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Prologue

[ am nowhere near drunk enough. I stare with a sinking heart at the sea of
neon-wearing, tutu-donning, permed-haired Madonna-in-the-Eighties
wannabes going absolutely hysterical on the dance floor below. A DJ is
whipping them up into a frenzy as he hands out fluffy white tiaras to a
frightening number of brides-to-be.

‘WHO ELSE IS ON THEIR HEN NIGHT?’ he shouts, and I cringe from
the sound of screaming behind me.

‘HERE! UP HERE!” Michelle yells at the top of her voice as she herds a
red-faced, laughing Polly past me to the stairs. We’ve just walked in through
the door on the upper level.

‘GOOD LUCK, LADIES! ENJOY YOUR EVENINGS’, the DJ shouts,
and then the bright lights over the dance floor dim and the music cranks up.
Michelle’s moan at not getting downstairs quick enough is cut off by Polly’s
sudden squeal when she realises whose song is playing.

‘IT’S KYLIE!

She clutches at me with fevered delight and drags me onto the dance floor
where I plaster a grin on my face and do a reluctant Locomotion with my
fellow countrywoman. I wonder how soon I can blame my jetlag and call it a
night.

‘I wish we’d dressed up’, Michelle squeals with annoyance as an Olivia
Newton-John lookalike in legwarmers shimmies past.

Michelle and I are not on the same wavelength.

[ don’t know her. At least, I didn’t, not before tonight. I’d never met Kelly,
Bridget or Maria before, either. Polly, on the other hand, I know well. But
right now, I almost wish I didn’t.

We’ve been friends since high school in Australia, but two and a half years
ago she came to the UK to work and went and got herself engaged to a Pom.



They’re getting married next week, and unfortunately, I wasn’t involved in
the hen party planning, otherwise I would have made sure we were a hell of a
lot drunker before dragging everyone to an Eighties club.

‘Who’s up for a shot?’ Bridget yells before the song is out.

‘ME!” 1 reply, darting off the dance floor. ‘I’ll give you a hand.’

We head to the bar. ‘Shall we do tequila or vodka?’ she shouts over her
shoulder.

‘Whichever’s strongest!” I shout back, getting a look from a guy standing
nearby. | smirk at him and he shrugs hopelessly in return. Hmm, he’s a bit of
a hottie, actually. His dark hair 1s a little longer on top and styled back off his
face and he’s wearing black jeans and a light-coloured shirt with the sleeves
rolled up.

‘Here you go!” Bridget shouts, distracting my attention as she passes me a
shot glass. Wow, that was quick. ‘Cheers!’ she says.

‘Aren’t we waiting for the others?’ I ask.

She knocks hers back and winces. Apparently not. I raise my eyebrows and
do the same. Urgh. Straight vodka. The barman lines up six more shot glasses
and fills them up. ‘I think you and I need extra ammunition,” Bridget says
with a wicked grin, passing me three glasses and nodding in the direction of
the others.

I glance at the hottie, but he’s staring straight ahead, looking utterly fed up.

We reach the other hens and hand out the shots. A couple of the girls look
a bit reluctant, but drink up anyway, and then A-ha’s ‘Take On Me’ starts to
play. It may be the vodka, it may be the fact that I love this song, or it may
even be because there’s at least one good-looking guy in this dive, but I feel
like the night is looking up.

And then a cowboy dances into our circle and starts to gyrate against
Michelle.

And — oh God — she lets him.

Bridget flashes me a “‘WTF’ look and I mirror her expression before taking
in the scene. Boys are few and far between, but I can see two Michael
Jacksons from ‘Thriller’, and a Michael J Fox from Teen Wolfin a yellow
bomber jacket and impressively hairy werewolf gloves. A man-size can of
Bud beer is dancing enthusiastically with Batman and Robin a few feet away
and his costume-enclosed face is hot and sweaty.

Suddenly I miss Jason. And I really don’t want to.

My eyes involuntarily seek out the guy by the bar. He’s still there, leaning



back against a pillar with his legs casually crossed, playing with his iPhone.
He looks totally out of place. I wonder what he’s doing here? I bet he didn’t
come willingly.

I nearly jump out of my skin as Batman appears in front of me, the bottom
of his masked face mostly taken up by a ludicrously cheesy grin as he starts
to boogie on down in front of me.

I don’t think so, buddy... I duck away from him to Bridget and she gives
me the universal signal for ‘another shot?’ I nod eagerly.

‘Anyone else want a drink?’ I ask the others.

Polly and Maria opt for cocktails, but Kelly and Michelle decline.

Bridget and I head back to the bar.

‘I’11 get these,’ I tell Bridget as she tries to flag down the barman. There
are a few more people waiting to be served, but the bar is surprisingly not
that busy. “You want a cocktail as well as a shot?’ I ask Bridget.

‘Sure. Whatever you’re having.’

‘So how do you know Polly?’ I ask her.

‘Through work.’

‘What do you do?’

‘I’m a travel writer.” She sweeps her wavy, medium-length dark brown
hair over her shoulder. ‘I did a review on one of her hotel chains in Barcelona
last year. She’s sorted me out for a few freebies since.’

‘Cool.’

‘What can I get you?’

The barman has materialised in front of us so I lean across the bar and
place our order.

‘Angry Birds?’ | hear Bridget exclaim after a moment and look over my
shoulder to see that she’s plucked the phone straight out of the hottie’s hands.
He gives her that cute, hopeless little shrug and she hands him back his phone
in mock disgust.

‘Anything to pass the time,” I hear him reply in a deep, gently sarcastic
voice.

‘What are you doing here?’ she asks.

‘Stag do.’

‘Who’s the groom?’ I chip in, passing Bridget a shot glass.

He points at the dance floor with the hand holding his phone. ‘Somewhere
over there.’

“You don’t feel like dancing?’ 1 ask him as Bridget sinks her shot.



‘Not drunk enough,’ he replies.

‘We can rectify that,” Bridget says flippantly, leaning past me to speak to
the barman, who’s currently shaking the shit out of a silver cocktail shaker.

‘I’m never drunk enough,” he mutters to me.

‘I’'m Bronte,’ I tell him, knocking back my own shot and grimacing.
“Yuck.’

‘Alex,” he replies with amusement. His eyes are blue, I think, but it’s pretty
dark in here so it’s hard to tell.

‘We’re on a hen night,’ I tell him. ‘My mate Polly’s getting married next
week.’ I point her out. “The blonde chick with her hair up in a ponytail.’

‘You Australian?’ he asks.

“Yep.” There goes my accent again, giving me away. ‘I’m over for the
wedding.’

‘Where are you from?’

‘Sydney.’

‘Here you are,” Bridget interrupts with three more shot glasses.

I’m going to be off my face at this rate. Clink! Down they go.

The barman needs paying so I settle up, my head spinning.

I hear Bridget laugh as I try to juggle the four cocktail glasses and give up,
passing one to her.

‘Catch you later,” she says. I flash the guy a smile as she turns away and
meets my eyes.

‘Phwoar!’ she mouths. ‘He’s gorgeous. Have you got a boyfriend?’ she
asks as we make our way back to the girls.

‘Nope.” Not any more. ‘You?’

‘I’ve just started seeing someone,’ she replies regretfully, adding,
‘unfortunately, otherwise I’d be majorly on the pull tonight. You should get
in there.’

I hand Polly and Maria their cocktails. ‘I doubt he’s single,’ I point out,
humouring her, because even if he is single and interested, it would be too
soon after Jason.

‘She Drives Me Crazy’ by Fine Young Cannibals is playing now. As I
dance, the soles of my feet begin to burn. I knew I should have worn my
trusty cowboy boots, but I bought a pair of electric-blue heels earlier and I
couldn’t resist. It’s also been stupidly hot today, considering it’s September
and the UK should be cooling down. I don’t know why Polly’s always
whingeing about the weather. I’'m wearing a thigh-length fitted black dress



and my long, light brown hair is styled in a loose fishtail plait that drapes
over my left shoulder. My eye shadow is dark green, glittery and probably
smudged, and I’'m guessing that my lipstick is long gone.

The Beer Can Man bumps into me and I don’t even shove him away. The
alcohol thrumming through my veins must be improving my state of mind.
But, uh-oh, Batman’s getting amorous ideas again. With a cheesy, sweaty
grin, he starts to sidle his blue-Lycra-clad body over. Polly reaches through
the throng and rescues me.

‘I’m so glad you came!” she squeals in my ear, wrapping her arm around
my neck.

‘Me too.’ I try to sound convincing.

‘Especially considering how much you hate weddings.” She gives me an
affectionate — albeit slightly violent — shake as if to knock some sense into
me.

‘I don’t mind them that much,’ I lie. At least she’s getting married in a
register office. ‘Anyway, I couldn’t miss yours, could 1?7’

‘I would have killed you if you had!’

[ don’t doubt it.

‘I can’t believe it’s been two and a half years,’ she slurs. I always could
drink her under the table, I muse with affection, before belatedly
remembering she can be a really nasty drink. Hopefully not tonight. ‘About
time someone came to see me,’ she adds.

Someone, not me specifically, I note.

‘It doesn’t seem that long,’ I agree, taking a swig of my vodka, cranberry
and grapefruit Seabreeze. The truth is, I barely recognise her. She’s lost over
two stone since getting engaged eight months ago. I was a bit taken aback
when I saw her. She didn’t look like herself.

‘How’s work?’ Polly shouts in my ear. ‘I feel like I’ve barely got to speak
to you since you arrived.’

‘It’s good,’ I tell her noncommittally. I recently got promoted to deputy
picture editor at a weekly women’s celebrity magazine called Hebe, named
after the Greek goddess of youth. I used to work at a men’s lifestyle
magazine called Marbles, but my boss on the picture desk didn’t appear to be
going anywhere, so I had to move on to move up.

‘Are you sure you don’t mind staying at the hotel?’ Polly asks me for the
umpteenth time with a worried look on her oddly slim face.

‘Definitely not,’ I reassure her.



I flew in yesterday morning at the crack of dawn. I caught up with Polly
for lunch — she’s a manager at the hotel I’'m staying in, which is near St
Paul’s Cathedral, just up the road. I spent yesterday afternoon sleeping off
my jetlag, and then we went out for dinner last night in Soho with her fiancé,
Grant, who’s a structural engineer. He’s good fun. Seems to really love my
friend and, more importantly, seems to be able to handle her sometimes
overly dominant personality, so that can only be a good thing. They only
recently moved in together to a new-build one-bedroom flat near the river.
Even though Polly offered to put me up on their sofa bed, I didn’t want to
cramp their style, not with so much else going on right now. So I plan to
explore London for the next few days, although I wish I had longer because
it’s my first time here. On Wednesday I’ll head with Polly and Grant to
Grant’s parents’ house in Brighton. Grant’s parents are hosting the wedding
so I’ll be able to help with the last-minute arrangements and spend some time
with my old friend. I haven’t even told her about Jason. She’s been on at me
to settle down for ages.

A few months ago my boyfriend of a year moved to Western Australia for
work. He asked me to join him. He asked me a lot of things. But we weren’t
meant to be. We called time on our relationship three weeks ago.

Great. Now I’m not even in the mood for ‘Footloose’.

‘Just going to the loo,’ I tell Polly before she can sense that anything is
wrong. | squeeze through the crowd on the dance floor and emerge relatively
free from assault. I shoot a quick glance at the bar, but the space in front of
the pillar is bare. Oh well.

Polly and the others are by the bar taking a breather when I return, my feet
stinging excruciatingly. I really need to sit down.

‘Bronte!’ Polly waves me over. ‘What are you drinking?’

‘I’ll have another Seabreeze, please.” Hopefully alcohol will take the edge
off the pain in my soles. An arm appears around my shoulders. I jerk away
from the sweaty, red-faced guy staring down at me, but he grins drunkenly
and hangs on for dear life.

‘My best mate’s getting married next week,” he tells me, slurring his
words. ‘This one here.” He puts his other arm around the guy to his left and
drags him closer. ‘He’s... The best. Bloke. Ever.’

‘Wow. Congratulations,’ I say, deadpan, detaching myself from his pincer-
like grip before he pulls me to the ground.

‘I’'m Nigel,” the drunk guys says, trying to sound serious and sober — and



failing.

‘We’re on a hen night,” Michelle interrupts.

Don’t encourage him, you idiot!

Nigel’s eyes widen with amazement, as though this could possibly be a
surprising thing in this venue. ‘No. Way? Who’s the bride?’

‘Me!” Polly answers with a giggle, passing me my drink.

‘What’s your name?’ Nigel asks her, stumbling into his pal. They’re both
dressed in short-sleeve check shirts and dark trousers.

‘Polly,” she replies happily, as Maria, Kelly and Bridget join us. I slurp at
my drink and stare on resignedly as they all introduce themselves. There are
four of them — the groom is called Brian, but I switch off after that.

‘ALEX!’ Nigel suddenly shouts, right in my ear. I clap my hand over my
ear and mouth, ‘OW!” Then Alex — THE Alex — appears beside me. I watch
with surprise as Nigel wraps his arm around Alex’s neck. ‘Where did you go,
man?’ he asks incredulously as he wobbles from left to right and then
backwards and forwards. The strain of keeping him upright is showing on
Alex’s face.

‘You’re suffocating me,” Alex tells him with some effort. Brian helps
extract Nigel and I have an image in my mind of one of those small, brown
koala tourist toys that cling onto inanimate objects.

“This 1s Alex.” Brian, who appears marginally more sober than Nigel,
introduces him. I notice Kelly and Michelle flash each other appreciative
looks.

‘Poppy’s getting married next week,” Nigel butts in, indicating our
blushing bride-to-be.

‘POLLY!” Michelle and Kelly laughingly correct him.

‘Oh right, cool,” Alex says to the group, feigning interest. He slyly checks
his watch while his friends fawn over Polly and the others.

‘I saw that.” I gently elbow him in his ribs. He looks abashed. ‘The shot
didn’t help?’

‘No,’ he replies with what I think is a genuine — although small — smile. ‘I
think I might need about ten more of those.’

“Your wish is her command,’ I say wryly as I see Bridget getting the
barman to line up shot glasses. Alex doesn’t look convinced. ‘So why are you
so behind?’ I ask curiously. ‘Y our mates are wasted.’

‘I came along late.” Pause. ‘Had to work,” he adds.

‘On a Saturday? What do you do?’



‘I, um, had to go to a photoshoot.’ I can see he’s reluctant to reveal this,
but naturally I’'m compelled to ask what it was for. ‘Er, it was for a
magazine,” he reveals, shifting from side to side.

‘Really? I work on a magazine. I’m a deputy picture editor.’

‘Are you?’ He instantly relaxes, and I understand. Some people get all
manic and overeager when you tell them you work in the media.

At that point, the others interrupt because it’s ‘shot time’. I don’t need
another one, but I chink my glass with Alex anyway and stealthily swap my
full glass with his empty one as soon as he’s done.

‘You don’t want 1t?” he asks.

‘I’ve had more than enough,’ I reply.

He shrugs and knocks it back and then ‘Girls Just Want to Have Fun’ starts
to blare out of the speakers.

‘LET’S DANCE!” Michelle screams, dragging Polly and Brian away. The
others are all seemingly happy to follow, but Alex and I hang back.

‘Still not drunk enough?’ I ask him.

‘No, but don’t let me stop you,’ he says.

‘I need to sit down. My feet are killing me.’

He nods to the bench seat stretched across one side of the dance floor. My
mood improves considerably as I follow him, staring at the back of his head.
His dark hair curls around the nape of his neck. He’s very different to his
friends. They seem so... ordinary. | wonder how he knows them. He reaches
the black-velvet-cushioned bench and flops down, leaning his head back
against the wall. I take a seat beside him and cross my legs.

‘Batman’s at it again,” I comment as the superhero wannabe gets up close
and personal with a girl in a leopard-print miniskirt a few feet away. She
looks very drunk, which probably suits him just fine.

‘Christ,” Alex murmurs, as the girl plucks an ice cube out of her glass and
licks it seductively.

I watch, goggle-eyed, as Batman sticks his tongue out and the girl rubs the
ice cube along it. I snigger. ‘If a guy wanted to score, this would be the place
to come. The ratio must be ten to ninety.’

‘Mmm,’ he agrees.

‘So what’s your link to Brian?’ I ask, making conversation.

‘He’s marrying my little sister.’

‘Ohh,’ I say, knowingly. ‘I see.’

He glances at me. ‘Why do you say it like that?’



‘I wouldn’t have placed you with them,’ I tell him, belatedly realising that
this could sound incredibly rude, even as I go on to say: ‘They don’t look like
the kind of blokes you’d hang out with.” Eek. ‘Whoops, sorry, that’s the
alcohol talking.’

He smirks. ‘I’m still not drunk enough.’

‘Go and get another shot, then.’

‘I don’t know how much longer I’'m going to stay,” he admits, shoving a
wayward sleeve back up past his elbow.

‘Great, thanks very much,’ I snap jokily. ‘Leave me to fend for myself,
why don’t you. I’ll probably have a werewolf humping my leg in a minute,
but you go right ahead. Let him at me.’

He flashes me a sideways grin as he makes to get up. ‘I’ll go to the bar.’

“That’s the spirit.” Yay!

‘You want one?’

‘I’d love another Seabreeze. I reckon if I stick to vodka-based drinks, 1’1l
have less chance of passing out later.’

He looks amused and I feel a little jittery as I watch him pass through the
crowd, then my attention is distracted by Batman trailing the ice cube up the
inside of the girl’s miniskirt. I look on with horror. Urgh, that’s disgusting.
He puts the ice cube back up to her mouth and she sucks it between her lips.

I barely even notice Alex return a few minutes later. There have been some
developments.

‘What’s up?’ he asks, giving me a quizzical look as he takes a seat next to
me.
‘Them,’ I hiss. ‘Look!’

Batman is pressed up against the girl’s front and Robin is pressed up
against her from behind in a superhero sandwich. She’s smiling over her
shoulder at Robin in what I’m sure she hopes is a seductive manner. She
reaches around, pulls the toy gun out of his hands, puts it into her mouth, and
pretends to give it a blowjob. Then I notice Batman’s hard-on.

I shoot my head around to give Alex an incredulous look. His jaw has
practically hit the floor and he looks so comical, I start to laugh. He meets my
eyes.

‘Fuck me,’ he says with astonishment.

‘I’m sure she would if you asked her to,” I quip. I look back at the
superheroes. The girl has detached herself and is zigzagging off the dance
floor in the direction of the toilets. Batman and Robin high-five each other



and suddenly I feel sickened, not entertained.

‘I hope she’s going home,’ I say, as Batman adjusts his crotch. ‘Ew, that is
so wrong...’

Repelled, Alex turns his face away towards me. I do the same, putting my
hand up on the side of my face to shield us from view. He regards me with a
playful smile and as I stare up into his eyes, my heart quickens. I let my hand
drop and look back at the action on the dance floor. It’s then that I spot Polly,
standing stock-still and glaring at me. I tense up as she storms over. |
remember that she can be a really nasty drunk. How could I ever forget that?

‘What are you doing?’ she demands to know.

I inwardly sigh. ‘My feet are killing me.’ I kick up one electric-blue high
heel, but she’s already dragging me to my feet. “What about Jason?’ she
barks in my ear, scowling down at Alex.

‘We split up,’ I tell her calmly, and while she looks stricken at first, her
expression swiftly transforms into one of accusation. ‘Why? For God’s sake,
Bronte, I thought he was The One? Why didn’t you e/l me?’ Luckily I’'m not
looking for sympathy.

‘I was going to fill you in after tonight,” I reply. ‘Anyway, it’s not a big
deal,’ I try to chill her out. ‘But I do need a breather. These heels were a bad
idea.’

She looks down at my feet and back up at my face, and I’'m not at all
convinced that she’s going to let me off the hook, but then Starship’s ‘Never
Gonna Stop Us Now’ starts up and Michelle — my unwitting saviour —
appears and pulls Polly back onto the dance floor. Deflated, I sit back down
next to Alex.

‘What was that about?’ he asks.

I slurp my drink miserably. ‘I hadn’t told her I’d split up with my
boyfriend.’

Pause. ‘Oh.’

‘I hate it when she’s drunk. I can’t tell you how many nights ended up with
her flying off the handle in a drunken rage when we were back home in
Australia,” I rant. ‘I thought she might have grown out of it.’

‘When was the last time you saw her?’ he asks.

“Two and a half years ago, before she moved here.’

‘Oh.’

‘It’s not like we’re best mates,’ I continue full steam. ‘But I’ve known her
for donkey’s years. She didn’t even ask me to be a flippin’ bridesmaid.’



‘Oh, right.

‘Not that [ wanted to be a bridesmaid.’

‘No?’

‘No. I think marriage is pointless and I bloody hate weddings and she
knows it.’

‘I see.”

‘Sorry, I’m going on.’

He smiles. ‘It’s okay.’

‘I’1l shut up now.’

We fall silent for a bit.

‘When did you split up with your boyfriend?’

Hmm, so he’s asking that question...

‘A few weeks ago.’ I turn the interrogation around. ‘What about you? Are
you seeing anyone?’

He looks away. ‘Nope,’ he says shortly. I figure that’s the end of the
conversation, but then he elaborates. ‘I split up with my girlfriend a few
weeks ago, too.’

‘Oh. ’'m sorry.’

He shrugs, but doesn’t meet my eyes. ‘It’s okay. Uh-oh.’

‘What?’

He nods towards the dance floor. ‘The girl’s back.’

I look over to see her making her way through the crowds towards Batman
and Robin. They’re now dancing with a couple of nice-looking, reasonably
sober girls. If these girls knew what the seemingly harmless superheroes had
been up to with an ice cube, they’d run a mile. I sit there and cringe as I
watch the wasted girl sidle up to the boys. They pretend not to see her.

‘Doesn’t she have any friends to take her home?’ I ask worriedly.

We watch as the other two girls flash each other wary looks and move
elsewhere on the dance floor. Obviously realising they’ve lost their chances,
Batman and Robin revert to their original plan, locking the wasted girl in
another sandwich. It’s like watching the scene of a car crash — I can’t tear my
eyes away.

Suddenly, Alex’s drink is in my hand and he’s on his feet. He stalks over
to Batman and takes him by his arm, firmly pulling him away. Batman
stumbles slightly in surprise. I can’t see Alex’s face, but I see shame cloud
Batman’s expression and then he nods and reaches past the girl to tap Robin’s
arm. The girl wobbles drunkenly as the horny superheroes leave her be. Alex



says something to her and she frowns, trying to process his words. Eventually
she looks around and points up to the higher level where we came in. Alex
takes her by the elbow and guides her off the dance floor.

Wow. I am so impressed right now.

There’s a thump beside me and I turn with a start to see Bridget sitting in
the space recently vacated by Alex.

‘Polly’s pretty pissed off at you,’ she says flippantly.

‘Is she?’” My heart sinks.

‘Wonder if it’s time we should get her home.’

‘Good luck with that,” I say wryly.

“You sound like you’ve been here before.” She cocks her head to one side
and slurps her cocktail through a straw.

‘Many, many times.’ I sigh and get to my feet. ‘We’ll need to sober her up,
first.

I set off towards the bar. I’ll get her a lemonade and lime. With vodka, it’s
her favourite drink, but I doubt she’ll notice the alcohol is missing.

‘O1.” I feel a hand on my arm and I spin around to see that it belongs to
Alex.

‘Are you deserting me?’ he asks reproachfully. ‘I leave you alone for one
minute.’

‘I’'m just getting Polly a lemonade,’ I tell him with a smile as he lets his
hand drop. ‘Where’s the girl?’

‘I took her upstairs to her friends. They were just about to leave.’

‘Good timing. That was really nice of you,’ I say sincerely. He looks
embarrassed by the praise. ‘I’ll be back in a minute,’ I promise.

By the time I return to the bench seat, Polly is there, flanked by Alex and
Bridget on either side.

‘I got you another drink,’ I say breezily.

‘What is 1t?’ Polly glares suspiciously at the drink in her hands.

‘Vodka, lemonade and lime,’ I lie.

She looks appeased. ‘Good.’

Bridget and Alex smirk at me.

‘Why did you split up with Jason?’ Polly cries out of nowhere.

My eyes inadvertently flick towards Alex.

‘When are you ever going to settle down? I thought things were going
really well,” she adds bluntly.

“Yeah, well, things change.’ I can’t keep the touchiness from my tone.



‘I doubt Bronte wants to talk about it now,” Bridget chips in reasonably.

Polly turns on her. ‘How the hell would you know? You’ve only just met
her!’

‘Okay, time to go home,” Bridget snaps, leaping to her feet and dragging
Polly with her.

‘What? Why? I’m not ready!’ Polly stutters.

‘Yes, you are. It’s nearly one o’clock, Grant’s waiting up for you at home
and he’ll be properly jacked off if you barf all over your new carpet.’

I am amazed when Polly doesn’t argue. Does that mean this night is over?
I reluctantly get to my feet, feeling strangely disappointed.

‘Stay,” Bridget insists. ‘Finish your drink. I’ll take her home.’

‘What? No,’ I reply, startled. ‘I’ll come.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ she waves me away. ‘Your hotel is nearby. I need to
catch a cab home via theirs anyway.’” She looks past me to Alex, then back at
me with meaning. ‘Stay,’ she urges again. Out of the corner of my eye I see
Alex hunch forward and rest his elbows on his knees.

The other hens have swarmed around us now. Maria and Kelly are talking
about staying, too, but Michelle wants to catch a cab home with Bridget and
Polly. She’s Polly’s only bridesmaid, after all: a friend from work.

‘Do you want me to take you home?’ I ask Polly, feeling guilty.

‘No!” she exclaims. ‘Go back to the hotel.” She grins, wobbling slightly. ‘I
asked the maids to leave some extra chocolates on your pillow. And anyway,’
she pushes me away slightly then reaches back and locks her fingers around
my wrist, ‘Grant wants sex tonight.” She lets me go, turning to Michelle.

Too much information.

‘Are you sure about this?’ I ask Bridget.

‘Absolutely.” She seems remarkably with it considering all the shots she’s
consumed.

We say our goodbyes and then Maria and Kelly head back onto the dance
floor while I tail off towards Alex. Thankfully, he’s still there. He looks up as
I sit back down next to him.

‘Staying?’ he asks.

‘Didn’t want to leave you at the mercy of Batman and co.’

‘I could take them on, no problem,’ he says with exaggerated confidence.
He stares at the throng on the dance floor. ‘I haven’t seen the lads for a
while.’

Oh. Is he looking for an excuse to leave? ‘Don’t worry about me if you



want to go and find them.’

‘No, not at all,” he says quickly. ‘Although I do feel a bit bad.” He glances
at me. ‘Not that bad, though.’

I narrow my eyes and peer through the crowd. ‘Is that them over there?’ I
point and he leans his head close to mine to follow the line of my extended
digit. We’re so close I can smell his aftershave. Mmm, musk.

‘Oh yeah, that’s them,’ he says.

‘So... Brian, 1s 1t?’

‘Yep. He’s marrying my little sister Jo.

‘And do you approve?’

He shrugs. ‘He’s alright.’

‘That’s a glowing reference if ever I heard one.’

He laughs. ‘No, he’s alright. He’s fine. I don’t know him that well.’

“Tonight is supposed to be your chance to get to know him better.” I don’t
know why I’m pointing this out and encouraging him to leave.

He hesitates. ‘Well, he’s pretty off his face. I’'m not sure I’'m seeing him in
his best light.” He knocks back his drink. ‘I’ll go buy them a round, make up
for it.” He stands up.

‘Get them more pissed?’

‘Vodka, lemonade and lime, like Polly?’ he teases.

I sit there for a bit on my own, crowd-watching and jigging my leg along
to ‘I’'m Holding Out For A Hero’. It’s an apt song, considering my company.
I mean Alex, obviously, not Batman and Robin. The next thing I know,
Michael Jackson and Michael J Fox are sitting next to me.

‘Are you here alone?’ MJ asks with a lewd expression.

‘Nope,’ [ reply. ‘My boyfriend’s just gone to get me a drink.” Not strictly
true, unfortunately.

‘Are you Australian?’ Fox asks.

‘Yep.’

‘Why didn’t you come as Kylie?” MJ demands to know.

‘Didn’t really feel like it.” They’re not getting the hint. I’m not interested.

‘Why not? You’d look so much hotter with blonde hair.” Fox reaches
across and strokes my hair with his hairy werewolf glove.

‘Get off,’ I swat his hand away and he laughs, unfazed.

Idiot. I get up and bash straight into Alex.

‘Whoa!’ he gasps, holding two drinks aloft and trying to minimise spillage.

‘Sorry!” My body is flush with his and I feel light-headed.



‘You okay?’ He steps back marginally and frowns past me at the guys on
the bench.

‘Yeah, I'm fine.’ I jerk my head to my left and he follows me to a corner
beside the dance floor. He hands over a familiar-looking cocktail.
‘Seabreeze,’ he shouts into my ear. ‘And yes, it comes with vodka.’

[ nudge him jovially. ‘Thanks.’

‘Were those guys harassing you?’ We’re closer to the speakers here and
it’s louder, so he has to lean into my ear to talk to me.

‘No, just annoying. Told me I should have come as Kylie and that I’d look
better with blonde hair.’

He looks horrified and shakes his head. ‘You wouldn’t.’

I laugh. ‘No?’

‘Definitely not.” He lifts the end of my fishtail plait and lets it drop back
against my collarbone. He rests his elbow on a shelf jutting out from the wall.
His shirt is slightly open at the top and from this angle I can see the smooth
skin of his chest. He glances down at me and I quickly avert my eyes. I notice
my feet have stopped hurting.

‘When did you arrive?’ he asks.

‘Yesterday. I’'m staying at a hotel up the road from here.’

‘Oh right.” His eyebrows go up. ‘No last Tube home dilemmas for you.’

‘Where do you live?’

He looks momentarily fed up. ‘I did live in Shoreditch, but I’'m staying
with my parents right now in Crouch End.’

I don’t know where either place is.

‘East London and North London,” he explains, seeing my look of
confusion.

‘Were you living with your girlfriend?’ I ask, as understanding dawns on
me.

“Yep,” he replies curtly.

I’m not sure he wants to talk about it, but I’m intrigued.

‘Why did you split up?’ I ask.

‘Why did you and your boyfriend split up?’ he bats back.

Fine, if he wants to play it that way. ‘He moved to Western Australia for a
job. He’s a maintenance technician for a large mining company. The long-
distance relationship wasn’t doing it for us.’

‘Didn’t you think about moving there with him?” he asks.

‘No. I have a good job in Sydney.’



‘Sounds like it wasn’t meant to be.’

‘You’re right. If it were, we would have made it work. But we were only
together for a year.’

‘Try eight,” he says drily.

‘Eight? Is that how long you were with your girlfriend?’

“Yeah. We met in our last year at uni.’

‘How old are you?’

‘Just turned thirty. You?’

‘Twenty-eight.’

He pushes his hand through his hair and rests his elbow back on the shelf.
He has long, dark eyelashes. I wonder what his eyes look like in the daylight.

‘So why did you split up?’ I ask. ‘You owe me,’ I point out with a smile.

He shrugs. ‘Just one of those things.’

‘Not fair,” I complain at his lack of elaboration.

‘We’d been growing apart for a while,” he confides at last. ‘I think she
might be into someone at work.’

‘Did she cheat on you?’ I ask with a frown.

‘I don’t think so,” he replies. ‘But I think she wanted to. She can do what
she likes, now.” His jaw clenches and he takes a swig of his beer. ‘Although
we’re supposed to just be on a break,’ he says darkly.

‘What does being “on a break™ even mean? I ask with irritation. ‘Does it
mean you’ve split up or not?’

He rolls his eyes. ‘I hate that term, too. The truth is, she just wants to see
what else is out there while I sit around waiting for her. Then she’ll think
about settling down.” He takes another angry swig of his beer.

‘So don’t sit around waiting,’ I say. ‘Do the same.’

My pulse races as he locks me in a direct stare.

I jolt at the sound of someone shouting his name, and turn in time to see
Nigel coming our way with drunken purpose. ‘We thought you’d gone
home!” he exclaims. I look past him to see Brian dancing with Kelly and
Maria? The other two stags appear to have left.

‘Come and dance with us!” Maria shouts, excitedly beckoning me over.

Her dark hair looks remarkably glossy and unsweaty as it fans her pretty
olive-skinned features. She’s a professional hair and make-up artist and is
doing Polly’s make-up for the wedding, so I bet she knows all the tips.

‘Come on!’ Nigel urges, grabbing my arm with his hot, clammy paw and
dragging me over to them.



Alex has no choice but to follow.

‘Drunk enough yet?’ I ask him with a grin as we reach the others.

Turns out we must both be drunk enough, because as ‘Red, Red Wine’
starts to belt out of the speakers, we both start to dance. I turn to face him,
holding my drink aloft and singing along because it’s hard not to. He grins
down at me. It’s a sexy, chilled-out song and my heart jumps when he puts
his hand on my hip. I instinctively move closer to him. I’'m eye-level with his
lips and they’re perfect, not too thin, not too full. I bet he’s a great kisser.

‘When are you going back home?’ he shouts into my ear.

‘Just under two weeks.’

He pulls back as his eyes widen. ‘Long way to come for such a short time.’

‘Work wouldn’t give me any more time off. My new boss is a bit of a ball-
breaker.’

‘What?’ He frowns and cups my head, pulling me closer so he can hear me
over the music.

I feel the heat of his body seep into mine. The hairs on my arms are
standing up. ‘I’m going to Italy after the wedding.’

‘By yourself?’

‘Yeah. Rome, Florence, Venice, if I have time.’

His hand moves back to my hip as we continue to dance. ‘Red, Red Wine’
ends and annoyingly, Yazz’s ‘The Only Way Is Up’ kicks off. There goes our
sexy dancing.

“You want another drink?’ I ask him.

Maria winks one dark eye at me as we pass. ‘You want anything?’ I check
with her and Kelly.

‘No, thanks. Think we’ll head off in a bit.” She jabs her thumb at Alex’s
departing back. ‘He’s a bit of alright.’

‘Tell me about it,” I squeak in her ear.

At the bar, I chink my glass against his and take a sip, coyly looking up at
him. He’s standing quite close to me, my heels nestling between his Converse
trainers. My stomach is suddenly aflutter with butterflies.

‘See you later, Bronte!” Maria interrupts. Alex steps back as she and Kelly
move in to give me a hug.

‘Are you going to Grant’s parents’ house on Friday?’ I ask Maria.

‘Late afternoon,’ she replies. ‘Oh, I meant to ask, do you want me to do
your hair and make-up for the wedding?’

She’s making over the bridal party, but I didn’t realise that included me.



‘Really? Are you sure?’

‘Yes. Polly asked me to ask you.’

So she does care, even if she didn’t ask me to be a bridesmaid. ‘That would
be great.” I smile at her, before drily adding, ‘I bet I look like a right state at
the moment.’

‘Nah, you look gorge.” But seemingly unable to stop herself, she runs her
thumbs underneath my eyes. ‘Now you’re perfect. See you Friday. Bye,’ she
says brightly to Alex.

‘I thought I was in for such a crap night.” Alex shakes his head with relief
once she’s gone. ‘I’m glad I met you.’

‘I’'m glad I met you, too,’ I tell him with a smile. He holds eye contact for
a long moment.

‘What colour are your eyes?’ I ask curiously. It’s still too dark to tell.

‘Blue,” he replies. ‘Yours?’

‘Green.’

He staggers towards me as Brian stumbles into him.

‘He’s just been sick on the dance floor,” Brian gasps with some effort,
trying to hold Nigel up.

I belatedly register the feeling of Alex’s hand on my stomach.

‘I’m going to take him home,’ Brian says.

‘Hang on a sec,” Alex says to me. ‘I’ll just see them into a cab.’

I take the opportunity to duck into the bathroom. My makeup isn’t so bad.
Maria must be a perfectionist. I touch up my lipstick and then return to the
bar. Alex is nowhere to be seen. When he doesn’t reappear after a couple of
minutes, I start to think that he might not coming back. What am I doing,
anyway? How is this night going to end? I’ve never had a one-night stand
before, and I’'m not going to start now. At least, [ don’t think I am. Am I?
Should I just go?

I see a flash of blue Lycra out of the corner of my eye, and then Batman is
in front of me, smiling his smarmy grin.

‘Hey, beautiful,” he says, even drunker than before.

‘I’m not interested,” I reply in a bored-sounding voice.

‘You don’t even know what I’m going to say, yet,” he says, stroking my
arm.

‘Don’t touch me!’ I cry, batting him away. [ know where his fingers have
been tonight. He laughs, unfazed, and then he’s stumbling backwards and
Alex is between me and him, his hand on Batman’s chest.



‘Would you just fuck off?’ I hear him yell.

Batman puts his hands up in assent and backs away. Alex turns around to
face me and the look of fury on his gorgeous features takes my breath away.
He takes two steps forward, hesitates only a second, but time seems to slow
down, and then his fingers are tangled in my hair and his lips are on mine.

Jesus, he’s amazing. To think [ might have walked away from this. Shivers
rocket up and down my body as our kiss deepens. He pulls away. No, no, no,
don’t stop. He’s still so close, his eyes staring down at me as his chest rises
and falls rapidly against mine. I slide my hand around his waist and feel the
warmth of his body through the thin fabric of his shirt as I tug him closer.
Then he’s kissing me again and my world is spinning. He kisses so
differently to Jason. Jason’s lips were fuller, his kisses wetter and not always
entirely pleasant. But Alex... Alex I could kiss for hours.

Someone whistles and claps and we reluctantly break away from each
other to see that the venue is flooded with light. The music has stopped,
people are leaving and a couple of guys leer at us as they pass.

Alex looks mildly embarrassed as he takes a step backward. I sigh and give
him a little smile. Club night is over. And to think we were the last survivors,
considering how little we wanted to be here at the beginning.

We join the crowds leaving as we file up the stairs and spill out into the
cool night air. He checks his watch.

‘How will you get home?’ I ask as he glances up the street.

‘It’s too late for the Tube,” he replies. ‘Cab, if I can get one. But I’'ll walk
you back to your hotel first.’

‘It’s this way.” I nod to our left and we set off. We round the corner to see
two forlorn-looking figures up ahead, flagging down a taxi.

Batman and Robin.

‘All that effort and they still didn’t get lucky.’

Alex strides on, his shoulders hunched against the cold. I fold my arms in
front of my chest and hurry after him. My heels are starting to hurt my feet
again.

On impulse, I hook my arm through his. After a moment, he takes his hand
out of his pocket and wraps his arm around me.

‘What are you doing tomorrow?’ he asks as I cosy into his chest.

‘Thought I’d do some sightseeing, maybe go to the Tower of London. I’1l
meet Polly for lunch if she’s not too hungover. You?’

‘My mum’s doing a roast.’



‘Nice.” I giggle. ‘Gotta be some benefits to living at home, eh? Does she
do your washing, too?’

He laughs. ‘Yeah, she does, actually.’

‘Bonus.’ I grin up at him, but he’s staring ahead.

‘Is that 1t?” he asks.

I look further up the road to see the hotel canopy, the large green potted
plants on the pavement lit by a warm glow spilling out of the glass doors.

‘Yeah,’ I reply downheartedly.

We walk the rest of the way in silence, coming to a slow stop where the
darkness meets the light. Alex and I turn to face each other. He stares down at
me for a long moment and then I step towards him and slide my fingers
through the curling hair at the nape of his neck. I tilt my face up and his lips
come down to mine. I kiss him back more fervently, desperately wanting to
make the most of every second. His hand moves to the small of my back and
he brings me closer. A dart of desire shoots through me, and I gasp,
breathless through lack of oxygen. He pulls back, his pupils dark and dilated.

‘Come inside with me,” I whisper, my heart speaking the words before my
brain has time catch up and, potentially, intervene.

He nods and then my hand is in his and we’re walking into the lobby
together and he’s punching the button for the lift. [ keep my eyes trained on
the doors, not looking over my shoulder at the reception desk in case one of
Polly’s colleagues recognises me and reports back to her tomorrow. The
doors slide open and we step inside. I press the button for the third floor, and
then we’re kissing again and I’m trapped deliciously between the lift wall and
his hard body.

I fumble about in my purse for my key card as we walk down the corridor
to my room. My heart is beating wildly with adrenalin, but doubts are
creeping in.

The green light on the keypad lights up and the door clicks. I push it open
and turn to face Alex. The room is dark and my willpower is hidden in the
shadows. I don’t want to stop now. We kiss more slowly than before, my
hands sliding under his shirt and across the soft skin encasing his hard
muscles. He breathes in sharply as my fingers find their way to the waistband
of his jeans, my thumbs brushing across the hairs that trail from his navel
downwards.

I unbuckle his belt and his kisses become more frenzied. He finds the zip
on the back of my dress and lowers it down. I slide it off my shoulders and



thank my lucky stars that I wore nice underwear tonight. We dispose of the
next few garments quickly and fall back on the bed in our underwear, our
limbs tangling with each other’s as we kiss.

‘What the hell?” Alex mutters, his hand rustling on something on the
pillow.

‘Chocolates.’ I reach behind me and sweep what must be half a dozen of
them to the floor.

“You must be popular with the maids,” he whispers as he unclasps my bra.
Then his mouth finds one of my nipples and I’'m speechless with desire. His
lips return to my mouth and I wrap my legs around him, pulling him against
me. Oh wow, he really wants me. The feeling 1s mutual. Suddenly he freezes.

‘What is 1t?’ I gasp. Please don’t stop now!

‘I haven’t got anything,” he says in a low, deep voice. ‘I mean, | wasn’t
expecting...’

Shit! Condoms. ‘No, me neither,” I admit, wanting to kick myself. ‘I’ve
never done this before.’

Our breathing is short and sharp.

‘... 'm on the Pill,” I say hesitantly. ‘I haven’t been with anyone since... |
mean, [ know I’m okay...’

‘Me too. No one since...’

Neither of us says our exes’ names out loud.

I tilt my head up and kiss him gently on his lips. He kisses me back, then
pulls away.

‘Are you sure?’ he asks me quietly. ‘We don’t have to.’

‘I want to,” I whisper. ‘Don’t you?’

I hear him smile, even though I can’t see much in this low light. ‘Yeah, of
course.’

How can it possibly hurt to have one night of passion with a beautiful
man?

I run my fingernails down his back and pull him into me, our mouths never
breaking contact. The sensation is so intense it leaves me breathless.

I have no idea what time it is when I wake up. There’s a dull throbbing inside
my head as I roll over and come face to face with Alex, fast asleep beside me.
I stare at him for a long moment, the dark hairs of his eyelashes curving like
adorable miniature fans. He looks very peaceful when he sleeps, five o’clock
shadow gracing his jaw and black, sexed-up hair. His face is lit by sunlight



pouring in through a crack in the curtains. I prop myself up on my elbow and
watch the whizzing, circling, silvery flecks of dust caught in the bright shaft
of light.

Alex murmurs and I glance down at him.

‘Wow, your eyes are really blue,” 1 say with surprise, my voice coming out
sounding huskier than usual.

He smiles dozily up at me. ‘What time is it?” His voice is thick with sleep
and alcohol abuse.

‘I don’t know. I think it’s late morning, judging by the sunlight.” I turn my
head back towards the curtains. ‘Look at the light shaft. The dust motes are
like fairy dust. They’re magical.’

He frowns. ‘What are you going on about?’

‘Can’t you see them?’

‘No.’

‘Maybe you have to move out of the light to see how beautiful it is.’

“You’re beautiful.” He reaches up and tucks a wayward strand of hair
behind my ears.

I grin down at him. ‘Aw, did you just deliver me a really corny line?’

He shrugs lazily. ‘Might’ve done.” He cups my head and pulls me down
for a kiss. I give him a quick peck, but resist taking it further.

‘Let me go and brush my teeth.’

I slip out of bed, feeling self-conscious about the fact that I am as naked as
the day I was born.

‘Can you chuck me my phone from my back pocket?’ he asks, oblivious to
my insecurities. ‘I’d better text my parents to let them know I’'m alive.’

He watches me and I feel my face heat up as I dig around in his jeans
pockets. I throw him his phone, he looks amused and then I duck into the
bathroom and come face to face with my reflection in the mirror.

I look like a panda with a backcombing fetish. I untie my plait and run my
hairbrush through my tangled mess of hair before cleaning away the make-up
underneath my eyes. I brush my teeth, go to the loo and pull on the bathrobe
hanging behind the door. Then I return to the bedroom.

Alex is sitting up in bed, staring down at the phone in his hands. He
glances up at me and his expression makes me halt in my steps.

‘What is it?’ I ask uneasily.

He rakes his hand through his bed hair and looks down at the phone again.
I see that the hand holding it is shaking slightly. He looks wrecked.



‘What’s wrong?’ I ask again.

‘Zara...” His voice sounds croaky. ‘My... My girlfriend, ex-girlfriend...’

So that’s her name. ‘Yes?’ I nod quickly, impatient for him to spit it out.

‘She wants to meet me for lunch.’

‘Oh.’ I sit down on the bed and bounce slightly.

He rubs his hand across his mouth, but doesn’t look at me.

‘Do you still love her?’ I ask gently, swivelling to lie belly-down on the
bed, facing him.

‘I think so, yeah,’ he says quietly. His eyes are shining when they meet
mine. Nausea sweeps through me.

‘Are you going to go?’

He shakes his head, then pauses before shaking his head again. ‘I don’t
know.’

‘What else does her text say?’

He hands me his phone and sighs deeply as I read it.

| think | made a mistake. | miss you. Will you meet me for lunch?

I take a shaky breath as I hand him his phone. ‘What do you think?’ he
asks. ‘What do 7 think?’ I reply, taken aback.

‘Sorry, I don’t know why I just asked that.” He rubs his face with his
hands. ‘Fuck.’

A wave of pity rushes through me. ‘Well...” I start.

He looks up hopefully, as though I might have some pearl of wisdom to
dispense.

‘...I’'m going home in less than two weeks. It’s not like we’re going to see
each other again,’ I say nervously.

He stares at me directly and I have no idea what’s going through his mind,
but then his face softens and he shakes his head again, looking away.

‘You’re right. Of course you’re right.’

He climbs out of bed and I avert my gaze as he pulls on his boxer shorts
and jeans. I watch him sadly as he does up his shirt. He sits on the bed beside
me to put on his shoes and socks. I feel flat.

He looks across at me and I’'m pretty sure that the feeling is mutual.

‘It was nice meeting you,’ I say with a small smile.

He pulls me towards him and touches his forehead to mine. It’s such a
tender gesture, I have to fight the urge to kiss him as he slowly withdraws. He
squeezes my fluffy-robe-clad arm and stands up, pushing his fingers through



his hair with frustration before clamping his hands behind his head. ‘This is
so weird.’

I force a light laugh. ‘Yeah, it is a bit.”

He shakes his head and lets his arms drop to his sides. He takes a step
forward and as I look up at him, he touches his thumb to my cheek and
frowns.

‘I really like you,” he says hopelessly. ‘I can’t believe that I’'m never going
to see you again.’

I sigh and stand up, then I wrap my arms around his neck. His arms snake
around me and he buries his face in my neck and holds me tightly.

‘You’d better go.” My voice sounds muffled against his chest.

I feel him nod and then he breaks away and strides over to the door.

‘See you,’ he says, casting me one last look with his very blue eyes before
he goes out of the door.

There’s a lump in my throat and I try to swallow it, but I can’t. I sit down
on the bed and cover my face with my hands, fighting back tears. Turns out
[’m not cut out for this one-night-stand business, after all.



A YEAR AND A HALF LATER



Chapter 1

‘Argh! For flipping, frig’s sakes...’

‘What?’

‘Fucking fuck!’ I exclaim, succumbing to my urge to swear as I come to a
sudden stop on the cold, grey pavement underneath the Centre Point building.

‘What is it?’

I glare at Bridget who’s giving me a very perplexed look.

‘I knew I’d forgotten something!’

Bridget sighs. ‘What did you forget?’

“The flipping... argh!’

I turn on my heel and storm off in the opposite direction.

‘Shall I let Simon know you’re going to be late?” she calls after me.

‘Yes please!” I call back, beyond irritated with myself. Bloody goddamn
whatchamecallits. I can’t even think of the name for them, but I need the
bastards for the photoshoot this morning. I glance quickly at my watch. I’'m
going to be so late.

I step up my pace, hurrying down the stairs into Tottenham Court Road
Underground station, trying not to get knocked flying by the tide of people
coming towards me. Will I ever get used to the sheer volume of people in this
city? It’s rush hour and everyone is coming into central London, not leaving
it. I swipe my Tube pass and go through the turnstile and step onto the
escalator.

I don’t know why I glance over at the other escalator — the one that’s
carrying all of its passengers up — but I do. And my heart almost stops when I
see him.

Alex.

I freeze, staring in disbelief as his blue eyes lock with mine and instantly
widen. The escalators continue to carry us way too quickly past each other in



the wrong direction. My heart pounds as I hold up my hand in a silent gesture
asking him to wait at the top. He looks freaked out as he tilts his head away
from me, facing forward. I turn and run the rest of the way down the steps,
and join the crowds of people merging at the bottom of the ‘up’ escalator.
Screw this. I queue-jump, push and duck my way to the front and begin to
climb up what soon feels like the longest escalator in the world. Legs aching
and out of breath, I hurry off at the top and look around wildly, trying to spot
him. Someone bumps into me and I barely notice. Another person crashes
into me.

‘Watch it!’

Where 1s he? My eyes flit over the dozens and dozens of commuters, but I
can’t see Alex.

Hesitantly I walk towards the turnstiles, still looking all around for him as
more and more people shove against me. How I hate London at this moment!
What do I do? Give up? Or go outside to see if I can spot him there? On a
whim, | swipe my Tube pass and then I face another dilemma. Which exit?
There are six. I make a snap decision for Oxford Street and join the hordes
climbing the stairs and spilling out onto the teeming pavement.

There are people everywhere. My heart jumps as I spot a dark-haired man,
but 1t’s not him. Nor is he the next dark-haired man I see, nor the next. He’s
gone. [’ve lost him. Again.

Unable to believe it, I turn in a daze and re-enter the Tube station, my heart
sinking further with every step I take into the depths of the Underground.

My head is spinning as I stand by the tracks, waiting for my Northbound
train towards Edgware. I check my watch: 9.35 a.m. If he works nearby,
maybe I’ll see him again. It occurs to me that I could wait outside alternate
exits every day until he emerges out of one, but that would probably lose me
my job, and I’'m already going to irritate my new boss by being late. Plus that
sort of behaviour would be completely obsessive and I’ve never had stalker
tendencies.

I stand back as the Tube whooshes along the line, waiting beside the doors
as dozens of commuters pour out. I climb on, take a rare seat, and let
memories of Alex wash over me.

I never stopped wondering what happened to him. I regretted letting him
walk out of my life without any way of us contacting each other. Even after |
returned home, I would find myself scrolling through the names on magazine
mastheads to see if I could spot an ‘Alex’. I didn’t know his surname and



stupidly never asked him which publication he worked for. I was curious to
know if he got back together with his girlfriend. When I heard about the
picture editor job at our sister magazine in London, he was one of the people
who first crossed my mind. Polly, Bridget and Alex.

Polly thought I’d be crazy not to jump at the opportunity to come over to
the UK for a year, and Bridget encouraged me too. I’d kept in touch with her
after the blast we had at the wedding reception. I was drowning my sorrows
about Alex and she was my partner in crime again. I hated admitting it, but
he’d got to me.

I was surprised when they gave me the job. I’m still surprised. My
publisher, Tetlan, sorted out my one-year work visa, and within two months |
had packed up my life in Sydney and flown to the other side of the world.
Bridget offered me a room in her new flat in Chalk Farm — she’s no longer
with the guy she was seeing a year and a half ago — and coincidentally, this
week she’s freelancing for a magazine on the floor below mine.

I inwardly sigh. Why didn’t he wait for me at the top? Were my hand
signals not clear? Was it actually #im? Of course it was. Did he recognise
me? Doesn’t he remember who I am?

I’m so deep in thought that I almost miss my stop. Outside on the
pavement, I pick up a snappy-sounding voicemail from my immediate boss,
Nicky.

‘Simon’s just told me you're going to be late. You 're going to miss the
briefing meeting now, so go straight to the studio in Kentish Town and start
setting up. Call me when you get there. And for God'’s sake, don’t forget the
feather boas!’

She sounds pissed off. I’'m Hebe’s picture editor, but she’s the picture
director, a position that we didn’t even have at the Hebe office in Sydney. So
in a weird way, [ haven’t even been promoted. I still answer to one other
person in the pecking order before the magazine’s editor, Simon, who
interviewed me alongside Nicky via video conference call. I like him a lot —
he’s popular with everyone — but I belatedly realise I’ve probably put Nicky’s
nose out of joint by letting Bridget notify him of my lateness instead of her.
Bridget has freelanced for Simon in the past so she knows him.

Bridget’s flat is a ten-minute walk from the station and is on the middle
floor of a cream-painted three-storey Georgian terrace. It has two medium-
sized bedrooms, one shared bathroom, and a modern open-plan kitchen and
living space. It’s bright and airy with large sash windows looking out onto



trees. It’s March right now so the branches are bare, but it’s only a matter of
time before we’ll have a leafy green view. Despite its size, which is much
smaller than the house I shared in Sydney, I love it. It feels very English. I
pay rent direct to Bridget’s dad, who bought the flat recently as an
investment. Bridget’s parents are divorced and I haven’t yet met her mum,
but her dad popped over the day after I arrived to see if he could help with
anything. He couldn’t — I had already unpacked my one meagre suitcase — but
I appreciated the gesture.

On my first weekend here, Bridget and Polly took me shopping at Camden
markets and we bought a few items for my new bedroom: a yellow
lampshade, a string of green and white fairy lights, a rug for the floor, a
couple of posters. It’s still a fairly sparse space, which is why ’'m even more
annoyed at myself for managing to forget to take the bags of flipping feather
boas hanging on the coat stand.

Considering I’ve only been here for three weeks, I already feel like I’'m on
my way to becoming a Londoner. I gave myself a week to settle in and get
over my jetlag before starting work, and in that time I sorted myself out for a
Tube pass and took train rides all over London, getting to know my new city.
Halfway through my first week, I went to meet Polly for lunch at the hotel I
stayed in; seeing it again gave me a funny feeling in the pit of my stomach. I
never told her about Alex, but I confided in Bridget. I don’t know why — I’ve
known Polly for years — but I had a feeling she would judge me, and Bridget,
well, I didn’t think she would. I was right.

I call Nicky when I arrive at the studios.

‘We’re on our way,’ she snaps. I presume she’s in a cab. ‘Is the
photographer there yet?’

‘No, I'm the first to arrive.’

‘Sort out the catering for lunch and we’ll be with you in twenty. Did you
remember the feather boas?’

‘They’re what I had to go back home for,” I point out patiently.

‘Fine.’

She ends the call. I exhale loudly, realising I’ve been holding my breath.
My boss at Hebe in Sydney was a bit of a bitch and I’m not entirely
convinced that [ haven’t jumped from the frying pan into the fire. Nicky was
charming when she interviewed me, but maybe I’m seeing her true colours
away from Simon.



We’re shooting the four judges from a primetime reality TV show and the
theme is ‘cheese’, hence the colourful feather boas. Phil, the photographer,
arrives after ten minutes — a weary-looking man in his mid-forties who looks
like he’s had a few too many late nights. The make-up artist arrives next, and
I jolt with surprise when I recognise her olive skin tone and glossy dark hair.

‘Maria?’ It’s one of Polly’s hens!

‘Bronte?’ she exclaims with surprise.

‘How are you?’ I walk over to her and give her a hug.

‘I’m great!” She pulls back.

‘I didn’t know you did hair and make-up for this sort of stuff?’

‘Yeah, [ do it all.” She shakes her head, still taken aback at seeing me
again. ‘What are you doing in the UK? Do you work at Hebe?’

‘Yeah, I started a couple of weeks ago. Packed up and left Sydney.’

‘Wow.’

‘Have you seen Polly recently?’ I ask.

‘No, I haven’t seen her for months.’

That strikes me as a bit strange, considering she came to the hen night. |
assumed they must be close. ‘Hey, I was just about to make coffee. Do you
want one?’

‘Sure, that’d be great.” She smiles warmly.

My phone rings on my way to the kitchen. It’s Nicky.

‘We’re two minutes away,’ she says. ‘I’ll need help getting the props out
of the cab.’

‘Sure,’ I reply, but she’s already gone. I frown at my phone and stuff it
back into my pocket, then I traipse down the studio steps to the street. I stand
outside for what feels like forever in the cold spring air, thinking regretfully
of my warm coat up in the studio. So much for Nicky only being two minutes
away. Actually, she said ‘we’. She must be bringing Russ, the writer who’s
doing the interview.

A cab pulls over and I see Nicky in the back, leaning forward to pay the
driver. I stand back as she climbs out, followed by someone else. My heart
stops, everything feels like it’s moving in slow motion, and then Alex is
standing before me.



Chapter 2

“This is Alex Whittaker, our new Art Director,” Nicky says offhandedly.
‘Simon thought he should come along to the shoot.’

We stare at each other in shock, his blue eyes intense with recognition. He
looks paler than I remember him, but maybe that’s blood loss to his face. I
bet my Aussie tan has retreated, too.

‘Bronte Taylor, my deputy,” Nicky continues her casual introduction, then
addresses me specifically. ‘Can you get the props out of the cab?’ She’s
completely oblivious to the fact that I’'m frozen and not from the cold. ‘We’ll
go up.’ She indicates for Alex to follow her and he hesitates only a moment
before doing so. No acknowledgement of me, no ‘Hello, how have you
been?’ No ‘Holy shit, it’s YOU!” Nothing. I’m lost for words myself.

‘Come on, love, I haven’t got all day,’ the cabbie moans. I come to with a
start and climb into the back of the cab, dragging out five colourful sunshade
umbrellas, a medium-sized fake palm tree and then box after box, dropping
them onto the pavement. A spark of irritation ignites inside me. Why didn’t
Nicky and... whoa, it was Alex! Alex! I was going to complain that they
didn’t help carry anything up the stairs, but I’'m thrown again by the
understanding that Alex is here. He’s Hebe’s new Art Director.

‘Are there many more boxes?’ Maria asks on my return. ‘Let me give you
a hand.’

‘Sure. Thanks.” Nobody else is offering.

‘Your Art Director looks familiar,” she muses on our way downstairs, and
my stomach lurches as I remember she saw us getting very cosy at the club.
‘I feel like I’ve seen him before.’

‘Maybe you met him at another job.” My tone sounds surprisingly even.

She shrugs. ‘Must’ve done.’

She picks up a box, ready to drop the topic, but I panic. What if she places



him? It would be beyond awkward if she blurted anything out in front of
Nicky.

‘Can you keep a secret?’ I ask quickly.

She looks baffled, tilting her head to one side as she shifts the box in her
arms. ‘Yes?’

‘Please don’t say anything.’

She shakes her head quickly. ‘I won’t. What is it?’

‘Alex...

‘Oh!” Her eyes widen and I know that she’s got it before I need to
elaborate.

‘At the hen night!” she cries, nearly dropping the box.

‘Shh!’

‘Sorry!” she squeaks.

‘I haven’t seen him since, and for some reason he’s choosing to pretend
that he doesn’t know me.’

‘What a bastard,’ she says crossly.

‘Huh. Yeah.’

I pick up a box and, to my relief, she doesn’t interrogate me further.

The TV judges arrive soon afterwards and then 1t’s all go, the studio
becoming a hive of activity as we — although mostly it’s just me — get the set
ready with the colourful props: umbrellas, plastic neon bar glasses, the fake
palm tree and strings of fairy lights. Maria has brought a rail of colourful
clothes with her and Nicky is going through the items and assigning them to
the various TV stars while Maria begins on hair and make-up. Phil is setting
up his photography equipment and Alex... He was talking to one of the
judges a minute ago, but I can’t see him now...

‘Hey.’

I nearly jump out of my skin when I realise that he’s right behind me.

‘Hi,” I reply curtly.

‘I had no 1dea...” His voice trails off.

‘No, me neither.” I give him an awkward smile. I haven’t forgiven him for
failing to acknowledge me earlier, but maybe he’s trying to make up for it
now.

‘How are you?’ he asks quietly.

‘I’'m fine.’ I shrug and look around. ‘I’'m good.’

‘When did you... How... What happened?’

“You mean how did I end up here in front of you?’ I ask.



He nods.

‘I applied for a job and got it. I’'m here for a year. I started at Hebe two
weeks ago, arrived from Oz the week before that.’

‘Wow. Where are you living?’

‘Chalk Farm. I’m staying with Bridget. You might remember her.’

‘Bridget?’ He frowns. ‘Oh, “shot” Bridget!’

“Yeah. “Shot” Bridget.” My expression softens. ‘We stayed in touch after
the hen night.’

I glance across at Maria, but she’s busy applying foundation to one of the
already astonishingly orange female judges.

‘That’s Maria,” I whisper. ‘She was at the hen night too.’

He looks knocked for six.

‘I know. Weird, right? But she won’t say anything,’ I quickly add.

He exhales in a rush and I regard him with curiosity. It’s so strange seeing
him again. But [ don’t get it. I don’t understand his behaviour. What’s the big
deal if we’ve met before? ‘Was that you on the escalator this morning?’

I know 1t was, but I want him to admit it.

He looks down and kicks his foot lightly against the palm tree. ‘Yeah.’

‘Why didn’t you wait at the top?’ I shake my head, perplexed.

‘Bronte!”

We snap to attention at the sound of Nicky’s voice.

‘Yes?’

‘Have you got the catering under control or what?’

Alex folds his arms uncomfortably. She has no right to talk to me like I'm
some minion. I almost reply angrily, but it would look unprofessional in front
of everyone here.

‘I’'m on it,” I call back.

Alex steps backwards and lets me go.

The rest of the morning is excruciatingly awkward. Alex barely speaks to
me and I barely speak to anyone. Russ, one of the features writers from Hebe,
arrives towards the end of the shoot, and Nicky breaks away from
scrutinising Phil’s digital shots on a laptop to come over to me.

‘Russ 1s here now to do the interview.” She flicks her medium-length light
blonde hair back off her face and regards me with cool blue eyes behind her
red horn-rimmed glasses. ‘Alex and I are going to head back to the office.
You can bring everything back later in a cab with Russ.’

Great. So I’ll be tidying up on my own. ‘Okay.’



She turns away and smiles charmingly at everyone. ‘Thanks for a great
shoot, guys!” She theatrically air-kisses each of the four judges, then Phil,
before turning to Alex. ‘Ready?’ she asks him, waving goodbye to Maria,
who’s still packing up her makeup bag.

He glances at me with confusion. ‘Is Bronte not—?’

‘No,’ she cuts him off. ‘She’s staying to clear up. We should get back.’

Alex looks uneasy, but doesn’t argue. It’s his first day in the office, after
all. Nicky turns on her heel and she and her skinny butt leave the building,
closely followed by a man who I have spent a huge number of days dreaming
about in the last year and a half.

“You alright?’ Maria asks me with concern.

‘I feel a bit weird,’ I tell her honestly.

‘That was weird,” she agrees. ‘You both seemed tense.’

My eyes shoot up to look at her. ‘Do you think—?’

‘No,’ she cuts me off. ‘No one else would have noticed. It was just me,
because | knew.’

She doesn’t even fully know what she knows, but I think she suspects we
slept together, and well, she’d be right.

‘Do you want to go for a quick drink?’ she asks sympathetically. I glance
over at Russ. He’ll be at least another half an hour, maybe more, with the
interviews.

‘Sure, yeah, okay, that’d be nice.’ I smile at her gratefully.

We go down the road to the first pub we come across and order a couple of
Cokes, taking them to a booth seat by the window. It smells of stale booze
and years of pre-ban cigarette smoke ingrained in the flocked wallpaper and
swirly red and brown patterned carpet. I sip my Coke miserably.

‘Do you want to talk about 1t?” Maria asks me, her warm brown eyes full
of compassion.

‘I don’t really know what to say,” I mumble. ‘I never thought I’d see him
again.’

‘It must have been a shock.’

‘The oddest thing is that I saw him on the Tube escalator this morning.’

She looks incredulous. ‘No way?’

‘He was coming up, I was going down. I motioned for him to wait at the
top, but he didn’t.” I feel embarrassed by this revelation and dejectedly rest
my chin on my hand.

‘No wonder you’re freaked out. Then I go and turn up, too. Talk about



weird coincidences.’

I regard her across the table. ‘I don’t believe in coincidences.’

She smiles and delivers a quote in a regal-sounding voice: ‘There’s no
such thing as coincidence. Just God’s hand in a greater plan.’

I smile at her wryly. ‘I don’t believe in God, either.’

‘What about Einstein?’

‘What about him?’

‘Well, as Albert Einstein himself said, “Coincidence is God’s way of
remaining anonymous.”’

I grin at her. ‘I still don’t believe in God.’

She rolls her eyes, giving up on me. ‘So what are you going to do now?’

‘Go back to the office and act like I’ve never met him before.” The thought
makes my heart clench painfully, and the emotion takes me by surprise. |
barely knew him. It was one night. It shouldn’t be too hard to move on from
this. ‘Where are you off to after this?’

‘I’'m meeting up with a friend. She’s getting married this weekend and I’'m
doing her make-up.’

‘Cool. Where do you live?’

‘Golders Green.’

‘That’s a few stops up from Chalk Farm, right?’

‘Yeah. Have you been?’

‘No. I only arrived from Oz three weeks ago.’

‘Aah. Well, it’s a nice neighbourhood, and Hampstead is not far, where
there are lots of lovely little shops, restaurants and cafés. Definitely worth a
visit, and it’s great hanging out on the Heath in the summer.’

I glance out of the window at the grey sky. ‘Summer feels like a long way
away.’

‘It’ll be here before you know it.” Pause. ‘And then it’ll be gone again, just
as quickly.’

I snort with amusement. ‘Well, I’'m not here for the weather.’

She smiles across the table at me. ‘How’s your job?’

I can’t help hesitating and her face falls.

‘What? You’re not happy?’

‘I’m being such a misery guts today.’ I sigh heavily. ‘I’'m not too sure
about my new boss,” I admit. ‘But maybe she just takes a bit of getting used
to.

‘I didn’t think much to the way she spoke to you at the shoot,” Maria



empathises.

‘No, neither did I,” I reply glumly. ‘Oh well, I’ll just have to get my job
satisfaction from elsewhere.’

‘Like where?’

‘I like taking photographs,’ I admit. ‘I prefer being behind a camera than
trawling through pictures of paparazzi shots of celebrities’ wobbly bits.’

‘Have you done any freelance work?’

‘A little. I’ve done portraits of friends’ babies and that sort of thing, and
I’ve done some birthdays and a few events.’

Her face lights up. ‘What are you doing this weekend?’

‘Er, nothing...’

‘Rachel is going to kiss me!’ she exclaims excitedly.

‘Who’s Rachel?’

‘My flatmate. She’s a wedding photographer and her assistant has just
completely let her down for this wedding we’re doing this weekend. Can you
help out?’ she asks quickly.

My head prickles with panic. A wedding? ‘I’m not sure. I mean, I might
not be good enough.’

‘Rachel would handle all the tricky shots. You’d just be her back-up.’

‘I don’t know,’ I say hesitantly. I believe in marriage as much as I believe
in God.

‘It pays well. Why don’t you just come over and meet her? Bring a
portfolio of your work?’

‘I don’t suppose it could hurt,” I respond. It’s not like I couldn’t use the
extra money.

‘Brilliant!” She beams from ear to ear and I wonder what the hell I’ve got
myself into.



Chapter 3

The red-painted front door whooshes open and a pretty woman in her mid-
thirties with brown eyes and blonde ringlets beams at me.

‘Bronte!” she cries. ‘Thank you so much for coming!’

‘Hello!” I recognise her instantly. So this is Rachel... ‘You did Polly and
Grant’s wedding,’ I say, juggling my laptop under my arm as she ushers me
past her into the cramped hall.

‘That’s right,” she replies, closing the door behind me. ‘When I was a
weekend warrior.’

‘Weekend warrior?’

She smiles at my confused look. ‘A part-time wedding photographer. I’ve
finally left my accountancy job and gone full-time.’

‘Wow, that’s great.’

I remember her well. She was friendly and approachable and everyone felt
relaxed around her. I still haven’t seen Polly’s wedding photos, but I’d put
money on them being fantastic.

‘Can I get you a drink? We’ve just opened a bottle of white,” she says.

‘I’d love one.’

She leads me into a cool and cosy kitchen styled like a Fifties diner with
pastel shades of blue, pink and cream. Maria leaps up from the kitchen table,
leaving behind two large glasses of white wine and a stack of large black,
square books.

‘Hey!’ she says happily. ‘I’'m so glad you could make it.” She gives me a
friendly hug.

‘Thanks,’ I reply as a long-stemmed wine glass finds its way into my hand.

‘Maria said you’ve just arrived from Australia?” Rachel says as we sit
down.

‘That’s right. About three weeks ago.’



‘And you’ve done some events?’

‘A few,” I reply uneasily, feeling compelled to elaborate. ‘No weddings,
though, I’m afraid, although I have done some portraits for friends.’

‘Any documentary-style photography?’ she asks, worry lines appearing on
her forehead.

‘Um, well, I’ve taken quite a lot of pictures at friends’ birthdays and I did
an awards ceremony once.” Back when I worked at Marbles, my boss let me
have a go at some boring industry awards.

‘Have you got anything to show me?’ she asks.

‘I didn’t bring my portfolio with me from Australia, but I’ve got a bunch of
shots on my laptop.’

Maria smiles encouragingly while Rachel clicks through the images. I
watch her nervously, feeling the pressure.

‘How’s it going at work?’ Maria asks.

‘It’s okay.’

‘Have you seen much of Alex?’

‘Not really. He’s been in and out of meetings.’

The glass-walled meeting room is right opposite my desk so I’ve had a
perfect view of Alex steadfastly ignoring me since getting back to the office
after the photoshoot yesterday.

I notice Rachel pausing on the occasional picture, taking time to study it.
My nerves intensify and I take a large gulp of my wine. I love photography
and I want her to be impressed.

“This 1s great,” she says finally, looking pleased.

‘Really?’

‘Perfect. Just the sort of thing I’m after.’

I exhale with relief. ‘So what will you need me to do exactly?’ I ask. ‘I
mean, I have a camera.’ I invested in one when I started getting some
freelance work. ‘But I’'m not sure my two lenses will be good enough.’

‘No need to worry. My assistant, Sally, will be happy to lend you her kit.’

‘Are you sure she won’t mind?’

‘Not at all.” Rachel tuts. ‘She owes me, dropping me in it at the last minute
like this.’

‘Why did she pull out?’

‘Her boyfriend wants to take her away for the weekend.’

Rachel can’t be very happy about it. Maria gives me a pertinent look,
answering my unspoken question.



‘Where is the wedding?’ I glance at Maria.

‘It’s near Cambridge, about an hour away, in a village a few miles from
where I grew up,’ she reveals. ‘We can all travel up together in Rachel’s car
on Saturday morning.’

‘Great.’ I look down at the stack of books on the table and Rachel notices.

‘These are some of my weddings.” She picks up the book on the top and
hands it to me. The cover says ‘Pippa and John’ in swirly script on the front
and there’s a beautifully romantic shot of a groom dipping a bride backwards
while planting a gentle kiss on her lips. Rachel talks me through her work,
explaining how a wedding package tells the story of the wedding from the
getting-ready part, sometimes all the way to the last dance. It’s a far cry from
the traditional leather-bound albums that you usually see of fifty formal, stift-
looking photographs of the wedding party in various staged poses. Rachel’s
books are packed full of natural photographs of relaxed and happy people
enjoying what looks like the best day of their lives.

‘I’m so glad you like it.” Rachel smiles warmly when I tell her how
impressed [ am. ‘I learned everything [ know from a wedding photographer
called Lina Orsino. She and her partner Tom work as a team. Eventually I
hope to have the same set-up — a partner, rather than an assistant — but one
step at a time.’

‘Sounds great,’ I say. ‘So what will you need from me?’

She leans forward and I sit up straighter. ‘The service will take place
around the corner from the bride’s parents’ house, so you can come with
Maria and me for the bride preparation shoot and hang out, see how I do
things. Then, you’d need to go to the church ahead of time to take
photographs of the little details. People rarely appreciate how much goes into
a wedding, but we do, and we need to capture it for posterity. So take photos
of the flowers, the candles, the church...’

My heart jumps, but I force myself to listen carefully, wishing I’d brought
a pen and paper. Actually... ‘Do you have a pen and paper?’ I ask.

‘Sure!” Rachel looks pleased as she gets up from the table and hunts them
out. Maria gives me the thumbs-up and I shift selfconsciously as Rachel sits
back down.

For the next hour, I take notes as she fills me in. Eventually I say goodbye,
realising the wine has done nothing to quash my steadily growing nerves. The
fee she is paying me is substantially more than I earn in a day at work, which
is fantastic, but this feels like such a big responsibility. I really hope I don’t



screw it up.

On Friday, I’'m in the small kitchen adjoining the Hebe office making tea for
Nicky and Helen, the deputy picture editor. Helen is a moody little cow and 1
keep catching her giving me dirty looks, but I don’t know why.

I squeeze the tea out of Nicky’s teabag and dump it in the bin. I miss
Sydney. Thank goodness for Bridget — I’d be lost without her to hang out
with every night, watching crappy TV and dissecting our days over wine and
microwave meals. We’re going to the pub tonight after work for a few drinks
— not many; I have to be up early. Tomorrow’s going to be a long day.

‘Hey,’ I hear a voice say and turn around to see Russ coming into the
kitchen.

‘Hi,” I reply with a smile.

I like Russ, Hebe’s deputy features editor. He was cracking me up on
Monday in the taxi back to the office, telling me all the judges’ dodgy
secrets. He’s a bit of a gossip, I think, but good fun. He’s tall at about six foot
two, of medium build, with short ginger hair and a fair few freckles. He
reminds me a little of Ed Sheeran — he’s pretty cool.

“You coming to the pub tonight?’ he asks as he moves past me to fill up
the kettle.

‘I can’t. My flatmate wants me to go to the pub with her.” I pass him the
teabags.

‘Bring her along. The more the merrier,” he says casually.

I lean against the worktop, in no rush to get back to my icy colleagues.
‘Who else 1s going?’

‘Pete and Lisa from news, Esther, the features editor, will probably come
along for one. Zach from production and Tim on the art desk usually come. I
don’t know about Alex.’

The sound of his name makes me tense up.

‘What about Helen and Nicky?’ T ask, trying to sound casual.

‘Nah, not likely. Nicky never socialises with us minions, and Helen spends
every spare second up her boyfriend’s arse — not literally,” he adds, flashing
me a cheeky grin.

I’m taken aback by his openness, but try not to show it.

‘How are you finding things on your desk?’

‘Er, it’s okay,’ I say weakly.

‘Helen being a bitch?’



He gives me a knowing look, not fazed by my surprise. ‘She went for your
job,” he reveals.

‘Oh?’

‘Simon didn’t think she had enough experience.” He pauses before adding,
‘Although I’m not sure Nicky agreed...” He lets his voice trail off, stopping
short of saying that Nicky wanted to promote Helen to picture editor instead
of employing me.

‘I see.” Now it all makes sense. I’'m guessing Simon made the final call and
that put my two most immediate colleagues’ noses out of joint. No wonder
I’'m feeling the chill.

‘Don’t let them get to you,” Russ says with more compassion than I’d
expect from an almost total stranger, and a bloke at that. ‘Everyone knows
how bitchy they are. Well, everyone except for Simon.” He rolls his eyes.
‘Bitchiness is not on that guy’s radar.’

I’m still surprised he’s talking to me so openly, but I can’t say it’s not
welcome after two weeks of feeling completely alone at work.

‘Come to the pub,’ he urges, picking up his mug.

‘Alright, I’ll see if Bridget fancies it.’

‘Not Bridget Reed?’ he checks as we walk out of the kitchen together.

‘Yeah, the very same.’

‘Oh, Bridget will definitely be up for the pub with us lot,” he says with a
grin.

“You know her well?’

‘Not that well, but I’ve seen her play enough drinking games at various
work dos to know that she’ll fit right in.’

I laugh as I pass him, completely forgetting that I’'m right by Alex’s desk
until his brilliant blue eyes lock with mine over the top of his computer. I
quickly avert my gaze.

‘Cheers, Russ, see you later.” I break off to go to my desk.

Russ i1s right of course: Bridget is not about to turn down a chance to be
sociable.

Next week’s issue of Hebe has been put to bed by five p.m. so I join the
crowd pulling on their coats and mingling by the door. Alex’s seat is empty —
he’s over by Simon’s desk, signing off the last of the page proofs. Helen and
Nicky walk by together, completely ignoring the rest of us as they talk.

‘Have a nice weekend!” Russ calls after them jovially and they both start



with surprise.

‘You too,” Nicky calls back uncomfortably.

Helen gives Nicky a look as she pushes the button for the lift. They both
stand there in silence until the lift arrives.

I catch Russ’s eye. ‘Miserable cows,’ he says under his breath, flashing me
a grin. [ try to keep a straight face. ‘Bridget meeting us there?’ he checks with
me.

‘Yeah, they’re still going to press.’

Bridget is freelancing at monthly travel magazine Let’s Go! this week.

‘Bridget Reed?’ Lisa, the news editor, asks, having overheard.

‘The very same,’ I reply with a smile. Does everyone know Bridget?

‘There go my plans to have an easy one,” she mutters.

‘I’m definitely having an easy one,’ I say firmly.

‘Good luck with that,” Russ says wryly. ‘Tim, are you coming or what?’ he
snaps suddenly.

Tim, the art editor, is hovering over his computer.

‘Yep,” he replies shortly, glancing up at Russ. He’s rocking the geek chic
look, with black-rimmed glasses and shaggy dark hair. ‘Done,” he murmurs,
grabbing the coat hanging over the back of his chair. I glance at Alex in time
to see him turn away from Simon, rustling A3-sized pages in his hands.

“You coming for a drink?’ Tim calls to him.

‘Erm...” he checks his watch. ‘Where are you going?’ His eyes flit towards
mine.

‘Just to the pub across the road,” Tim says.

‘I might meet you over there.” My heart jumps and then plummets. I try to
convince myself that I don’t care either way.

I fail spectacularly in my efforts, spending the next twenty minutes at the
pub glancing at the door in case Alex walks in. I’m curious to see him in a
social situation again — this week at work has been strange.

‘Hey, guys!” Bridget calls cheerfully as she arrives. ‘Who’s up for a
drinking game?’

Everyone groans theatrically.

‘Bronte?’ she asks teasingly. ‘You want a shot?’

‘Don’t even think about it,” I warn. ‘I’m fine with beer. I have to get up
early tomorrow.’

‘What are you doing?’ Lisa, who’s a petite redhead, asks with interest, as
Bridget gathers orders from the rest of the table and heads off to the bar.



‘I’m going to a wedding.’

‘Nice!” she says.

‘Whose?’ Esther, the features editor, asks, overhearing. She’s striking and
extremely tall at almost six foot, with shoulder-length dark brown hair.

‘I have no idea.’ I smile at the look on her and Lisa’s faces before
explaining. ‘I’m assisting the wedding photographer.’

‘Wow. Have you done a lot of weddings?’ Lisa asks.

‘No, this is my first.’

‘How exciting!” Esther nudges Pete. ‘You should get Bronte to do your
wedding in July.’

‘Steady on.” I hold my palms up. ‘I might not be any good at it. I’'m
absolutely shitting myself at the moment,” I admit, making everyone laugh.
Bridget comes back over with our drinks, plonking a beer in front of me.

I’m sure she’ll be trying to get me to do shots before the night is out. I will
resist!

‘Hey, here’s Alex,” Tim says. I stopped watching the door once Bridget
arrived.

‘Hi,” he says, dropping his bag loudly beside the table. He freezes and I
glance up at him to see that he’s noticed Bridget.

‘Howdy. I’'m Bridget,” she says smoothly, holding her hand out to him.
“Who are you?’

‘Alex,” he replies with a slight frown as he hesitantly shakes her hand.
‘Can I get anyone a drink?’

No one needs one so he heads to the bar. I give Bridget a WTF look over
the table and she suppresses a grin. Alex seems to have recovered by the time
he joins our table, pulling up a seat between Lisa and Tim. I can’t see his face
very well from here, which suits me just fine.

‘How’s your first week been?’ Lisa asks him.

‘Good. Just settling in, seeing how everything works,” he replies in that
warm, deep voice of his. Unfortunately I can hear him very well and I let out
a small sigh at the sound. Why has he put this distance between us? Fine if he
doesn’t like me. Cool if he’s seeing someone else. But can’t we be friends?
Why is he being so standoffish?

‘What are you up to this weekend?’ Lisa asks, and I realise her question is
directed at him. I wonder if her job on the newsdesk helps her excel at small
talk.

‘Er, just hanging out with my girlfriend,” he replies.



A dark feeling washes over me. Not that I didn’t have my suspicions.

‘Well, fiancée,’ he clarifies.

The dark feeling violently intensifies.

‘How lovely! When are you getting married?’ Esther asks warmly.

‘December,” Alex reveals, as I pick up my beer bottle and take a swig. I
have to force myself to swallow. I can feel Bridget’s eyes on me, but I keep
mine trained on the table.

‘When did you get engaged?’ Lisa presses on while I inwardly cringe. Do
we have to hear the gushy details?

‘Couple of months ago,’ he says, shifting in his seat. He doesn’t want to
talk about this, either. Maybe it’s because I’'m here; maybe it’s because he’s
quite a private person. I got that impression when we met, but really, I don’t
know him at all. I’'m a fool to think that I did.

‘Let’s play a drinking game!’ Bridget erupts and everyone groans again.
‘Come on, you Hebes are so boring!” She shoves against Russ and he moves
aside to let her out.

‘Bronte, come help me carry the shots.’

‘I am not doing shots,’ I reiterate.

‘Yeah, yeah, whatever. Come and help me anyway.’

I cast my eyes wearily at the ceiling, but silently thank her for the
distraction.

The next morning, I’'m up and out of bed early. I have a headache, despite my
attempts to remain sober, but it’s not too bad. Bridget, however, is decidedly
worse for wear.

‘Hey,” I whisper, poking my head around her door.

A strangled moan comes from the bed.

‘I brought you pills,’ I tell her with a smirk.

She gingerly sits up in bed and reaches for the water, glugging some down
with the headache tablets. “Why, oh why did you let me drink those shots?’

‘What?’ It’s an outrage!

She purses her lips. ‘I meant to tell you, there was a message on the
landline from your mum.’

‘What did she say?’ I ask warily.

‘She said she was just touching base with you. Wanted to say hello.’

Nothing important, then.

‘Have a good day,’ she says. ‘Good luck with it.’



Anxiety surges through me and then the door buzzer goes and Bridget
clamps her hands to her head. ‘Shut them up!”’
‘I will.” I laugh. ‘I’1l see you in the morning.’

‘Good luck.’
‘Thanks.” I’'m going to need it.



Chapter 4

‘How are you feeling?’ Maria asks the bride, Suzie, as she applies foundation
to her pale complexion.

‘Nervous,’” Suzie admits.

I’d be nervous, too, if [ was about to legally bind myself to another person
for the rest of my life. Mind you, there’s always divorce if it doesn’t work
out.

‘That’s a good sign,” Maria says encouragingly. ‘I think nerves help you to
feel more connected to the day.’

Is that what she reckons? Well, I’'m nervous as hell. And I’m not sure I
want to feel connected to this particular day.

‘You’re looking radiant,” Rachel says gently, taking a photograph.

I’m sitting in the corner, just watching and trying to keep out of the way.
Rachel moves over to the wedding dress, which is hanging behind the door.
‘Can you adjust the curtains to soften the light?’ she asks me.

I get up and close the net curtains a little, as Rachel moves in to
photograph lots of tiny, delicate lace flowers across the bodice. I’'m looking
forward to seeing how Suzie looks with it on.

I watch as Rachel takes some shots of the bride’s shoes and her gran’s
wedding ring sewn into her garter. Suzie’s mother comes in with cups of tea
for us all. The atmosphere is very relaxed, which is not what I was expecting.

The doorbell rings to announce the arrival of Suzie’s only bridesmaid and
the energy levels ramp up a notch. She’s a sweet, friendly girl, but over the
course of a short space of time, the chilled atmosphere becomes charged with
electricity as we draw closer to the big event.

‘Time for you to go,” Rachel says to me quietly with a smile as Maria puts
the finishing touches to the bride’s make-up.

My nerves return as she sees me to the door.



‘So don’t forget to get the details,” she says. ‘The flowers, the candles, the
organ...’

A little dart of fear zips through me.

“The Order of Service, the stained-glass windows...” she continues.

I recover quickly and shake my head. ‘I won’t forget.’

“Try to get the groom arriving if he’s not already there, and as many of the
other guests as you can. Don’t specifically ask guests to pose for shots, but do
take any that they ask you to.’

‘I remember,’ I say, nodding quickly now.

‘And do your best to get his reaction,” she urges solemnly.

‘I will,” T promise.

‘Just do your best,” she says again, this time with a reassuring squeeze of
my arm. [ sense she’s as nervous about my abilities as [ am.

The church 1s a mere three-minute walk from Suzie’s parents’ house along
a pavement slick with dew. There was a frost when we arrived this morning,
but it’s burning off now in the late March sunshine. The blue sky is streaked
with wispy white cloud. It’s been overcast and freezing this week. Could
Suzie and Mike be the luckiest bride and groom on the planet? I breathe in
the crisp spring air and listen to the sound of birdsong coming from the
nearby trees. I pass a tiny chocolate-box thatched cottage behind a low hedge
lined with bright yellow daffodils and impulsively start to click off some
shots. This is such a pretty, picture-postcard old English village. I round the
corner and the grey-slated church spire comes into view, gleaming in the
sunlight.

I move out of the light and into the shadow of the stone church, walking
with trepidation along the winding asphalt path to the porch. I take a deep
breath and try to calm my jitters.

Get it together, Bronte. Get it together. I stop on the path and close my
eyes, bracing myself.

‘Hello!” a cheerful voice says. My eyes shoot open and I see a well-
groomed usher waiting in the porch, holding a stack of sheets.

‘Hi,” I reply quickly.

‘Bride or groom?’ he asks brightly.

‘Photographer,’ I tell him and he smiles.

‘Great.’

I force myself to smile back as I pass by him into the church. It’s the first
time I’ve been inside one for years — Polly and Grant got married in a register



office. I inhale the cold, damp air in short, sharp breaths. The musty smell is
making me feel lightheaded. How can churches smell so similar, even when
they’re oceans apart?

It’s okay. It’s okay. I look around. The church is vast and chilly, with a
grey stone floor, cream limestone walls and enormous, arched, stained-glass
windows.

There are already a dozen or so guests seated in the pews, talking quietly
amongst themselves in hushed and reverent tones.

My dad used to say churches are like libraries. But he was wrong. They’re
nothing alike. I like being in libraries.

Rachel has already met the vicar, but she asked me to introduce myself. |
feel a surge of relief when I see that she’s a woman. She welcomes me
warmly.

‘I’1l be staying down the back,’ I promise her, relaxing slightly. ‘I won’t
get in your way.’

Rachel told me that vicars tend to like her because she doesn’t use a flash
and disrupt the service, nor does she run all over the place like a lunatic.
Because there are two of us, she can remain static up by the pulpit.

The weight of responsibility helps me to focus. I can do this. I can.

The groom is not yet here so I get busy capturing the details. The camera
sounds loud to my ears at first, and I wince with every click, but it gets easier
after a few shots. I capture the pretty flower arrangements — white daffodils,
hyacinths and roses with acid green guelder-roses — suspended from the ends
of the pews and the sunlight streaming in through the stained-glass windows.
I force myself into the chancel and snap some shots of the larger flower
displays and the gleaming silver candlesticks on the altar table. My heart is in
my throat as I quickly click off a few shots of the organ with its polished
golden pipes and all-too-familiar layers of black and cream-coloured keys.
Then the groom arrives so I step down from the chancel into the nave,
exhaling the breath I didn’t realise I was holding.

Mike is in his mid-twenties like Suzie and Maria, and he’s tall and slim
with short brown hair. Maria told me that Suzie met Mike at university and
next week they’re setting off to go travelling for a year. This wedding is also
effectively their leaving party and our photographs will be a strong link to
home for them over the next twelve months. It’s even more important that we
do them justice.

I focus my attention on Mike and get a lovely shot of him sharing a



moment with his mum, which ends with her kissing him on his cheek and
laughingly wiping away the lipstick mark. I sheepishly step forward to
introduce myself and wish him luck.

The church is filling up, but the hushed quality remains and when Suzie’s
mother appears, I know that the bride must be on her way. I’ve set up
Rachel’s monopod — a tripod with one leg — out of view behind the pulpit,
like she asked me to. She shoots with minimal but top-notch equipment. She
explained that her 85 mm F1.2 — the Holy Grail of lenses — lets in so much
natural light that she doesn’t even need to use a flash until the first dance, and
only then so she can freeze the action on the dance floor.

I take some shots of Suzie’s mother and then go to wait in the porch. I take
a calming deep breath. This is okay. I’'m doing okay.

After a few minutes, Rachel comes into view. Suzie, her father and her
bridesmaid, who’s wearing a dusky-rose-coloured, vintage-style lace dress,
have walked here from Suzie’s parents’ house and I watch with a smile as
Rachel snaps away without losing her footing as she moves backwards.

Suzie looks jaw-droppingly beautiful. Maria has curled her golden-blonde
hair into perfectly wavy curls and left it down. A delicate lace, flapper-girl-
style headpiece takes the place of a traditional veil, with a large, white silk
flower on the left-hand side. Her long, slim-fitting skirt is made of white lace,
and as I noticed before, dozens of small lace flowers have been sewn all over
the strapless bodice.

Rachel turns and comes towards me over the wet grass.

‘Good luck!” she whispers loudly. ‘Don’t forget to get his reaction!’ she
stresses again as she hurries past me into the church.

‘I won’t,” I promise, but she’s already gone.

I hold my camera up to my face and look through the view-finder as Suzie
and her entourage come towards me. I snap away as I back into the church to
the sound of the organ playing.

A cold flush washes over me. The music fills up my head and reverberates
through my body and for a moment I feel like I’'m going to faint.

I force myself to focus. Hurrying over to the other side of the church, I try
to block out the haunting music as I look for Mike at the front. Rachel
stressed to me that this is my most important shot of the day. Once Suzie has
entered the church, my one and only goal is to get Mike’s reaction to seeing
his bride. Rachel says that this shot of the groom — and her own
corresponding shot taken from the front of the bride locking eyes with the



man she’s about to commit to spending the rest of her life with — is the one
many couples have said they treasure the most. And now it’s up to me to get
my half of it.

The organist starts to play the rousing strains of Wagner’s ‘The Bridal
March’ and I steel myself to concentrate. I zoom in on Mike up at the front as
he slowly turns around to watch his bride come down the aisle. Then
someone lifts an 1Pad over their head and completely obscures my vision.
Shit! The bridesmaid passes by and I dart to my left to find an unobstructed
view of the groom. Out of the corner of my eye I see a white blur move past.
I click away as Mike’s expression softens, his eyes fill with tears and I know
that [’ve got it: I’ve done my bit. Happiness bursts inside me.

I wouldn’t say I actually enjoy myself after that, but it does get easier and
it helps that I have a job to do. I take some beautiful long shots of the bride
and groom at the altar, framed by the green and white flowers hanging from
the end of every second pew. I stop cringing at the sound of my shutter, and
zoom in to get the occasional candid shot of guests dabbing their eyes and a
couple of cheeky little children peering over their parents’ shoulders at me.
Mostly I keep out of the way and let Rachel do her bit from the front.

All too soon, it’s my turn to take centre stage again. I need to get the bride
and groom coming down the aisle as man and wife, and I feel like I can hear
my heart pounding over the sound of the ‘Wedding March’ as Mike and
Suzie head happily in my direction, stopping to be congratulated by their
friends and family as they go. Soon they’re past the last pew and I snap away
as I back out of the heavy wooden doors into glorious daylight and watch
them swing shut. Then Suzie and Mike burst through and Mike punches the
air, yelling, ‘“YES!’

As he kisses her right in front of me, I try to contain my laughter and
capture every joyous millisecond.

The other guests quickly follow, and then Rachel is with me.

‘Did you get it?’ she asks.

I assume she’s referring to the groom’s reaction and I nod happily, light-
headed with blissful liberation. I did it. I got through it.

She laughs, misreading my reaction. ‘Did you have fun?’

‘Yes.” Tears prick my eyes. In hindsight, I think I almost did.

She pats my arm. ‘I’m so pleased to hear it. But it’s not over yet,” she
reminds me with amusement.

The hard part is.



The reception is being held at a fancy pub just up the road, so I go on ahead
while Rachel covers the shoot outside the church. There’s a buzz in the air as
the excited, friendly staff put the final touches to the table settings and fill tall
flutes with champagne. I stand for a moment and look around, taking
everything in. The pub has a shabby chic vintage feel to it, with stripped
floor-boards, open log fires, flocked wallpaper and paintings hanging from
the walls. The tables are covered with white lace tablecloths and are centred
with white and green flower displays in rustic white and silver painted pots.
One staff member is going around lighting tealights and putting them in
silvery green glass candle holders dotted around the tables. There’s a vintage
birdcage on a table near the door for people to post wedding cards through,
and beside it are three cakes on individual cut-glass cake stands. They vary in
height and colour and have thick ruffle-style piped icing in pink, pale yellow
and white. Sprays of tiny white flowers adorn them.

The whole effect is stunning.

After I’ve taken enough shots of the inside details, I move outside to the
garden where a twenty-metre white marquee has been erected on the grass. A
small bar has been set up inside and a member of staff is putting down a
silver tray full of wine glasses brimming with a peachy-coloured cocktail. I
could do with one of those. I take some photos, keeping my eye on the doors,
until finally I see the wedding party start to arrive.

The rest of the waiting staff have gathered in the marquee, and we all clap
when Suzie and Mike come towards us. Suzie blushes adorably and takes two
flutes of champagne.

‘Cheers!” She and Mike chink glasses and she giggles while he smiles
lovingly at her.

I continue taking candid camera shots while cocktails and canapés are
served until I feel a tug on my arm. I look down to see Suzie’s gran’s watery
blue eyes peering up at me from under her purple hat.

‘Got any good ones?’ she asks.

‘Absolutely.’ I smile at her. ‘They’re gorgeous, aren’t they?’

She nods with satisfaction and I take a picture of her. She bats my arm
away and I laugh. Rachel interrupts.

‘Time to do the group shots.” She hands me a piece of paper with the
various group shots requested by the bride and groom: his family, her family,
wedding party, friends. It’s my job to gather everyone together, which is
tricky and tiring, but various friends and relatives help me hunt out the guests



we need.

Afterwards we need to take Suzie and Mike for a private shoot — no
hangers-on allowed. Rachel needs the bride and groom’s full attention and
wants them to be as relaxed as possible without a host of friends and family
looking on. So we steal them away to the sunny green field behind the pub
and shoot some atmospheric pictures of them walking hand in hand through
the long grass. They hug and kiss like pros without complaining. Job done.

‘We can have a break before the speeches,” Rachel tells me, leading me
inside the pub. The guests are getting seated ready for the wedding breakfast
to start, and I flash a grin at Maria as we pass by her table. She’s here as a
guest now, sitting with a group of young people. I eye her glass of
champagne with envy.

A moment later, we’re in a small office beside the kitchen and Rachel 1s
putting a glass of fizz in my hand.

‘Really?’ I ask with surprise. I didn’t think we’d be allowed to drink on the
job.

‘Of course. One’s not going to kill us. And you totally deserve this.’

‘Aw, thanks.” We chink glasses and I take a sip, but her face is serious.

‘Honestly, I don’t know what I would have done without you today.” She
perches her bum against the desk.

“You haven’t seen my pictures yet,” I joke. ‘I hope they’re okay,” I add
nervously.

‘You’re welcome to come over to mine tomorrow and help me process
them if you like?’

‘I’d love to!” And I genuinely would. I’'m dying to see the fruits of our
labours. I thought I’d have to wait weeks, like the bride and groom.

A waitress appears at the door with two plates. ‘Hungry?’ she asks.

‘Starving,” Rachel replies, moving from the desk so the waitress can put
the plates down.

‘Enjoy,’ she says brightly. We call our thanks after her as she leaves the
room.

I look down at the smoked salmon starter. It’s part of our contract that we
get fed, but [ wasn’t expecting wedding food.

‘Yum.’

The break 1s a welcome one, but it will be over far too quickly. I’ve had to
be friendly and professional all day, and now I find I can’t stop yawning.

‘The speeches are next,” Rachel says, giggling at me as [ don’t even bother



trying to stifle what must be about my twentieth yawn. ‘They should perk
you up. This lot seem like a good bunch, so I suspect their speeches will be
half decent. I’ve heard some rubbish ones, I can tell you.’ I smile and she
continues. ‘Then it’s cut-the-cake time — a bit boring, but a box we need to
tick — and after that, the first dance. You can let your hair down and have a
few drinks with Maria once that’s over. I’ll cover the last dance, and drive us
home. It’s been a long day.’

‘I don’t know how you do it and still seem so perky,’ I admit.

‘Lots of practice,” she replies with a grin. ‘And I bloody love weddings. |
think you’re either a wedding photographer, or a photographer who does
weddings. Some people might not think it’s very cool to be a wedding
photographer, but I think it’s much nicer to have someone who genuinely
loves weddings to photograph their big day.’

I have to agree with her, even if I fail on that front.

She beams at me and tucks into her starter.

I’m on a strange high in the car on the way back to London, and it has
nothing to do with the few drinks I’ve had.

‘That was such a great day, thank you so much for asking me to help out,’
I say. Maria is staying at her parents’ house tonight, so it’s just the two of us.

‘I’m so pleased you enjoyed yourself,” Rachel says.

‘If Sally ever lets you down again, please give me a shout. I’d love to help
out.” I seem to have forgotten how hard I found it initially.

“That’s really good to know,’ she replies with a smile.

I look out of the window and yawn loudly. I’'m asleep before we reach
Chalk Farm.



Chapter 5

I’m still yawning on Monday morning when I go into the kitchen to make tea
for my moody picture desk colleagues and myself. I spent most of yesterday
at Rachel’s place going through the photographs and helping her to process
them. I was very curious to see mine. Rachel seemed happy with how I did,
considering it was my first wedding. There were certainly some good shots
there, but I made my fair share of mistakes, too. Hopefully I’ll learn from
them. She put a teaser shot of Suzie and Mike — one of them walking hand-
in-hand across the green field — onto the internet to keep everyone going.
Rachel’s website is linked to Facebook and already guests have been
commenting on it, and Suzie herself has left a lovely message thanking us for
our hard work. Other guests will no doubt start to post their own photos
today, but at least there will be one professional shot to counterbalance the
Instagram ones, which inevitably will feature half-closed eyes and
unflattering angles.

The door swings open and I cast a smile over my shoulder, expecting to
see Russ, who was making a move to follow me when I walked past. My
stomach contracts when I see that the person who’s joining me instead is
Alex. He looks on edge at the sight of me.

‘Hi,” I say weakly.

‘Hey,” he replies and I wonder for a moment if he might turn around and
go back to his desk, but he doesn’t.

‘How was your weekend?’ I ask in an attempt to make small talk. I could
really do with some of Lisa’s skills.

‘Good,’ he says, reaching into the cupboard for a couple of mugs. ‘Yours?’

‘Great.” The kettle boils and I fill up my three mugs then refill it with
water, flicking it back on again.

‘Thanks,’ he says, leaning back against the worktop and looking awkward.



‘What did you get up to?’

‘I had a—’

He cuts me off. ‘Oh, you had a wedding, didn’t you?’

‘That’s right,” I reply.

‘How was it?’

‘Amazing.’ I can’t help beaming.

‘I thought you didn’t like weddings?’

How does he know that? Oh! I ranted about it when we first met! I try not
to show my surprise that he remembers.

‘I don’t. But I love taking photos.’

‘Really?’ He looks interested. ‘Me too.” We have a common hobby? ‘What
camera have you got?’ he asks.

‘It’s a Canon 60d, but I used Rachel’s assistant’s kit on the weekend and
she’s got a better model. What about you?’

‘I’ve just bought a Nikon d7000.’

[ stare at him blankly.

He smirks. ‘It’s not pro-level, but it’s fine for me.’

The kettle boils, and as he moves past me in the cramped space, |
unwittingly breathe in his aftershave. I’'m hit with a memory of him kissing
my neck in bed.

I turn away and concentrate on fishing the teabags out of my mugs.

‘So how did it go?’ he asks a short while later, leaning back against the
counter again and regarding me directly while his tea brews.

‘Pretty well, I think.” Boy, his eyes are blue. ‘But I did make some
mistakes.’

He smiles warmly. ‘What like?’

‘I messed up the focus on a few occasions. One time I thought I was
focusing on the groom, but I ended up getting his aunt in the foreground. The
shot of her would have been great, but she was blinking, so Rachel said she
might be able to steal her eyes from another shot and Photoshop them in.’

He laughs and my insides go all jittery. ‘No way? Does she do that sort of
thing?’

‘All the time.’

‘Well, that doesn’t sound too bad,” he says commiseratively, passing me
the milk and sugar and turning back to his own tea.

‘I struggled with camera shake, too,” I add, reluctant to draw a line under
the conversation. ‘Especially towards the end of the night.’



He glances at me. ‘Was the room quite dark?’

‘Pretty dark, yeah.’

‘No tripod?’

‘Rachel has a monopod. But no, I didn’t use it and I probably should have.’

‘Rachel’s the wedding photographer?’ he asks.

‘Yes. She’s lovely.’

‘I’m curious to see these shots now.” His smile makes my heart flutter. He
1S SO gorgeous...

I inwardly slap myself around the face. ‘What about you? What did you
get up to at the weekend?’

‘Er, it was my girlfriend’s dad’s birthday so we went out for a pub lunch.’

He sounds uncomfortable talking about his fiancée, and I’m not sure I want
to hear about her either, but I’ve got to get over that if we’re going to be
working together. I don’t want it to be awkward.

‘Congratulations on your engagement, by the way,’ I force myself to say.

A flicker of some emotion passes over his face, but I can’t decipher it.
‘Thanks.’

‘What’s your fiancée’s name?’

‘Zara.’

‘Aah.” He’s just confirmed that he’s marrying the girl he was on a break
from when we met.

He gives me a small, knowing smile which makes me feel a little funny
inside, and then Russ bursts into the kitchen, startling us both.

‘Wassup!” he shouts, clapping me on my back. ‘How was the wedding?’

‘Great, mate,’ I tell him brightly, finding his energy endearing.

‘You great big galah,” Russ teases at the sound of my Aussie-ism.

‘That’s the worst Australian accent I’ve ever heard.’ I shove his arm.

‘Oof!” he cries, going overboard. ‘You lot are doing Lisa’s nut in today.’

‘What do you mean, us lot?’

‘You Australians. You and your bloody time differences. Lisa got in this
morning to find a message from some tourist Down Under saying that he
spotted Joseph Strike with his bird today, hugging a frigging koala with a
proper big baby bump. If he’s got pictures, it could be next week’s cover
story, but she can’t get hold of him because he called from work and now
he’s already buggered off home, lazy bastard.’

I shake my head with confusion. ‘Who had the baby bump? Joseph Strike’s
girlfriend?’ Actually, she’s technically his fiancée, and Joseph Strike is a



British actor who’s huge in Hollywood.

‘No, the koala,” he says, adding, ‘Dur! Of course I mean the girlfriend.’

I ignore him. ‘Where was the photograph taken?’

‘Some conservation park.’

‘Do you know which one?’

He frowns. ‘I think he said Adelaide.’

My eyes light up. ‘My friend works at a conservation park in the Adelaide
Hills. I wonder if it’s the same one? Want me to call her and ask her if she
saw anything?’

‘Christ, yes! Do it!’

‘Catch you later,” I say to Alex.

‘Sure,’ he replies.

Russ follows me back into the office like an eager puppy dog and for a
moment I think he’s going to hang over my desk while I make the call, so I
quickly put a stop to that.

‘I’ll come and speak to you in a bit,” I promise, forcing him to reluctantly
walk away.

I first met Lily when she covered for me at Marbles magazine in Sydney,
the place I worked at before Hebe Australia. We became friends when she
left Sydney to go to South Australia with her boyfriend, turning down the
chance to apply for my editorial assistant job when I was moved over to the
picture desk. My parents live in a small beach town about an hour and a half
south of Adelaide, so we hook up when I go home to visit. She’s a budding
wildlife photographer, and I’ve used some of her photos in Marbles in the
past, but she also works with her husband Ben at a conservation park in the
Adelaide Hills.

‘Hello?” A male voice answers in a warm, Aussie accent.

‘Ben?’ I ask. ‘It’s Bronte.’

‘No way? Lily!” he calls, covering the receiver. ‘It’s Bronte!’

‘No shit?’ I hear my friend exclaim in the background.

‘She was just about to email you,” Ben speaks into the receiver, sounding
amused. There’s a scuffle and then Lily comes on the line.

‘Joseph Strike,” she says. ‘Am I right?’

‘Yes, you freaking are. Did you see him?’ I ask eagerly, as Nicky glares at
me from beside Helen on the other side of the desk. She probably thinks I’'m
making a personal call.

‘I got pictures.’



‘No!” I gasp. ‘Does she have a baby bump?’

‘Clear as day,’ she tells me. ‘I got a brilliant one of him with his hand on
her tummy.’

‘Wow! Can we buy them from you?’ Helen also glances up, eyeing me
over the top of her computer.

‘Ooh, I don’t know... How much do you think they’re worth?’ she asks
cheekily.

I laugh. “Who would have thought you’d become a pap.’

Nicky is still watching me with annoyance. I’ve piqued her curiosity, and |
suspect she hates being kept out of the loop.

‘I did ask their permission first,” Lily reveals.

‘Did you?’ I’'m amazed she had the nerve. Joseph Strike is such a big star.

“Yeah. His chick and I compared bumps.’

‘What?’ I exclaim. ‘Are you telling me you’re pregnant?’

‘Yes.” She laughs gleefully. ‘Four months.’

‘Oh, that 1s so lovely!” My pitch goes up an octave. ‘I’m so excited for
you! Is Ben pleased?’

‘Ridiculously.’ I can tell how happy she is and want to talk more about it,
but Nicky is shooting me daggers. ‘Anyway, Joseph didn’t mind having his
picture taken at all. They’re such a lovely couple,” she gushes. ‘So, do you
want to see them?’

‘Yes, please. Have you shown them to anyone else?’

‘Don’t be daft. You were the first person I thought of.’

‘Aw. I really, really appreciate this.’

‘My pleasure. Give me your new email address and I’ll send ’em over.’

I do, promising I’ll call her once I’ve spoken to my boss.

‘What was all that about?” Nicky asks irritably as soon as [ hang up.

‘What did she say?’ Russ interrupts. He must’ve been watching me like a
hawk to get across the office this quickly.

I answer his question first.

‘She’s got pictures,’ I reply with excitement. ‘She’s sending them over.’

‘You’re a genius!” He shakes my shoulder.

‘Who’s got pictures of what?’ Nicky interrupts, scowling.

‘Bronte’s friend in Australia has pictures of Joseph Strike’s fiancée’s baby
bump.’

‘She’s pregnant?’ she asks with surprise.

‘Apparently so.” Russ gleefully shakes my shoulder again and pulls up a



spare seat from the production desk behind me. He nods at my computer.
‘Have they come in yet?’

I click on my inbox to check. Nicky gets up and comes around to my side
of the desk. Helen follows, and then Lisa appears.

The name Lily Whiting pops up in my inbox. I nervously click on the link.

‘Oh my God!’

‘That’s amazing...’

‘Wow.’

‘Awesome.’

My colleagues coo and relief surges through me as I elatedly scroll through
the five pictures Lily has sent. The first could absolutely make the cover:
Joseph Strike in shorts and a slim-fitting cream T-shirt which reveals the
definition of his perfect abs, smiling down at his fiancée as he places his hand
on her unmistakeable baby bump. The last picture is of Joseph holding a
koala and by the time I get to it, half of the women in the office have gone
gooey at the knees. About a dozen people are crowded around my desk. I feel
a little like a celebrity myself.

‘Who’s the hottie he’s with?’ Esther asks, leaning in to get a closer look.

‘That’s Ben,’ I tell her. And she’s right: Ben is hot. Tall, blond and sexy,
even in his khaki conservation park uniform.

Simon, the editor, eventually breaks up the gathering. ‘Okay, everyone
back to work.” My colleagues reluctantly head off. ‘Bronte, can I have a
word?’

I’m nervous as Simon leads me into the back office, but he just wants to
know everything about Lily and his chances of securing an exclusive. He’s
delighted to discover that she used to work at Marbles under his friend
Jonathan’s leadership.

‘Hopefully she’ll show some loyalty,” he murmurs. I don’t point out that I
think she’s more likely to show loyalty to me than to a magazine. He means
no harm by the comment.

‘Can you call her back now and offer her a price?’ he asks.

‘Sure.’

We agree a figure and he pushes the phone across the desk to me. I realise
he wants me to ring her right now, in front of him, to secure the deal.
Pressure!

‘I need to grab her number from my mobile,’ I say, hesitantly getting up
from the table.



I feel Nicky and Helen’s eyes on me as I come out of the office.

‘What’s going on?’ Nicky asks.

‘I’m just going to call Lily and try to secure an exclusive.’

‘Oh, right,” she says a little snootily and I can’t help but feel a thrill at
getting one over her. I imagine she’s used to having all the limelight, but
she’s been nothing but a cow to me since I started.

Alex grins at me as I return to my desk. It warms my heart. Maybe there’s
hope for us as friends after all. I grab my phone and return to the back office
where Simon is impatiently tapping his fingers on the desk. A few minutes
later, we have our exclusive and Simon is more excited than I’ve ever seen
him.

‘I’ve got to go and tell Clare,” he says with a grin, referring to his boss, the
publisher. “‘We’ll need to increase our print run.” He pats me on my back.
‘Well done, Bronte. Absolutely fantastic.’

‘Thanks.’

I’m bursting with pride as I come out of the room. Russ and Lisa jump up
from their desks.

‘Did you secure them?’ Lisa asks quickly, worry etched across her
forehead.

I nod. ‘Yeah.’

‘Woo-hoo!” Russ calls, clapping.

‘Fantastic!’ Lisa enthuses. ‘We’d better see if we can buy the tourist’s
shot, too, pip the tabloids to the post.’

‘I’1l do that.” Nicky swiftly appears at my side. ‘Lisa, can you get me his
details? I’1l call him from home tonight. I don’t want to miss another day
with the time difference.’

Russ furtively rolls his eyes at me, but [ don’t really mind Nicky cutting in.
Whatever floats her boat.

By Thursday, Nicky has moved on from being defiant and defensive and has
settled on looking deflated. She hasn’t managed to get hold of the man — his
phone keeps going to voicemail — and Simon suspects one of the tabloids will
be running the shots on Sunday. He doesn’t seem too fazed. Hebe comes out
on a Tuesday and he’s confident we’ll be able to ride the crest of the publicity
wave. Our pictures will undoubtedly be stronger, because Lily is a
professional photographer, and we’ll have more of a story because she also
relayed everything Joseph said to her. We can effectively sell the piece as an



exclusive interview. Simon is expecting a huge uplift in sales.

Nicky’s mood is not helped when Simon calls to me on Thursday
afternoon. He’s standing over Alex’s computer with Clare at his side. ‘Do
you want to see the cover?’ he asks me with an easy smile.

Alex leans back in his chair while I make my way over there, feeling
Nicky’s eyes boring into my back. I feel a little daunted by Clare. She’s
super-confident, straight-talking and has the respect of everyone in the
company. She and Simon get on like a house on fire.

Alex has an image of the cover open on his computer screen. The shot of
Joseph Strike tenderly touching Alice’s baby bump takes pride of place. The
bright pink magazine colours are striking, and the cover-line shouts out:

Joe speaks: “lI can’t wait to be a dad!”

‘What do you think?” Simon asks me.

‘It looks great,” I reply.

‘Well done, Bronte,” Clare says. ‘I heard you’re responsible for this.’

I try to fight off the blush, but it’s no use. ‘Thanks.” My voice comes out
sounding croaky, and I notice the corners of Alex’s lips turn up.

‘Have you seen the article?’ he asks me, diverting attention away from my
embarrassment. He clicks on his mouse to bring up five more pages of a news
article with the rest of the photographs.

‘Fantastic,” I say, speaking of the piece in general. I’'m not about to read
the content with Clare and Simon standing behind me.

Simon smiles warmly. ‘Well done again,’ he says.

‘No worries.” I back away and return to my desk, keeping my head down. I
can feel Nicky’s discontent oozing from her like poison.

Simon lets us leave early the following day.

‘Coming to the pub, Bronte?’ Russ calls across to me. It’s Friday, so it’s
pretty much a given, even if I don’t want a big one.

‘Sure.’

‘Have you got the skinny celebs feature sorted?” Nicky interrupts.

I waver. ‘I’ve got most of them.’

‘How many is most of them?’ Her tone is as cold as ice.

‘I’ve got five so far. The deadline isn’t until Tuesday, right?’ I double-
check. What’s the rush?



‘Who knows what will come up on Monday,’ she points out.

She’s just being difficult. I'm confident I’ll have all of the pictures ready
by Tuesday, even if I have to work late on Monday night. And it’s only for a
feature, which has longer lead-times.

‘I’1l have them ready on time,’ I say calmly, gathering my things. I’m not
going to let her bully me into working late on a Friday when it’s completely
unnecessary.

‘You’d better,” I hear her mutter as [ walk over to the others waiting by the
door.

‘You coming?’ Russ asks Alex.

‘Yeah, just finishing up.” He smiles brightly at us as he grabs his coat.

‘Bridget coming out tonight?’ he asks me on our way across the road.

‘I’m seeing her later. She worked from home this week,’ I explain.

“You two going out for a big one?’ he asks as he holds open the pub door
and lets me pass through into the warmth.

‘Nah. We’re going to my friend Polly’s place for dinner.’

‘Drunken bride-to-be Polly?’

‘Yeah,” I reply, casting him an inquisitive look.

He nods, letting the conversation drop as we reach the bar. We place our
orders and then Lisa turns to me.

‘Did I seriously hear Nicky asking you about those skinny celebrity
pictures?’ she asks me.

‘Yep,’ I say resignedly.

‘What a stupid cow!” Russ exclaims. ‘I don’t know how you work with
her.’

I make no comment. I’m beginning to wonder that myself.

‘What’s this?” Alex chips in, overhearing. ‘Has she been giving you a hard
time?’

‘She’s fine.” I shake my head. ‘I can handle it.’

He lets it lie when the barman comes over to take our order.

‘What’s everyone up to this weekend?’ Lisa asks.

‘Nothing much,’ I reply.

‘No weddings?’

I laugh, half-heartedly. ‘No. The other assistant is back on the job, now.’

That thought makes me feel strangely subdued.

I leave after an hour, taking the Underground to Polly and Grant’s apartment



in Borough Market, near London Bridge. Polly’s waiting in her doorway
when the lift opens, a glass of sparkling wine in her hand.

‘Hey, you.” She grins, hugging me before handing over the glass.

‘What a great place,’ I enthuse, taking in the whitewashed floorboards and
the large warehouse-style windows with a view of the river. The flat is fitted
out with minimal furniture, but there’s barely enough room to swing a cat, let
alone house a toddler, so I gather they’re not planning on having a baby any
time soon.

‘Bridget’s just texted to say she’s on her way from London Bridge,” she
says, directing me to the sofa.

‘Oh, I must’ve just missed her. She’ll be busting to get out after being
cooped up at home all week.’

‘How are things going with her?’ Polly asks as she sits down beside me.

‘Really well.” I grin. ‘She’s a blast.’

She smiles and nods, but her eyes look strangely dull. ‘How are you?’ I
ask, a little thrown by her expression.

‘I’m fine,” she says breezily, crossing her legs.

I was a bit taken aback when I saw her again a few weeks ago. She’s put
on all of the weight she’d lost for the wedding and is even larger than she was
when we lived in Australia.

‘How’s Grant?’ | ask.

‘He’s good. He’s been really busy at work lately.” Her lips turn down.

‘Oh no.” Are things not all rosy at home? ‘Will that calm down soon?’

‘I hope so.’

I spy a familiar-looking black book on her coffee table. ‘Are these your
wedding pics?’ I ask excitedly.

She beams. ‘Yeah.’

‘Can I take a look?’

‘Sure.’

I reach down and pick up the book, flicking through the pages.

‘These are beautiful,’ I say to Polly, who stares at the photos over my
shoulder.

‘I look so thin,” she says listlessly and I glance at her.

“You looked gorgeous then and you look gorgeous now.’

She seems flat. ‘Grant says he hardly recognises me in those pictures.’

My face falls. I don’t really know what to say. ‘Had you lost weight when
he proposed to you?’ I ask carefully.



‘No. I was as fat as [ am now,’ she replies bluntly.

‘So you know that he loves you for the way you are. He proposed to you,
Polly.” I point at her. ‘Not the Polly in these pictures.’

Her eyes cloud over. ‘I kind of wish he married me, too.” She indicates
herself. ‘Rather than /er.’ She nods at the book.

I smile sympathetically and make a mental note to pass on this advice to
any future brides I come across. Don’t lose weight just so you look good in
your wedding photos — you might not recognise yourself later.

‘I hope Polly’s alright,” I say to Bridget on the way back to the station.

‘She seemed a bit down,” Bridget agrees.

Grant arrived as we were finishing up our dessert, looking a little worse for
wear. He called Polly soon after Bridget arrived to let her know that he was
working late so not to wait for him, then he texted an hour later to say that he
was going for a quick drink. A quick drink which turned into several, from
the way he was slurring. Polly was not impressed, so we decided to leave
them to it.

My phone rings just as we’re walking into the station. I dig it out of my
bag and frown when I see that it’s Rachel.

‘Hello?’

‘Bronte! Thank flip you answered!’

‘What’s wrong?’

‘What are you doing tomorrow?’ She sounds breathless and panicked and
my heart jumps.

‘Nothing!’ I say hastily. ‘Why?’

‘Sally i1sn’t well and I’ve got a wedding to do in Buckinghamshire. Can
you help out?’

My heart swells. ‘I’d love to!’



Chapter 6

All hell is breaking loose. The murderous cries of a child who has been
woken up from her nap pierce me to my very core. And I’m not the only one:
Veronica, the poor bride, looks close to tears as her not-quite-two-year-old
daughter Cassie clings to her and lets rip.

‘Let me take her so you can finish getting ready,” Veronica’s mum Mary
says gently, but as she reaches down to the screaming ball of fury
masquerading as a child, Cassie’s screams reach new levels of hysteria and
she clings onto whatever she can. A second later, Veronica’s cries join the
mix — Cassie has her fingers tangled in Veronica’s hair.

‘Mum, leave her!’

Mary lets go and Cassie buries her face in her mother’s chest.

Rachel told me that Cassie was a happy, bright little thing the last time she
was here, but today she woke up with a raging temperature and has been
physically attached to Veronica all morning. Maria had to work around her,
starting with Veronica’s hair before moving on to her make-up. Eventually,
Veronica put Cassie down for a nap, but judging by the screaming now, that
might have been a mistake.

I look out of the window to see that a taxi has arrived. ‘That’s probably for
me,’ | say to Rachel. ‘I’ll see you there.’

She nods, worriedly.

The wedding is taking place in a village in Buckinghamshire, near the
River Thames. It’s a wet and windy day and I arrive at the church just in time
to see the arch of flowers fixed over the gate collapse.

Someone shouts as I run to pick it up, wincing at the cold wind and rain
slashing my face. I hear the thudding of footsteps and a flash of black
morning suit as one of the ushers reaches me.

‘Shit!” he gasps as I struggle to hold up the arch with Sally’s heavy kit bag



strapped over my shoulder. ‘Kev! Give us a hand!” he shouts towards the
church. Another usher hurries towards us, shielding his dark hair from the
rain. A couple of guests arrive handily equipped with large umbrellas, but
we’re wet through by the time we’ve reattached the flowers and entered the
church. It’s then that I realise the first usher was actually the groom.

‘Let me get you a towel,” I tell him, fighting off the heady sense of
foreboding as I force myself to walk through another vast, cold and damp
church to look for the vicar. I find him in the vestry, just off the chancel. I
take a deep breath and try to steady my swirling nerves before knocking on
his open door with a clammy fist.

‘Excuse me,’ I say shakily.

He looks up with annoyance. He has a shaved head and gauges in his ears
and 1s wearing white ceremonial robes. He doesn’t look like any vicar I’ve
ever seen. It helps.

‘I’'m— I have to clear my throat. ‘I wonder if you have a towel? The
groom has got himself a bit wet,” I explain apologetically, my voice
wavering.

‘Do I look like a towel dispenser?’

His tone takes me aback. ‘I’m sorry,’ I say, my hackles going up. ‘It’s just
that the flower arch fell down and—’

‘Who are you?’ he interrupts haughtily, spying my kit bag.

‘I’m the assistant photographer,’ I reply.

‘You’d better not be,” he humphs, getting to his feet. He’s quite short, only
a little taller than me, but I’'m five foot seven. ‘I don’t allow photographers in
my church.’

His comment throws me and for a moment I think he must be joking, but |
soon realise from his expression that he’s not.

‘But [’

“This service i1s about God. I won’t have your lot detracting from what
we’re all here for.’

Panic sweeps through me. ‘We won’t get in your way, I promise.” Do
Veronica and Rachel know about this?

‘You’re right,” he says, eyeing me coldly. ‘You won’t.

‘But—’

‘You’ll find some paper towels in the bathroom just outside the emergency
exit on the west wing of the church,’ he says, cutting me off.

I turn and leave, figuring I’d better sort out the groom before I attempt to




tackle the vicar.

The vicar will not be moved. I explain that there are two of us so we won’t
disrupt the ceremony. I tell him that we never use flash inside the church. I
ask if we can photograph the bride’s entrance and the bride and groom’s exit.
I’ve never wanted to be inside a church so much in my life, but he says no to
everything.

Finally I ask him if T can photograph the inside of the church and the
bride’s arrival. He sniffily agrees.

I take the groom, Matthew, aside and tell him. I managed to catch some
fun shots earlier of him and his usher, drying themselves off. He was
laughing then, but now he shakes his head miserably. ‘Veronica will be
devastated.” He thinks for a moment. ‘Let me talk to him,” he says
determinedly.

He stalks off and I watch him sadly, doubting that he’ll have any luck. I get
to work photographing the church, the vicar’s attitude helping to distract me.
The chill from the air seeps straight through my skin and into my bones and
I’m shivering by the time I finish.

A disheartened Matthew joins me in the porch. [ manage to cheer him up a
bit and take some good photos of him and the windswept guests arriving,
laughing from underneath their umbrellas. A black and silver two-tone
Bentley turns into the road while I’'m there. Good timing: it’s the bridal car.
Anxiety sweeps through me as I run around to Rachel’s door.

‘The vicar said no photographs,’ I whisper urgently.

Her face falls. ‘None at all?” she checks with me.

‘We can capture her entrance, but that’s it until after the service.’

‘Shit,” she mutters, her shoulders slumping. ‘I asked Veronica to double-
check with him but she didn’t, obviously.’

Veronica looks weary but beautiful as she climbs out of the classic car
under the shelter of the driver’s large, black umbrella. She’s wearing a long
cream-coloured gown with three-quarter-length lace sleeves and lace skirt
overlay. Her dark blonde hair is half tied back and curled into loose waves
and she has pearl earrings. She’s not wearing a veil and the dress has no train,
coming to an inch above the ground. Her cream shoes peek out from beneath
the hem.

‘Let me break it to her,” Rachel whispers.

I nod and plaster a smile on my face as I look at Veronica.



‘You look stunning,’ I tell her. She returns my smile, but hers is shaky, too.

Mary lifts Cassie out of the other side of the car. The toddler is clutching a
ratty pink blanket and sucking miserably on a blue dummy with a cartoon
picture of a yellow duck on the front. Not the usual accessories for a flower
girl. She whinges to be put down and wriggles out of her grandmother’s
grasp, running to her mother and clutching her leg. Veronica looks exhausted
and I feel a wave of pity for her. Her pre-wedding experience has been a far
cry from Suzie’s. She’s not a bride; she’s a mother in a white dress.

I crouch down on the ground. ‘You look like a fairy princess,’ I tell Cassie,
who regards me with misery. I grin and poke my tongue out at her, clicking
off a couple of shots, just as she begins to smile. Hopefully her mother will
also smile in the future when she sees these pictures, even if today has been
anything but perfect.

My yawning starts the moment I’m buckled into the passenger seat of
Rachel’s car. She laughs at me as she starts the ignition.

‘That was a tough one,’ she says, pulling away from the kerb.

‘It was great.” I smile sleepily, surprised at the truth of the statement.

“You enjoyed yourself?’ she asks with genuine curiosity.

‘Yeah, [ did,” I reply. ‘I think Veronica and Matthew had a good day in the
end.” Even if | think marriage is pointless, they seem like a nice couple and
they deserve to be happy. ‘Okay, the stuff at the church was hard,’ I qualify.
“That vicar was a nightmare.’

‘Urgh, wasn’t he?’

‘I hope we don’t come across another one like him again,’ I say without
thinking. Sally will be back for the next wedding so there’s no ‘we’ about it.
The thought makes my heart sink.

‘Without a shadow of a doubt, we will,” Rachel replies, not appearing to
notice my slip-up.



Chapter 7

‘Good morning,” Alex’s warm voice cuts into my thoughts first thing on
Monday morning when I’m in the kitchen.

‘Hi,” I reply. He was chatting to Tim when I walked past and I’m sure he
must’ve seen me come this way.

‘How was your weekend?’ he asks cheerfully.

‘Great. I went to another wedding,’ I tell him with a smile, relieved to see
that he’s clearly comfortable around me now.

‘Did you?’ He looks confused. ‘I thought that was a one-oft?’

‘It was supposed to be, but Rachel’s assistant called in sick at the last
minute, so I helped out.’

‘That’s cool. How was it?’

‘Amazing. Well, actually, it was a total nightmare at first. The bride and
groom have a toddler and she was sick, so that made things difficult, and then
the vicar was a total arse and wouldn’t let us take pictures of the service.’

‘No way?’

“Yeah. Really mean. The bride was in tears. And it poured down and was
so windy, everyone got soaked.’

‘It does sound like a nightmare!” He leans back against the wall and folds
his arms.

‘It was, but it was amazing too. Rachel is just so good at what she does.
She got this fantastic shot of the pair of them later, in the rain under an
umbrella. So stylish.” I saw the teaser shot yesterday. It’s beautiful.

He grins. ‘How was camera shake?’

I smile. ‘I think I’m getting a bit better.’

‘And no need to borrow Auntie’s eyes from another shot?’ he asks
teasingly.

I laugh and shake my head. ‘I don’t think so. Although, actually, I did



shoot the bride and groom after the ceremony and in some pictures the
flowers look like they’re sprouting out of the bride’s head. Rachel said she’ll
have to fix those ones in Photoshop.’

He looks amused and a familiar skittish sensation swamps my stomach.
This is not good. And now my tea has stewed. ‘Whoops.’ I fish out the
teabags. ‘Nicky hates it strong.’

‘Maybe she should make her own, then,” he says drily.

‘Mmm.’

He flashes me a conspiratorial look, intensifying the edgy feelings.

‘So what did you get up to?’ I ask, trying to sound casual.

‘Not a lot. Pottered around at home, went out with some mates for a few
drinks on Saturday night.’

“Your girlfriend was away, right? I mean, fiancée,’ I correct myself.

‘Yeah, she was in New York for work.’

‘What does she do?’

‘She works in advertising,” he says in a monotone.

‘Oh right. Cool.’

He shrugs. ‘She likes it.’

‘That’s the important thing.’

Okay, so we’re not entirely past the awkward stage. I make a move to pick
up my mugs.

‘What about you?’ he asks. ‘Do you reckon you’ll be doing any more
wedding photography?’

‘I’d love the extra work. I could certainly do with the extra cash.” My lips
turn down. ‘But Rachel’s assistant is back now. Maybe I’ll see if I can hook
up with another photographer.’

‘That’d be good.” A thought seems to come to him. ‘Zara and I still
haven’t sorted out a photographer for our wedding in December.’

He’s not asking me to do it, is he? That would be taking this new-found
familiarity a bit far.

‘Do you really recommend Rachel, then?’ he asks.

My face breaks into a smile. Phew. ‘Yes, definitely. She’s incredible. Do
you want me to get you her contact details?’

He grins. ‘That’d be great. Thanks.’

We walk back into the office together.

‘Ah, the new issue is here,” he says as I put my mugs down on my desk.

He grabs a Stanley knife and slices through the plastic vacuum-packed



wrapping, studying the front cover while I go back over to him and pick up a
copy for myself.

‘It looks great,” he says, glancing at me.

‘Bronte! Can you bring one to me?’ I hear Nicky call.

‘And me!” Helen adds.

I do as they ask and then settle down to read the latest issue of Hebe.
Drinking tea and reading the current issue is probably my favourite part of a
Monday morning — we all do it.

‘How are you getting on with those skinny celeb pictures?’ Nicky cuts into
my thoughts.

‘Fine,” I reply, glancing up at her.

‘I’'m sending Helen on the Dragons’ Den shoot this morning, so I’ll need
you to get on with the mark-up.’

The mark-up is one of those super-dull accounting jobs which involves
trawling through every page of the magazine, marking down which picture
came from which agency and how much each one cost. It’s so we know our
picture expenditure for each month and it’s very, very boring, but it ensures
we don’t overpay anyone. It’s usually the assistant’s job, not the picture
editor’s, and it’s by no means urgent. But judging by Nicky’s face, it’s not up
for discussion.

I put down my magazine and get on with my work.

I’m lonely that following weekend. Rachel is doing a wedding with Sally,
and Bridget has gone to a leaving party in Cambridgeshire with her friend
Marty. She invited me to go with them, but I don’t know the people who are
leaving: a friend of hers who nearly died last autumn when she was hit by a
car, and her American-Cuban boyfriend who’s apparently keen to take her
back to Key West where they met. I wouldn’t have felt comfortable gate-
crashing, even though Bridget said the boyfriend had to be seen to be
believed. She really needs to get herself a man.

As for me, I haven’t been with anyone since... Well, [ haven’t had a
boyfriend since Jason, but I haven’t been with anyone since Alex.

He’s been thoroughly pleasant to me this week and I’m starting to think we
could be friends, even though my heart still hurts a little sometimes when I
look at him. I’ll get over it. He came for a quick drink on Friday night, but
left early to go for dinner with Zara. I wonder what she’s like.

I passed on Rachel’s details and they’re meeting up this week. I hope it



works out for both of them. I thought a lot about Rachel on Saturday. Sally
had better not be taking her job for granted.

‘When are you meeting Rachel?’ I ask Alex on Monday morning.

‘Tomorrow lunchtime. She’s coming into town.’

‘Is 1t just you going?’ I don’t know why I asked that.

‘No, Zara’s coming to meet us.’

‘Cool. Rachel always likes to meet the bride and groom together. Get
ready to dazzle her with your proposal story.’ I try to inject some enthusiasm
into my voice. I don’t feel enthusiastic. ‘She’ll want to hear all the gushy
details.’

‘Oh. It’s not very exciting. We just decided to get married.’

‘What?’ I exclaim. ‘You didn’t give your girlfriend of almost a decade a
proper proposal?’

He frowns and then gives me a quizzical look. ‘Y ou remember how long
we’ve been together?’

I shrug. ‘Yeah. I wasn’t that drunk,’ I add and my face heats up under his
amused gaze.

The truth is, [ remember everything about that night — the fact that he and
his girlfriend have been together since university is just one detail of many.
That’s not to say I wasn’t surprised myself when he remembered I didn’t like
weddings.

‘Back to it, then,’ I say, rather than taking the conversation further.

Late on Tuesday afternoon, Clare comes into the office. ‘Can we gather?’
Simon calls to everyone, so we get up from our desks and congregate in the
middle of the room.

‘I have some sales information,’ he says, and from the look on his face, it’s
good.

It turns out, last week’s Joseph Strike baby bump issue saw our sales shoot
up by over 50 per cent. Everyone gasps and bursts into spontaneous applause
at the news.

‘Thank you to everyone who worked on the article,” Simon continues. ‘But
special thanks to Bronte for acquiring those stunning pictures and the
interview.’ I try to contain my blush as everyone looks at me. ‘If you don’t
already know, Bronte’s friend works at the conservation park where these
shots were taken. In fact, her friend took the pictures herself. She