him to see pictures of his ridiculously beautiful family sitting around on their farm in matching Fair Isle jumpers, shearing sheep like they’re in some kind of sexy wool catalogue? Do I still think about the fact that Lucas was probably the best sex I’ll ever have and how I could’ve picked up my life and followed him, could’ve been Mrs Wool Catalogue?’

‘Yes,’ Audrey said slowly, her eyes wide.

‘Of course I do, but look – everyone has a Lucas, a fantasy of another life. Would our relationship have actually worked in the long term? Would his spontaneous “hey let’s drop everything and go kayaking this morning” attitude to life have started to get annoying after a while? Probably. Would I have argued with him the same way I argue with Jay, about who forgot to pack Baa Baa and Bee Bee in the girls’ overnight bag, who left the microwave plate covered in baked bean juice? Undoubtedly. Would I have been happy living in a sexy wool catalogue aesthetic in New Zealand, away from all my friends, my family and my job? Hell no! Look, it’s human nature to wonder what might have been. It doesn’t mean he’s the person you were supposed to be with.’

‘Do you really Instagram stalk Lucas?’ Audrey asked.

‘Yes. Don’t tell Jay.’ Clara paused, watching her friend’s face. ‘Look, if I had doubts about you and Josh as a couple, I would tell you.’ She paused. ‘Do you have any? Seriously.’

Audrey thought for a moment, trying to picture Josh’s face. She loved him. She knew she did. So why did she feel so guilty? Why did she feel as though the life she had built with Josh these last three years was as fragile as a line of dominoes, and in just one short conversation, Fred had pushed the first one down?

‘You told me once that you didn’t believe in soulmates, that you think you end up with the person you love at the right time. But what if . . . what if there is such a thing, and Josh isn’t mine?’

Clara rolled her eyes and reached for the vodka bottle, topping up Audrey’s glass.

‘Right, so this is not just pre-wedding jitters then, this is an existential crisis about whether there’s a higher power involved when it comes to who your life partner should be?’ Clara shook her head and downed another shot. ‘The night before your wedding might not be the best time to be asking yourself these kinds of questions.’

‘And maybe I wouldn’t
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