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For my mum, because of everything.




CHAPTER ONE

Lexie

August 2022

‘Get off with the groom?’ I squeak the words in shock as I read out the dare my best friend Scarlet has set me.

‘Sorry. No. That’s meant to say best man.’ She chuckles at her own mistake while we take our seats at the wedding breakfast. ‘Get off with the best man. Don’t get off with the groom, for God’s sake.’ She leans over, crosses out groom and replaces the word with best man.

I murmur ‘hello’ and nod a greeting to those already seated at our table, who are attempting polite conversation with those next to them. We’d been stuck at the back of the church because we’d arrived late, as per usual, so I have no idea what the best man actually looks like.

‘What if he has a girlfriend?’ I ask quietly as we sit.

‘Don’t do it then,’ Scarlet mutters. ‘Obviously.’

Obviously. My instruction to get off with the best man is less of a dare and more part of what Scarlet and I have dubbed wedding bingo – a game we’ve developed for a bit of fun to pass the time at the many weddings we’ve been invited to over the past two to three years. I compile a bingo grid for myself, Scarlet writes one for herself and then we give each other one ‘out there’ instruction that’s meant to scupper either of us from getting a full house.

It’s usually just a giggle, but as we sit here in the ornate Georgian country-house banqueting hall at our table full of eight other strangers tucking into their starters, I scan my wedding-bingo sheet to see what I can tick off so far. With the instruction to get off with the best man, I’m now a bit concerned we’re venturing out of my comfort zone. Although, in fairness, I’ve given Scarlet an almost equally disarming instruction to get a waiter’s telephone number. Now that I compare our bingo grids, I think she’s been unfair with my instruction. Or perhaps I’ve been too light with hers.

This is the last one: the final wedding of the summer and so we’ve upped the ante. There are prizes to be won.

This is Georgia’s wedding – Scarlet’s friend from university, who I’ve met once or twice over the years, although Scarlet’s not seen her in ages. Georgia’s wedding, with its big country-house setting and elegantly sober but soon-to-be-drunk early-thirty-somethings, carries all the hallmarks of almost every wedding that’s come before it, for us anyway.

Because weddings are all the same, aren’t they? And they really need not be. A cut-out-and-keep version of one wedding can so easily be transferred over to the next bride and then the next, and the next. I suppose that’s why, when the bouquet is caught, we all acknowledge that it heralds the turn of the next woman to go through the same motions as the girl who’s just thrown the flowers in her direction. That bouquet might as well be a relay baton.

But maybe this wedding will be different. Perhaps it heralds the start of something, either for Scarlet or for me. Or, even better, for both of us.

I sip my water, freshly poured by a silver-service waiter. It’s a hot summer’s day, but at least we’re indoors with the wide sash windows thrown open, allowing a much-needed breeze to travel through – rather than being stuck in a stifling marquee, as has often happened at other weddings this year.

When we plan our dream wedding (not to each other), Scarlet and I have agreed that marquees are merely glorified tents and, if we’re going to get married in a venue fresh out of a costume drama, then we’re dancing the night away in the location of our dreams rather than in a sweaty tent.

Scarlet looks round for the handful of her old university friends we’d spotted in the church earlier, but they’ve spread out around the room. I’ve met a few of them at various weddings over the past couple of years and they all fade into a series of lookalikes with whom to make small talk.

Scarlet and I met just after we’d both graduated and I answered an ad to flatshare with her in London. We’ve been flatmates ever since. Nearly a decade. Of the wedding invitations that have fallen through the letterbox over the last few years, this is our tenth together in eighteen months. Or maybe it’s the eleventh? I’ve lost track now. But it’s the final one to be ticked off the calendar before normal service resumes and my weekends stop being about country-house nuptials, heeled shoes that slice through damp churchyard soil and roast chicken for the sit-down dinner. Although saying that, Scarlet and I could easily get home tomorrow to find another wedding invite has landed on the mat in our absence.

At this wedding I am the plus-one, the wingman to Scarlet, who is the real invitee. She’s been my plus-one, I’ve been hers. Back and forth.

Until one of us dies of old age.

I’m sure one of us will find a romantic partner to go with eventually but, until then, we’ve stayed strong and accompanied each other. Casual five-dates-in guys have not been permitted to attend any weddings as plus-ones, because it is traumatic for everyone involved when it comes to an end and you have to hastily ring a bride and beg her to scratch a name off a table plan that’s already been printed. We don’t bother any more. Regulars at these events have started assuming Scarlet and I are a couple. Scarlet and Lexie. Lexie and Scarlet. We are the last two left, the final bastions of singlehood.

Practically everyone we each went to university or college with decided that this was the summer to tie the knot. Almost every other weekend from May to September has involved a wedding. And those who haven’t done it this year are doing it next year. I’m exhausted.

‘Why is it always chicken?’ Scarlet whispers as she glances from the bingo sheet I’ve handed her to the elegant calligraphy-written menu placed in front of us.

‘It’s chicken,’ I tell Scarlet, ‘because it’s always chicken. Because chicken is safe. Easy. And because no one really cares what they eat as long as they get fed.’ We both tick a ‘chicken’ square on our wedding bingo cards.

Prior to the reception, I’d also ticked off a reading from Jane Eyre during the ceremony. Scarlet reluctantly sanctioned my double points because it was ‘I have now been married ten years’ and I was very specific about which reading from Jane Eyre it would be. I often score a full house long before Scarlet. She refuses to believe people can be so predictable time after time.

‘So do I actually have to snog the best man?’ I ask.

‘Yes or you can’t win. And you remember what happens if you win?’ Scarlet asks.

I straighten my back, sitting up excitedly. ‘I do. I get a spa day, including treatments and dinner, with you – all paid for. By you,’ I remind her.

‘This is correct,’ she says. ‘And if I win,’ she reminds me, ‘you have to buy me a pair of Christian Louboutins, because I am sick to death of wearing shit shoes to these weddings.’

‘I cannot believe a pair of Louboutins is the same price as a spa day, treatments for two of us and dinner.’

When we set the outlandish financial cap on what each of us might win, I’m not sure I chose too wisely. At least Scarlet gets to enjoy some of my winnings by accompanying me to the spa. I don’t get to enjoy wearing her shoes. We’re different sizes. Although for Louboutins, which I don’t think I will ever be able to afford, I would willingly squeeze my feet in and endure the agony.

‘You chose badly,’ she decides.

‘Mmm, maybe,’ I agree.

She eyes her instruction from me and then scans the room hungrily for a suitable waiter from whom she can extract a mobile number. I watch her laser-beam onto a blond waiter channelling his inner Kurt Cobain, all jawline and a bit too much stubble for this silver-service location – blue, tired eyes pale against his tanned face.

‘Oh, this is almost too easy,’ she says, salivating. ‘I’ve basically already won.’

I scout around for anyone who might be the best man. How soon is too soon to snog someone? I didn’t really get a good look at him, given that Scarlet and I were at the back of the church and are now sitting at the ‘randoms’ table, placed at the rear of the room with a view of the kitchen door swinging open and closed as waiters pass in and out. She looks at the tight-fitting trousers of the waiter she’s got her eye on as he walks into the kitchen. The guests at our table pay no attention to us nattering away. They’re deep in various conversations, enthusing wildly about the venue and the food.

‘On my bingo card I’ve got “sitting at the back of the room for the sit-down dinner”,’ Scarlet reminds me after the waiter disappears.

‘I know,’ I bristle. ‘I saw.’

‘This is how we know we’re fillers, invited to the day because they’ve booked a one-hundred-guest package and didn’t quite have enough real friends to fill the space.’

Ouch. ‘Bitchy but true,’ I agree. I wish I’d included this on my grid. I thought this time we might be in the middle of the room at least.

She ticks that particular bingo square with glee. I’m starting to twitch about losing my spa day.

When we’ve run out of small talk with those around us and the dinner finally ends – both of us ticking off ‘bride cries during her father’s speech’ and ‘best man tells rude in-joke involving stag-do’ – Scarlet downs the rest of her wine, wishes me luck and makes a beeline for the Kurt Cobain waiter lookalike. The wedding party is invited to go through to the library and adjoining snug, for yet more complimentary champagne as we wait for the evening guests to arrive.

I wonder how I’m going to do this. I know vaguely what the best man looks like, now he’s made his speech, but I could hardly stand up from my poor position at the back of the room and stare right at him, so I’m not totally sure I could even identify him in a line-up. The odds are against me, and I wish I’d made Scarlet’s bingo instruction slightly less attainable now, although I do want her to meet someone eventually. But today … the stakes are too high financially for me to lose. I don’t have a job at the moment, I’m living off my tiny inheritance from my gran and I’m still knee-deep in student debt. I can’t afford Louboutins. I can barely afford to eat. I’m going to have to snog the best man.

I hope he’s good-looking.

And that he doesn’t have a girlfriend.

I haven’t seen Scarlet for about an hour and I assume she’s got lucky with Kurt Cobain. I’ve been making small talk with the bride’s gran for ages. She parked herself on a stool next to me at the bar and told the bartender she’d be here drinking sherry until the bitter end and that he was to ‘keep it coming’. What a woman! But her attention has been taken up by the return of her husband, and I need some fresh air. I might have drunk a bit too much over the past hour, so I slip off the bar stool and sidle past people talking and milling about, waiting for something to happen.

A group of classical musicians has taken up residency in the corner. I grope around in my bag for my bingo sheet, so I can tick off ‘string quartet’. Soon they’ll cut the cake and the dancing will begin, at which point I’ll have to start my search for Scarlet. We’re staying overnight and she took the key after we dumped our weekend bags in the room. I should check my friend’s not dead, but I’d also really like the key to the room at some point in the next few hours.

I stand on the terrace, leaning against the stone balustrade and looking out over the immaculate lawn while classical music emanates from the room behind me. The sunshine is blinding. I can’t remember if I have ‘fireworks on the lawn’ on my bingo card. I glance at it and see that I don’t. Given the space out here, there probably will be fireworks later.

‘Bugger,’ I say loudly.

‘Hello,’ a man’s voice says.

I scan further along the terrace. ‘Hello,’ I reply, looking into the obviously amused face of a rather good-looking man. From his facial expression, he’s definitely heard my loud swearing. ‘I thought I was the only one out here,’ I admit.

‘Clearly,’ he replies, smiling warmly. He looks about my age and is wearing a navy suit, the same as the other men in the bridal party.

‘Are you the best man?’ I ask hopefully, because he’s got the same dark-brown hair, which is the only part of the best man I could see from the back of the room. If this very handsome guest is the best man, and also single, then I owe Scarlet some serious thanks for setting such an outlandish bingo instruction.

‘No,’ he says, as if I really should know who the best man is by this point in the day. ‘I’m a lowly usher.’

‘Damn,’ I mutter and realise that’s an odd reply. ‘Sorry, I was sitting at the back during the speeches, I couldn’t see who was talking. I thought you might be the best man, given the suit.’

‘Nope. Not guilty. What did you do to get stuck at the back?’

I turn to face him fully, unsure quite how to respond to this very direct question.

He laughs at my expression. ‘I’m usually stuck on the back table at weddings too. Being single is my only crime,’ he deadpans.

‘Do you think that’s what it is?’ I ask. ‘My friend Scarlet and I double up at weddings, but we didn’t think we were at the back because we were single,’ I say, pondering this. ‘We thought it was because—’

‘Because?’ he prompts as I stop.

I realise what I’m about to say might be quite offensive and, given that he knows the bride and groom well enough to be an usher, I might need to stop talking here.

‘Go on,’ he prompts again. He’s walking towards me now, the sunlight filtering down on us through a wisp of cloud.

‘You can’t tell the bride or groom, because it might be a bit rude.’

‘I won’t,’ he says. ‘I’m curious now, though.’

‘We think we’re fill-in guests.’

He narrows his eyes; they’re brown – like mine.

‘You know the drill,’ I say. ‘You’re a bride, you’ve bought a one-hundred-seater guest package, but you don’t quite know enough people …’

He laughs. ‘Oh,’ he replies slowly, ‘that is quite rude.’

‘But true?’

He laughs. ‘Yeah, probably.’ He sips his glass of champagne. I sip mine.

‘I’m Chris,’ he says and offers his hand to me. His eyes are warm, his skin tanned and his suit fits him very well.

‘Lexie,’ I offer in return and feel the softness of his skin as his hand grasps mine for a second before he lets go.

‘So, Lexie,’ he says, ‘what do you do when you’re not crashing weddings?’

‘I don’t do anything currently.’

‘Are you a Lottery winner?’ Chris asks with a mock-serious expression.

‘Sadly, no. I’m … between jobs.’

‘From what to what?’

‘Pardon?’

‘What job have you left and what job do you want next? And …’ he says, leaning in conspiratorially, ‘is this the most boring conversation you’ve had all day?’

I laugh loudly and he does the same.

‘Sorry,’ he goes on. ‘I’m not very good at small talk. That’s why I’ve escaped out here.’ In saying that, he’s endeared himself to me even more – and he’s already good-looking in that boy-next-door-grew-up-fit kind of way that men are prone to.

‘You’re doing fine so far,’ I confide. ‘As an usher, have you had to engage in lots of inane small talk today with people you’ll never ever see again?’

‘So much small talk,’ Chris agrees.

‘So, let’s not do small talk then,’ I say. ‘Let’s do … Big Talk.’

‘Big Talk?’ he queries with an uncertain laugh, then plays along by starting first. ‘OK. Are you married, Lexie?’

‘We’re going straight in, are we?’

‘Yep. It’s quick-fire Big Talk,’ he declares. ‘Round one.’

‘You’re good at this,’ I tell him, then I fall into line. ‘No. I’m not married. We’ve just established I’m single, and parked at the back of the room for that very reason.’

‘Or because they don’t have enough real friends?’ Chris reminds me darkly, and I laugh.

‘Why aren’t you married?’ I fire back.

‘I’ve never met the right woman. But if I did, I’d probably propose to her within minutes. Lock her down, there and then.’

I love this. It’s so silly.

‘Within how many minutes of meeting someone would you propose?’ I ask.

He puts on a thoughtful expression. ‘Seventeen.’

‘What?’ I chuckle and then adopt my serious expression. ‘Seventeen? Why such a random number?’

‘Fifteen’s not enough time – you can’t establish whether someone’s a total psycho in fifteen minutes. Twenty minutes is too long. You’ve missed the boat at twenty minutes. They’ve married someone else at that point.’

‘Seventeen is the sweet spot, is it?’

‘Got to be.’

I laugh. ‘So you’re getting married at seventeen minutes. How soon after that are you having kids?’

‘Nine months, obviously,’ he’s quick to say. ‘You can’t do it any faster than that. It’s not medically possible.’

I really laugh at this. ‘OK, genius,’ I reply, ‘how many kids do you want?’

‘Two,’ he says without thinking. ‘Two hands to hold two kids. Don’t want a third one scurrying off in the wrong direction. Too much hassle. What about you?’

‘Two is a good number,’ I concur. ‘I hadn’t really given it much thought, but now you’ve mentioned the potential scurrying, I’m sold on two.’ I dive around in my conversational brain to find something to ask. ‘Have you ever been in a fight?’

‘A fight?’ His eyebrows shoot up. ‘Like a real one?’

I nod.

‘No. But I broke up a fight at a wedding last year and I’m ready to step up again, should the need arise.’

‘You broke up a fight. At a wedding?’

Chris nods sagely. ‘All good weddings end in a fight.’

‘All good weddings end in a fight? Oh my God,’ I laugh. ‘You have to be joking.’

‘You watch … You might be surprised yet. The bride’s mum hates the groom’s mum. Could be worth sticking around. OK, my turn. Round two: what’s your crazy quirk?’ he asks and, because I give him a confused expression, he elaborates. ‘Everyone has one. Mine is cleaning. I clean like I’ve got shares in Dettol.’

‘Do you?’ I ask. ‘Really?’

‘Yep. Can’t help it. Love cleaning.’

‘Love it as in … really love it? Or you’re obsessed with cleaning?’

‘I just really like a clean apartment, then it’s done and I can relax.’

‘Apartment? That’s a very American phrase. Is your other crazy quirk that you watch too much American TV?’

‘No,’ he replies. ‘I do live in New York, though, and every now and again a US phrase falls out of my mouth.’

‘You live in New York?’ I ask slowly.

‘Yep. For now. Where do you live? Careful, though, we’re bordering on small talk again.’ He sips his drink.

Why has this information made me pause? Why has learning that this man lives nowhere near me stopped me short? ‘London,’ I say.

‘Did you have to think about it? Did you forget where you live? Or are you making it up to throw me off the scent?’

I smile. He’s very quick. ‘No, I really live there. How long have you lived in New York?’

‘About three years.’

‘Why?’

‘Why do I live there or why have I lived there for three years?’

‘Both,’ I clarify.

‘We’re really in small-talk territory now,’ he says. ‘I got a job there.’

‘Doing what?’ I fire back.

‘Property.’

‘I need more information.’

‘I work for a boutique-hotel chain,’ he says.

‘Still more detail needed …’

A smile lifts the corners of his mouth. ‘We do up old properties and turn them into boutique hotels. I fit them out.’

I stare. ‘That’s my dream job.’

He frowns. ‘For real? That’s no one’s dream job.’

‘Interior design.’

‘Oh, that’s not what I do. I do the technical bit.’

‘Ohhh,’ I draw out the word. ‘You do the boring bit.’

‘Ha! If you like. So you’re into interior design?’ Chris asks.

‘I’m absolutely into interior design. I’m desperate to get an interior design job.’

‘Huh, well, I know people who could help,’ he says cryptically.

‘Interior-design people?’ I ask hopefully.

‘I know an interior designer. Does that count?’

‘Maybe,’ I muse. ‘Although it doesn’t matter, because I’m not actually an interior designer, so no one would hire me. You’re of zero use to me. It was nice to meet you, though. Bye.’

He laughs. ‘You want to be one, though?’

‘I do. When I become a proper adult.’

‘Ha! How old are you?’

‘Thirty-one. You?’

‘Thirty-five.’

‘Hmm, not married by thirty-five,’ I comment with a suspicious expression.

‘I wasn’t aware there was a time limit.’

‘Of course there’s a time limit. Dating seriously at twenty-five, married at thirty, babies by thirty-five. Divorced by forty.’

‘Jesus Christ! In that case, I’m massively behind.’ He looks out over the lawn and then glances back at me and his gaze holds mine for a second, two seconds. It’s magnetic. I can’t look away. I don’t want to.

‘Me too,’ I say softly.

He checks his watch and I feel my stomach lurch in disappointment that he might be leaving. ‘Have you got somewhere to be?’

‘I’m just seeing if it’s been seventeen minutes yet.’

I laugh at that. ‘Oh, that’s funny.’ I realise I like him. A pity he’s not the best man, though, because I should really be on the hunt. I can feel this spa day slipping away.

Chris drains his drink and I see my glass is empty too.

‘Would you like another champagne?’ I ask.

‘Sure, I can go and—’

‘I’ll do it,’ I say, not wanting to risk losing him inside to the crowd. ‘I’ll grab a couple of glasses and bring them out here? If you don’t feel our Big Talk has run its course, that is.’ I don’t want this to finish. I’d like to stay out here with Chris, talking and laughing and flirting.

‘Stay out here, chatting Big Talk with you and avoiding the small talk in there? Sounds perfect to me.’

‘I’ll be right back then,’ I tell him, taking his empty glass.

‘And I’ll be right here,’ he replies. He leans against the balustrade, folding his arms across his chest and watching me go. I turn at the door and give him one last look, smiling. He smiles back, then I go inside.




CHAPTER TWO

‘What can I get you?’ the bartender asks as I reach the front of the queue after a long wait.

‘Two glasses of champagne, please.’ I say politely, handing over our empty glasses. He takes them away and pulls out two fresh flutes, popping the cork on a new bottle of fizz. ‘And can you fill them right the way to the top, so I don’t have to queue again for a while?’

The barman pauses pouring, looks at me.

‘I’m not joking,’ I say. ‘No half-measures.’

His eyes widen and he continues to pour. ‘Fair enough.’

‘Thirsty?’ the man queuing next to me asks as I watch the bartender pour.

‘They’re not both for me,’ I reply, turning to him.

‘No, I meant … all the way up to the top. Never mind,’ he says, blinking away his comment.

‘Oh, I see what you mean. I’ve just queued for what feels like for ever,’ I tell him, ‘and I don’t want to have to go through it all again in twenty minutes.’

‘That’s a good plan,’ he agrees thoughtfully. ‘I might steal that idea.’

‘Especially since the drinks are free,’ I whisper.

‘They’re not free any more,’ he says. ‘They hit the limit behind the bar a little while ago, and now it’s every man for himself. I didn’t manage to get a refill in time, either.’

‘Oh, shit,’ I say as the bartender presents the glasses to me and tells me the astronomical sum I’m expected to magic up now for two glasses of the most expensive champagne ever. I’ve turned cold at the thought of my next credit card statement. I produce my card and hold it out to tap.

‘Sorry, it’s not gone through,’ the bartender tells me. ‘Do you have another card?’

‘No,’ I say ever so quietly.

The man next to me sees my concern. ‘I’ll get these,’ he says smoothly.

‘There’s no need,’ I protest. ‘I’m sure I can …’ But I’ve hit my credit limit. I can’t do anything.

The guy continues to look at me, waiting for an instruction as he holds out his card. I can’t pay. Oh God, this is so embarrassing. I nod reluctantly and he turns to the bartender. ‘Can you put two pints of Guinness on there too, before I forget the reason I’m queuing here in the first place.’

‘Thank you,’ I say, ‘um …?’

‘Josh,’ he says. ‘You were asking my name, right?’

‘I was. I am. Thank you, Josh.’ We stand for a few seconds and I realise this man is wearing the same-colour suit as Chris and is sporting the same yellow flower in his buttonhole. But he’s wearing that suit very differently. He’s both well spoken and well built, like a rugby player. His eyes are blue, speckled with lines of grey and a hint of amusement.

‘This is the bit where you tell me your name,’ he prompts, when I don’t immediately speak.

‘Lexie.’ I reply, preoccupied by my mission and the stubble around his jawline. He has dark hair, lighter than Chris’s, but I venture, ‘Are you the best man?’

He nods.

My eyes widen, while internally I silently shout, Yes! Yes!

‘I made a speech for about five minutes, which I’m guessing wasn’t very memorable,’ he says, putting on a pretend insulted face.

‘The speech was memorable,’ I fib.

‘But I wasn’t?’ Josh teases, and I smile.

‘You’re memorable now.’

He chuckles as two pints of Guinness are put in front of him. ‘Is that because I came to your rescue?’

‘It is,’ I reply. ‘If there’s anything I can do for you in return, other than transfer you some money, obviously …’

‘No need,’ he says softly. ‘Honestly.’

‘Really? I feel bad now.’

Behind us the DJ announces, ‘Now it’s time for the bride and groom to have their first dance. And,’ he looks down at the note he’s reading, ‘they request you to join them on the dance floor as soon as possible, because the groom is nervous and doesn’t dance in public.’

A few laughs and rumbles of ‘Aaah’ and ‘Oh, isn’t that sweet’ emanate around the room. It is actually quite sweet.

‘Dance with me?’ Josh asks, looking nervous, as if he can’t believe he’s just said it out loud.

‘Sorry?’ I say.

He nods his head towards the dance floor as the bride and groom cling to each other, shuffling their feet.

‘Shall we save them? One good turn deserves another and all that,’ he points out.

‘You mean you saved me, so now I need to help save them?’

‘Exactly,’ he replies, his blue eyes connecting with mine. ‘What do you say?’

The DJ helps the newly-weds slow-dance together, reiterating his request for couples to join the dance floor.

Josh holds out his hand. ‘Shall we?’

Chris! Oh my word, I suddenly remember Chris. I’ve left him out there, waiting for a drink and my return, and neither of these things has happened. I’ve lost track of my mission.

Although, now I think about it, my mission is to get off with the best man, who is standing in front of me, asking me to dance. If I pursue that, I win the game and my financial woes are gently alleviated for a very brief period of time, as I won’t have to fork out for a pair of expensive shoes. I also get a spa day. I’m torn. I should turn, make polite apologies to Josh, take Chris’s drink to him and continue enjoying our time together, no matter how brief it’s going to be. Because it is going to be short-lived. He lives in New York. I live here. Though there’s something about him.

‘Are you single?’ I ask Josh, cutting to the chase because there’s no point prioritising this gamble if he’s not.

He blinks, laughs in shock at the directness of my question. ‘Yeah. Are you?’

‘Yeah.’ His stubble gives him that I might have shaved this morning, I might not have, devil-may-care look I’ve always liked. I don’t know what to do. I’m not the kind to stand up a man. And there’s a connection with Chris. I feel it. It’s tangible, despite having spent only a fraction of time with him. I know it’s real. I know it’s there. But he lives so far away and … Josh, well I don’t know where he lives, but I’ll be honest with myself: wherever it is, it has to be closer than sodding New York.

‘I …’ I trail off, glance at the two champagne flutes still on the bar, the bubbles rising to the surface, condensation trickling gently towards the base of each glass.

‘We can leave them there. I think they’ll be fine, if we ask the bartender to keep an eye on them?’ Josh points out helpfully as my gaze settles on the drinks while I debate what to do.

Couples are making their way onto the dance floor, and the bride and groom look relieved that help has finally arrived.

Josh’s hand is still outstretched, his hopeful expression cutting into me. I can’t leave him hanging any more, so I take his hand and let him guide me onto the dance floor.

The space is popular, as nearly everyone jostles on to support the couple, and Josh and I are pushed together as he holds me and we sway to Taylor Swift’s ‘Gold Rush’. It has quite the beat, so is easy to move to. Josh is polite; one hand remains in the small of my back and he never once tries to move it south. He glances down and smiles at me briefly as we move to the music. If I wanted to snog him and win, now would be the time, even though it might be a bit inappropriate and out of the blue. He swirls me around and pulls me back towards him. He’s getting into the groove, and so am I. But after three minutes the song comes to an end, and we join in with a round of applause for the bride and groom.

‘Thanks,’ he says.

‘You’re welcome. You’re quite the dancer.’

We stand for a moment and then, feeling so pulled back towards Chris, I say, ‘I’m really sorry, but I have to get that drink to someone.’

‘Of course. Yeah.’ Josh lifts his hand to wave and then follows a little behind me on the way to the bar, so he can scoop his drinks up and head back to the dance floor.

I’ve been gone so long, I really hope Chris is still outside.




CHAPTER THREE

Chris greets me by pushing himself away from the balustrade, a wide smile on his face as he says, ‘For a while there I thought you weren’t coming back.’

‘I’m so sorry. I got held up. I had to help save the bride and groom from embarrassment by joining in during their first dance. I boogied briefly with the best man, Josh.’

‘Oh, damn, I missed the first dance,’ Chris laments with an anxious expression.

I wonder briefly what it would have been like to dance with him instead of Josh. ‘But look,’ I say quickly, gesturing to the two full glasses.

‘Well done,’ he replies, taking one. ‘Thanks.’ His smile is so warm, infectious.

‘You are very welcome.’ I don’t tell him that it wasn’t me who paid for them. ‘I hope they’re not too warm by now.’

‘How was your dance with Josh?’ Chris asks warmly.

‘Quick. Easy.’ There was no more to it than that. I was preoccupied, willing it to finish, so I could get back to you. ‘It was a very short dance. The couple chose something fast, so we’d finished before we’d even got started.’ I laugh.

‘He hates dancing,’ Chris says.

‘Josh?’

‘Dan.’

‘Who’s Dan?’ I query.

Chris smiles. ‘The man who got married today. You’re at his wedding.’

‘Oh God, yes, of course.’

He laughs. ‘I have no idea whether Josh hates dancing. I don’t really know him.’

‘No?’

‘We only just met on the stag-do a few days ago. He seems nice, though. I’m friends with Dan from uni, and Josh knows him through school, so …’ he trails off, nowhere left to go with that small talk. Then Chris lifts his glass towards mine. ‘Cheers, Lexie.’

We clink glasses and then he devastates me by saying, ‘Um, so … you were gone ages and I hate to do this, but in about five minutes I’m going to have to go.’

‘Go where?’ I ask.

‘I need to head inside and say goodbye to Dan, and then I’ve got a taxi coming.’

‘And then you’re leaving?’ I ask. I can’t help but feel disappointed. I’m enjoying this too much. Or rather I was, until I ruined it and went inside, danced with Josh, when I could have been out here with Chris.

‘Yeah. I don’t want to go quite so soon, but my flight is in a few hours.’

‘Your flight? Are you going back to New York now?’

‘It was the only flight I could get that didn’t cost a million pounds, and I have to be at work on Monday morning. Dan understood, so I figured I’d go for it. It meant a lot to him that I came over for the stag-do and the wedding and was an usher, so …’ he trails off again. ‘I’m babbling,’ he finishes with a smile.

I breathe in deeply, breathe out. ‘How often do you make it back here?’

‘I don’t really,’ he says sadly. ‘Work is kind of intense and …’

‘Oh.’

‘Do you ever get out to New York?’ he asks hopefully.

I shake my head. ‘No, sadly. Especially as I don’t have a job at the minute. Although I went to Miami with my ex-boyfriend about eighteen months ago,’ I add pointlessly.

‘OK,’ he says. ‘Fuck!’

I laugh. ‘Say how you really feel,’ I joke.

‘OK,’ he says again, taking me literally. ‘I will. You’re fun and I’m having a good time out here with you. We’ve got … probably four minutes now, so we need to fit in as much Big Talk as we can. Let’s make it count.’

‘Round three?’ I suggest.

‘Round three,’ he agrees. ‘Why did you and your ex break up, and how long ago?’

‘Really?’ I query. ‘Four minutes to go and that’s what you want to talk about?’

He nods. ‘Go for it.’

I take a deep breath. ‘It was about a year ago and he cheated on me.’

‘Shit,’ he says. ‘I wasn’t expecting that.’

‘What were you expecting?’

‘The usual story. Incompatibility – something like that.’

‘We were incompatible enough for him to cheat on me after only eight months,’ I point out. ‘Now you. When was your last relationship and why did you break up?’

‘She dumped me. It was a couple of months ago.’

‘That’s quite recent, isn’t it? Did it hurt? Does it still hurt? Why did she dump you?’

‘That’s a lot of questions all in one go. It doesn’t hurt. It did for a while. But y’know … time heals, I guess.’ He gives me a shy smile, as if he’s not sure of his own words. ‘We got together pretty soon after I arrived in New York. I didn’t know many people. I sort of clung to her like a life-raft. For quite a while at the start she was dating me and a few other people at the same time, so we weren’t really serious. She was keeping her options open, which worked for her, but not for me. And after I thought we were moving in a good direction, it kind of went back to how it was at the start. I realise now she was looking for a way out when she suggested that we start seeing other people, to find out if we missed each other – to see if we really were destined for each other. I said no. She ended it.’

Chris defuses the seriousness of what he’s just said by chuckling at my expression. At some point during this short tale my mouth has fallen open.

‘Wow’ is all I can say, followed by, ‘I got cheated on in secret, and your girlfriend flat-out told you she wanted to cheat on you. That’s … another level.’

‘Yep,’ he replies. ‘It’s also embarrassing. I couldn’t comprehend it – any of it. We obviously weren’t right for each other. Serial dating is crazy. I don’t have the time, or the energy.’

‘Me neither. Serial dating is the worst,’ I say.

‘Dating in general is pretty dire,’ Chris observes. ‘But how will we ever meet people if we don’t date?’

‘You should be able to meet people before having to endure a date. Like in a normal way,’ I say.

Chris nods enthusiastically. ‘You go on a date with someone you’ve never even spoken to. Or met! I can’t get how we’ve normalised that.’

It’s my turn to enthuse. ‘You turn up, a bag of nerves, and you wait. What if they don’t turn up?’ I ask.

‘Or what if they do and they don’t look like their profile picture. Or they’ve lied about everything you thought you had in common with them and it turns out they have zero hobbies,’ Chris goes on, rising to the point.

‘Or,’ I continue, ‘it was fantastic when you were typing cute flirty messages to each other, but now you’re sitting face-to-face across a table, nursing a warm glass of wine, and it turns out there is no chemistry whatsoever. There are so many things that can go wrong. And you’re there for an hour minimum, watching the sand-timer of your life run out, waiting for it to end so you can try it all again with someone else a few days later.’

Chris stares at me, takes a deep breath. ‘That’s dark, so you’ve obviously had some bad experiences. I’ve not been missing out by being in a quasi-relationship with someone who just wasn’t into me.’

‘You have not,’ I confirm.

‘See, that’s why I don’t do online dating,’ Chris answers, as if reminding himself of the multitude of reasons why it’s bleak. ‘And this,’ he says, gesturing to the invisible but new connection between the two of us out here on the terrace, ‘is the reason why I don’t bring plus-ones to weddings.’

‘This?’ I question.

‘You and I just met on a terrace at a wedding, because I was out here catching some air and not ushering a plus-one around. It gave me room to meet you and have a great conversation, and that doesn’t happen very often.’

I think about Scarlet, not ushering me around a wedding as her plus-one, but instead probably snogging the face off the blond waiter. I’m glad I met Chris, out here like this, even if he is about to leave.

His thoughts must echo mine because he says softly, ‘It’s a shame I’m leaving.’

‘It is,’ I reply quietly. And then, because I’ve got nothing to lose, I continue, ‘Of course I meet a really nice man and he lives nowhere near me.’

Chris holds my gaze and it feels so real, so natural. It’s the kind of look I’ve been desperate to experience … for years. And this man, out here, who is getting on a plane and leaving London in a matter of hours, is giving me that much-longed-for look.

I smile and, knowing the connection and the chemistry between us are real, I risk saying, ‘There’s not too much we can do about this.’

‘Perhaps online dating is the answer after all,’ he sighs.

‘Don’t do a U-turn on me now.’

‘Dating apps would never have shown you a guy who lives in New York,’ he counters.

I laugh. ‘True. I’ve widened my search criteria, but not by that much.’

He laughs in return, and then somewhere in the recesses of his pocket his phone alarm goes off. ‘That’s my cue to get moving.’

My chest tightens. ‘It was a lovely four minutes,’ I tell him.

‘It wasn’t long enough,’ he says meaningfully. We stand for a beat, just looking at each other, and then he continues, ‘I need to say bye to Dan and grab my luggage from reception. Come with me? We might be able to squeeze in some more Big Talk.’

I smile as we walk away from the terrace and into the house, where the slow dancing has long since ended. The retro beat of Pulp’s ‘Common People’ blasts out, and the dance floor thrums under our feet as people bounce around us. I momentarily lose Chris and he turns, touches my fingers and holds my hand, sending a jolt through me as he leads me through the crowd. He finds the groom, says something I can’t hear and embraces him in a bear hug. I see Josh and he turns to look at me, giving me a quick smile. I return it and then he looks away, singing along as the chorus plays, while jumping up and down with his friends.

Chris and I make our way through the library and, in the corner of the room, Scarlet and the waiter are standing by the books, talking and smiling. I’m relieved I’ve found her. The waiter’s holding a tray of dirty glasses, but isn’t making any signs of returning them to the kitchen. Instead he’s laughing at something she’s said. In the quiet of the flagstone-tiled reception area Chris walks towards the desk and asks for his luggage and, when he’s collected it, turns to me.

I stand there, knowing this is almost it. It’s too fast. It’s all moving too fast. Meeting someone, flirting, realising you like them … then they leave to go back to where they live, very, very far away. It’s not supposed to happen like this, surely.

Chris starts to speak, but he’s cut off by his phone. ‘Hang on,’ he tells me and lifts it to his ear. ‘Thanks,’ he says to the caller. ‘I’ll be there in a second.’

‘It’s my taxi,’ he tells me as he hangs up. ‘Shit,’ he goes on, looking at me with a sad smile. We walk together towards the large double doors, open because the welcome breeze of the day has long since left and the evening air is warm, still.

As we cross the threshold and stand on the steps I ask, ‘Do you maybe want to … um …’ I trail off.

He steps forward. ‘Do I maybe want to what?’

I get brave. ‘I was going to say do you want to swap numbers? Just for when you might be back in town again? Although I know you said it’s not often, so …’

‘Yeah,’ he replies uncertainly. ‘We could do.’

I realise, from his tone, that I’ve misjudged the situation dramatically. ‘No, don’t worry.’ I try to claw back my dignity, but fail. ‘Sorry, I’ve totally misread—’

‘No, you haven’t,’ Chris says quickly. ‘You haven’t misread anything.’ He stands for a second, weighing something up. ‘I think I’m about to do something … unprecedented.’ He glances at his watch.

‘It’s been longer than seventeen minutes, by the way. You’ve missed the boat on proposing,’ I tease.

‘Damn,’ he laughs and then looks at me. ‘Bear with me, because I’m about to do the most random thing I’ve ever done.’

I narrow my eyes, no idea what he’s about to say.

Chris opens his mouth, pauses and then says, ‘Come with me.’

‘Come with you? Where?’

‘To New York,’ he says simply. ‘I know it’s ridiculous. I know we’ve just met. But I also feel as if you should. I feel as if you should come with me.’

‘You feel as if I should come with you to New York?’ I ask in a high-pitched voice.

Chris is laughing now. ‘Yeah. I don’t understand what I’m doing, either. I’ve never moved this quickly in my life,’ he tells me. ‘Maybe that’s where I’ve been going wrong all these years. Lexie, I like you. And unless I am totally misreading things … I think you might like me.’

I smile shyly and nod. ‘I do.’ What is happening?

‘So,’ he goes on, and he breathes in, breathes out, ‘come with me to New York.’

I open my mouth and pause. ‘You’re serious?’

He laughs, clearly shocked at his own behaviour. ‘Yeah, I’m serious. It would be like …’ He grasps around for a comparison. ‘It would be like continuing this evening long into the early hours of the morning, which is probably what we would have done if we were both staying at the venue, instead of one of us rushing to catch a flight. We’d wake up here tomorrow, find each other over the breakfast buffet, talk again over coffee and then make plans to continue seeing each other. This is sort of like that. But … on a plane and in a different city.’

I think. ‘Really? Are you being serious?’

‘Maybe,’ Chris replies. ‘I think I am. Yeah. Why not?’

‘I …’ I can’t think of what to say. I like Chris. I liked him immediately. He’s lovely, funny, charming, handsome … And how often does this happen? How often do I meet a man like this and experience such an instant connection? Never. Not like this. This has never happened. This seems fated. Chris asking me to go with him – because he feels it too. This must all be happening for a reason. What if he’s the one?

I’m not speaking and he continues, nervously, ‘I know it’s a ridiculous thing to suggest, but …’

‘It is ridiculous, yeah,’ I say absently as I try to think it through. I can feel excitement brewing inside me. I love this idea. I love the idea of being with Chris, even for a minute longer, so the idea of being with him in New York for a few days: yes, please. I don’t exactly have a full diary this week, being unemployed. ‘It’s my turn to clean the flat,’ I say out loud, realising immediately how boring that sounds.

Chris nods, a knowing smile on his face. ‘I hear you. I love cleaning. Cleaning is important. I respect your decision-making process.’

‘Shh,’ I say, thinking. ‘Are you being serious?’ I ask again, because I can’t help thinking this sounds fun, incredible. ‘How?’ I ask uncertainly. ‘How would we do this?’

Chris blows air out of his cheeks. ‘I don’t know.’ But his face betrays the excitement that is clearly rushing through him too. ‘How about this,’ he suggests, with laughter in his voice. ‘Just come for a few days. Then, if it turns out I have zero hobbies, we’ve got no chemistry and you don’t fancy watching the sand-timer of your life run out …’ he repeats my words and I can’t help but laugh, then clamp a hand to my mouth as excitement bubbles over. ‘Then you’re only a taxi ride away from the airport,’ he finishes.

‘What if I decide it’s a terrible idea after having spent … however long the flight is with you? I’ll be stuck.’

‘Eight hours,’ he says. ‘It’s only eight hours. And if we land at JFK and you think, This man’s an idiot. No way. I’m out of here, then you’re already at an airport, so you can go home. It’s almost too easy,’ he ends with a grin.

It is almost too easy, isn’t it? He’s quickly scrolling online, saying that my ESTA will still be valid, as I went to Miami less than two years ago, and that we might just have time to book a flight and drive to my flat to grab some clothes and my passport.

I love this idea. I love it so much.

But then this dream-like trance that I’m in is replaced by a jolt of reality. How will I pay for all this? I can’t afford a plane ticket to New York. I couldn’t even afford drinks at the bar. I can’t afford anything.

Could I use what’s left of my gran’s inheritance? Something tells me I can’t, or rather I shouldn’t. She was a pragmatic woman and would never have done something like this. Blowing her money on a ticket to New York to be with a man I’ve known for such a short time – it’s too crazy. The guilt would consume me.

Chris is scrolling for flight info and I have to stop him. I say his name and he looks up from his phone. His expression falls when he sees my face. He knows I’m going to say no – he can see it in my eyes. I must look sad. I feel it.

‘This isn’t what people do, is it?’ he mutters softly, obviously sensing I’m about to say something similar. ‘Normal people don’t invite women they’ve known for an hour to get on a plane with them, do they?’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ I reply, keeping firmly to myself the real and embarrassing reason why I’m saying no. ‘For a very long moment I was seriously considering it.’

‘Really?’ he asks.

‘Yes,’ I breathe. ‘I was very nearly there. Despite the fact that it would have been the most outrageous thing I’ve ever done.’

Chris nods, smiles, looks at the ground and then at me. ‘It would have been amazing.’

I swear my heart rate is well into the hundreds. ‘I know,’ I say, because I believe him. I think it would have been … everything. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘There is absolutely no need to apologise,’ he tells me. ‘It was either the most romantic gesture I’ve ever made or I am massively unhinged.’ Chris smiles and his gaze connects with mine as he puts his phone away.

‘I guess I’ll never know now,’ I say.

He’s so nice, so attractive, so funny, so warm and I’ve just said no to the most romantic offer I’ve ever received. Am I making a mistake? I could have borrowed some money from Scarlet maybe, again. I don’t know much, but I do know this: Chris is right. Normal people don’t ask women they’ve known for less than a day to get on a plane with them. But maybe this isn’t a normal situation … I groan inwardly. Oh, finances be damned, because practicality tells me saying no has to be the right decision. Or else why am I doing it?

His phone rings again. Chris pulls it out of his pocket as we stand on the steps.

‘It’s my taxi again,’ he says, looking round for a vehicle that isn’t there. ‘I wonder if he’s in the car park. I should go and find him.’

‘Can I walk with you?’

He nods, picking up his luggage. ‘I’d like that.’ The warmth never leaves his dark-brown eyes.

Oh, what am I doing by not going with him?

‘Can I just say …’ I start, as we enter the large gravel car park, with the house behind us. The taxi is in the distance and pulls out of a front-line space on seeing us. ‘That I am genuinely really annoyed you live in New York.’

He laughs. ‘So am I, at this moment in time.’

Gravel crunches underneath as the taxi pulls up. The driver pings the boot open and Chris loads his luggage into the car. I feel strangely bereft with every passing second.

‘Can I get your number? Just in case …?’ he asks, closing the boot and turning to me, although his defeated expression says everything. We’ll swap numbers, sure, but we won’t message each other. Why would we?

‘Just in case I ever move to New York?’ I tease.

‘You never know,’ he replies and, because he’s so lovely and now so utterly unavailable to me, I torture myself, cave in and give him my number. Chris saves it into his phone and then says, ‘This isn’t the way I saw this day going at all.’

‘Me neither,’ I reply, and I make myself a little taller and kiss him on his cheek, lingering for a moment, two moments. I hear Chris breathe. I close my eyes, for
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