
    
      
        


    


I Do?

Karen King

Local journalist Cassie is getting married to hot-shot, reliable Timothy and his mother Sylvia nicknamed ‘Monster-in-Law’ wants to plan the entire wedding. When Sylvia books the exclusive ID Images to take photographs of the extravagant do, Cassie has no idea what she’s walking into.

The elusive JM, ID Images’ newest photographer, just so happens to be Jared, Cassie’s first love and ex-fiancé, who broke off their engagement to travel and take photos of far-reaching wonders. He’s back to pay for his next wild adventure.

Cassie decides it’s best to pretend not to know him, but when she’s asked to write an article for her newspaper, she’s tasked with a column surrounding all things wedding related. When Cassie jokingly writes a column meant for herself depicting her situation, a co-worker submits it in place of the real article and it’s soon making headlines, with readers asking the age old question - Who Will She Choose?
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One

––––––––

‘June! That’s only two months away!’ Sam squealed down the phone. ‘You can’t plan a wedding in two months.’

Which is exactly what Cassie had told Timothy when his mother, Sylvia, had suggested it. She could hardly believe she’d let them both talk her in to it.

‘The thing is, Sylvia heard there was a cancellation at Hollington Castle and she booked it for us. It’s a really sought after venue and we’d be mad to turn it down,’ she told Sam.

‘Are those Sylvia’s words or yours?’

‘Sylvia’s,’ Cassie admitted. ‘She’s right, though. We got a good price, too, because of the cancellation. Timothy and I went to look around yesterday and it’s an amazing place. It dates back from the eighteenth century, you know.’

‘You only got engaged on Valentine’s Day,’ Sam pointed out. ‘I thought you weren’t planning on getting married until next year?’

‘We weren’t, but it seemed too good an opportunity to miss. It’s normally booked up at least eighteen months ahead. Especially in the summer.’ She was repeating Timothy’s words to her yesterday when she’d expressed some doubt about arranging the wedding so quickly. ‘You do want to marry me, don’t you, darling?’ he’d said, and when she’d assured him she did he’d pooh-poohed her protest that two months wasn’t long enough to plan a wedding, saying his mother would help, and she’d found herself agreeing. Now it was all arranged, the venue was booked, they were getting married on 26th June – and she was starting to panic. How the hell was she supposed to organise everything in that time? There was her dress, the bridesmaids’ dresses, invitations, flowers, food, reception, favours, wedding cake ... she was hyperventilating just thinking about it.

‘Look I know it’s short notice but you will be my maid of honour, won’t you?’

‘Yes, yes, yes!’ She could just see Sam, jumping up and down with excitement. ‘Oh, I was hoping you’d ask me.’

‘Of course I’d ask you, you’re my best friend. Who else would I want?’ Cassie told her. ‘Can you meet me for lunch and I’ll fill you in on all the details? Twelve thirty at Benjo’s? We’ve got an appointment with the photographer this morning so I can tell you all about that, too.’

‘What, already? I’m guessing that’s Sylvia’s doing, too?’

‘Yes, the people who cancelled the wedding had booked I.D. Images so of course they have a cancellation too, and Sylvia knows Daniel, the “D” in I.D., so he’s agreed to hold the slot for us. If we want it.’

Sam whistled. ‘As if you’d turn that down!’ She paused. ‘I thought you were going to the Discover France show today.’

‘I was, but Sylvia booked the appointment and Timothy can’t make it. He’s got to work.’

‘Whereas you just mess around... ’

Cassie sighed. Sylvia never took Cassie’s job as a features writer for the local newspaper seriously. Timothy was a partner in a law firm, whereas Cassie filled in time until she became Timothy’s wife as far as Sylvia was concerned. Sylvia had given up her secretarial job when she married Timothy’s father and devoted her whole life to looking after him, then Amanda and Timothy when they came along. She made it obvious that she expected Cassie to do the same when she married Timothy, even though Cassie had clearly stated that she had no intention of giving up work. ‘Luckily, Owen’s cool about it. He said I can swap my day off.’

‘Well, it seems you’ve got a lot to fill me in on. Can’t wait.’ She could hear the grin in Sam’s voice. ‘Catch you later.’

Cassie had just finished the call when Timothy came into the room. ‘Spreading the good news?’ He smiled. He opened the wardrobe, pulled out the sliding tie rack, and selected a navy pin-striped tie.

‘I was just telling Sam about the cancellation and I’ve asked her to be my maid of honour,’ Cassie told him.

‘Really?’ He sounded surprised. ‘I think Amanda was hoping you’d ask her.’

The thought of asking Timothy’s sister had never occurred to her. She’d only met her a few times and Amanda had been rather cool towards her. ‘Is she? Oh, but Sam’s my best friend. We’ve always promised we’d be maid of honour at each other’s wedding.’ This was not strictly true, as they had never actually discussed it, but it was taken as a given. She couldn’t imagine getting married without Sam by her side, and would be gutted if Sam didn’t ask her to be maid of honour when she and Paul eventually got married.

‘Of course, if that’s what you want. Now you have remembered that you’re meeting Mother at the wedding photographer’s today, haven’t you?’ Timothy asked, expertly tying a knot in his tie. ‘Don’t be late, will you? You know how she hates to be kept waiting.’

‘Don’t worry, I’ll be there in plenty of time,’ she promised.

‘Good. I wish I could make it too but I’ve got an important meeting.’ He picked up his briefcase. ‘I know you and Mother are quite capable of handling it and you can fill me in on all the details later.’ He gave her a quick peck on the cheek and was gone.

Cassie took the sugar out of the cupboard, put a spoonful into her coffee, and began sipping slowly. She was dreading spending the morning with Timothy’s mother. She was so ... controlling. They’d only been engaged two months and already Sylvia seemed to be taking over everything, suggesting that Cassie watch her weight (‘There’s nothing worse than a fat bride, dear’), booking the venue (although she had to admit that Hollington Castle was gorgeous), and now choosing the photographer.

I shouldn’t be so hard on her, Cassie reprimanded herself. It’s only natural that Sylvia wants her only son to have the best wedding possible. Cassie’s mother would love to be involved more but it was the holiday season in Cyprus and she was too busy running the guest house with Cassie’s stepfather, Steve. They were coming over for the wedding, of course. Her father would be there too, to give her away – thank goodness her parents’ split had been quite amicable, with both parents feeling they’d outgrown each other.

She reached for her mobile as it started to ring. That was probably Sylvia now, checking what outfit she was wearing. But when she glanced at the screen she was surprised to see it was Owen. Surely he wasn’t going to tell her he needed her in work today after all?

‘Hi, Owen,’ she said. ‘I’m guessing you’re not phoning for a friendly chat.’

‘I’ve had a brilliant idea,’ he boomed. She flinched and moved the phone away from her ear. ‘I want you to write a weekly column for me in the Saturday Femail section.’

Blimey, another feature. How many did he think she could write? They were all so stretched thinly at the moment; he seriously ought to think about employing more staff to cope with all his brilliant ideas. She didn’t dare say that, though. Owen was a good boss but he had a short fuse. ‘Er ... OK. Anything in particular you want me to cover?’

‘Yes, which is why I’m ringing. You know we’re doing a summer wedding feature – well, I’m going to expand on that. I want you to write a weekly sort of bride-to-be diary. You know, telling our readers about your efforts to get the perfect wedding dress, choosing a photographer, the wedding cake, and how you’ve only got two months to do it all. I reckon it’ll be really popular. What d’you think?’

She frowned: writing wedding features didn’t really float her boat. Mind you, a regular feature in the glossy weekend supplement would be nice although she wasn’t sure Timothy would approve. He was a very private person and would hate his personal life being put out there for everyone to read. And Sylvia would definitely consider it tacky.

‘You can use a pseudonym and I wouldn’t expect you to name the photographer, venue, or anything like that,’ Owen continued. ‘Just write a humorous, helpful account that our readers can relate to. As you’re about to go to the photographer’s I thought you might like to make some notes for the column. Obviously keep it light-hearted. No heavy promo, but we could offer some advertising space to photographers, wedding dress retailers, etc. It could be just the boost we need for our circulation figures.’

She could see Owen’s point; a regular feature like that would have mega-reader interest. At least it would mean any time off she needed to organise the wedding would be research for the article. And if she was writing under a pseudonym, then Timothy and Sylvia wouldn’t know it was her. Not that either of them ever read anything she’d written. 

‘OK, no problem.’

‘Fab. Get me the first diary entry by 4 p.m. on Wednesday before the subs go home. It’ll go in this Saturday’s edition.’

That quick! ‘I’ll get straight on to it,’ she promised.

Cassie’s mind was racing with things to put in the column. Maybe she could include a list of things to ask the photographer, or things that might go wrong. There must be some photographic disasters she could find if she did an internet search. She jotted down a few quick thoughts in her notebook, then pulled on a denim jacket and picked up her bag. She’d better get going. Sylvia would be annoyed if she was late. 

She plugged in her satnav and keyed in the postcode to the I.D. Images studio. She’d heard the name, of course. The initials stood for Imogen and Daniel, who were a high-profile photography couple who covered all the top society and celebrity weddings and were only ever known by their first names. I should think myself lucky, she thought as she started up the car. Most girls would give anything for a dream wedding like this. 

She’d never hankered after a big wedding; a quiet family affair was more her style. She wasn’t one of those women who planned her wedding years in advance, flicked through bridal magazines, and chose the dress and bridesmaids’ outfits even before she had the groom. Not even when she had the groom, actually. So it was ironic that she was now planning a big wedding with all the pomp and palaver that came with it. She thought of the beach wedding she’d once dreamed of. Just her and ... she shook the memory from her mind. It was history. They’d been nothing more than kids. Today wasn’t the day for a trip down memory lane and dragging up old heartache. Timothy was a wonderful, supportive, reliable fiancé who only wanted the best for her. And Sylvia might be a little over-enthusiastic – make that, pushy – but she meant well. 

The traffic was horrendous. It took Cassie half an hour to drive to the studio and another ten minutes to find a parking space. By the time she arrived she had three missed calls – which she’d ignored but guessed (correctly) were from Sylvia. She parked the car at the back of the studio and hurriedly made her way to the front, where Sylvia was pacing around outside. She looked smart and stylish, dressed in navy trousers with a navy and white patterned blouse, navy and white pin-striped blazer, navy shoes, and a matching navy handbag, her ash-blonde hair immaculately coiffured in her usual ‘just stepped out of the hairdressers’ style. Cassie didn’t need to be able to see her face clearly to know she’d be wearing a layer of make-up. Sylvia never left the house looking anything but her best – Cassie was sure that if anyone knocked the door before she was ready to face the world Sylvia would refuse to open it. She looked pointedly at her watch when she saw Cassie walking towards her.

‘Cassandra, our appointment was five minutes ago,’ she said irritably. ‘I’ve had to apologise and assure them you were on your way. It’s so embarrassing. You know how important punctuality is.’ She was wearing her disappointed face. ‘It took me considerable effort to get this appointment. Surely I don’t need to remind you that I.D. Images is one of the most sought-after agencies in the country. Their photographers are booked up months in advance. In fact, if it wasn’t for the cancellation we’d have no chance of getting an appointment at all.’

‘Sorry, Sylvia. There was so much traffic,’ Cassie apologised. No matter how hard she tried she always seemed to let Sylvia down.

‘Well you’re here now, but it’s always best to allow that bit longer for traffic, dear.’ Sylvia pursed her lips as she looked Cassie up and down, her feet resting a moment on the red nail varnished toes peeping out from her sandals. ‘I thought you were going on to work? I must say you’re dressed rather more ... casual ... than I expected. First impressions are so important, you know.’

Cassie felt her cheeks flush as she bit back a response. They were meeting the photographer to discuss the requirements for the wedding, not having a photoshoot! ‘I’ve had to swap my day off so I can make this appointment,’ she pointed out. ‘I’m meeting a friend for lunch, so I didn’t see the need to wear anything smart. We’re just discussing arrangements, aren’t we?’ 

‘Yes, but ...’ Sylvia waved her hand dismissively. ‘Oh well, nothing can be done about it now, and that dress does have a certain charm.’ Sylvia turned towards the door. ‘Come along, dear, we have an appointment with their new photographer. J.M. Daniel said he’s an award-winning photographer who normally works abroad and has joined them for the summer. We don’t want to keep him waiting. There are plenty of other couples on the waiting list for a cancellation. We’re lucky to get an appointment, you know.’

She wished Sylvia would stop telling her how lucky she was. Lucky that she was marrying Timothy, lucky that Sylvia was so well-connected and could pull so many strings. Lucky, lucky, lucky.

Don’t be such a bitch, she told herself. Timothy was well aware how pushy his mother was and had begged her to be patient with her. ‘I know she’s annoying, sweetheart, but she means well,’ he’d said when Cassie had mentioned that she felt like the wedding was being hijacked. ‘Humour her for me, will you?’

Then she felt horrible for being so mean and grumpy and had instantly agreed. Timothy could always sweet-talk her in to anything. He was such a charmer. He had a tougher side to him though, and a reputation for being deadly in the courtroom.

‘Cassandra!’ Sylvia’s sharp tone jolted Cassie back to the present. The older woman was standing at the reception desk looking rather irritably at her. Cassie quickly joined her, trying not to be intimidated by the plush, brown leather seating, expensive prints hanging on the walls, exquisite figurines, and strategically placed vases of colourful, aromatic flowers. She wished now that she’d donned something a bit more sophisticated than the maxi dress she’d picked up in Puerto Banus market when she and Timothy were on holiday in Marbella last autumn. Come to think of it, Timothy had looked her up and down when she’d put it on this morning but he hadn’t said anything. He seldom did; his look was enough but today Cassie had been too distracted to take much notice of it. 

‘Ah good, the bride-to-be has arrived,’ the receptionist said. ‘We’re cutting it a bit fine, as J.M. has another appointment soon.’ She picked up the phone and pressed a button. ‘Mrs Campbell and Miss Tyler are here now, J.M.’ She paused. ‘Certainly.’ As she put the receiver down she smiled at them. ‘Do take a seat. J.M. will see you in a few minutes.’

J.M. Cassie hated it when people called themselves by their initials: it was one thing using initials for the name of the business, I.D. Images, but to refer to yourself as J.M. was ridiculously pompous. She hoped this photographer wasn’t as pretentious as he sounded. 

She idly picked up a copy of Society Brides and started to flick through it, almost choking at the price of some of the wedding dresses. You could put a deposit down on a house with that much money!

‘J.M. will see you now, Ms Campbell,’ the receptionist announced. ‘Just along the corridor, second door on the right.’

‘Thank you.’ Sylvia set off down the corridor, leaving Cassie to follow her. 

‘I do apologise for keeping you waiting,’ she heard Sylvia say as she walked into the room. ‘I’m afraid that Cassandra was unavoidably delayed.’

‘No worries, Mrs Campbell.’ The man looked up from the computer screen and as his chocolate brown eyes rested on Cassie they widened in recognition 

Cassie’s heart flipped as she stared back in disbelief.

Jared.


Two

––––––––

Jared must have seen the panic in her eyes because he quickly composed himself and shook Sylvia’s hand. ‘Delighted to meet you. And this must be the bride-to-be.’ He smiled at Cassie as if he’d never met her before. Never held her in his arms, kissed her, made love to her, promised that he’d love her forever and then walked out on her.

She’d often imagined seeing Jared again, wondered how she’d react. Now it all came flooding back and all she could do was remember how utterly devastated she’d felt when he’d walked out on her.

Get a grip, Cassie told herself. That was years ago. You’re over it now. You’re marrying Timothy. Jared is history.

She was suddenly aware that Jared was holding out his hand to her and Sylvia was watching her curiously. She forced a smile on her face and shook his hand, desperately hoping she showed no sign that his touch still made her tingle.

‘Miss Tyler,’ he said smoothly.

‘Call me Cassie,’ she told him. ‘Sorry I kept you waiting.’

‘Not a problem.’

How she wished she’d arrived on time. Jared used to tease her about being late. He probably thought she was still as ditzy as she was back then. If only she’d put on one of her power suits instead of a maxi dress, then she would have looked sophisticated and professional. Like she’d changed; which she had. 

Oh God, she was still holding his hand. What must Sylvia think? She quickly removed her hand, tore her gaze from those big brown eyes, and tried to act as if her body wasn’t zinging at his touch. Just like it always had.

‘Take a seat, ladies, and tell me exactly what sort of photographs you’re looking for.’ He glanced down at his notes. ‘I see that the wedding is only two months away.’

‘Yes, we decided against a long engagement,’ Sylvia replied as if she was the bride. She sat down in one of the plush dark brown chairs and indicated for Cassie to take the other seat. ‘Timothy and Cassandra got engaged on Valentine’s Day and we thought a summer wedding would be lovely. Especially when we managed to secure Hollington Castle,’ she paused to make sure this announcement had the desired effect.

Jared nodded, looking suitably impressed, and Sylvia continued, ‘I know it’s short notice but Daniel assured me you’d be able to fit us in.’ She was letting him know that she was on first name terms with the director of the company.

Jared nodded again. ‘We’ve had a cancellation for that date, so yes, we can accommodate you both.’ His gaze flicked to Cassie then back to Sylvia. ‘Would you like a cup of coffee while we discuss the arrangements?’

‘Thank you. Black with no sugar, please.’

Jared raised an eyebrow questioningly at Cassie. ‘And for you, Cassie?’ 

‘Black with no sugar for me too, please,’ she replied. That would surprise him. She always used to have white coffee with two sugars. The Cassie he used to know had a sweet tooth. At least that was one thing that had changed. Except it hadn’t, really, she was only drinking black coffee to make sure she could get into her wedding dress. Well, to be honest she was drinking black coffee in front of Timothy and his mother because they would frown and remind her about needing to get into the wedding dress. When they weren’t around she still took her coffee with milk and sugar. She thought longingly of the iced mocha she’d be enjoying with Sam later.

Jared pressed the intercom and asked the receptionist to bring in the coffees, then he leant forward, linked his hands under his chin, and gave Cassie the benefit of his full attention. Devastating. She quickly averted her gaze. ‘Now, tell me about the wedding,’ he said. ‘It’s important that I get a feel of the atmosphere you’re trying to create so I know what tone to set with the photos. We aim to be professional but not intrusive. And please don’t hesitate to ask any questions you might have. We want our clients to be completely happy and relaxed on their special day. We won’t take offence at all if you decide that we aren’t the right photographers for you.’

You’re not! Cassie’s mind was screaming. You’re the very last person I want as my photographer. Ever. For a moment she feared she’d uttered the words aloud, but Sylvia was now talking to Jared, so clearly it was all in her head.

Luckily, Sylvia monopolised the conversation, or Cassie would never have been able to get through the next half an hour. She could hardly believe she was talking about her wedding to her ex, the man she thought she’d be with forever until he’d upped and left, breaking her heart in the process. It was surreal.

If Jared felt uncomfortable at all he certainly didn’t show it, the rat, which proved that he was completely over her. Well, that was fine. She was over him too, and had no idea why his light touch on her hand should send familiar tingles up her arm or why his big brown eyes should still send shivers down her spine. She was over him. She’d been over him for years. So why did her treacherous body act as if she still fancied him?

It’s just the shock of seeing him again, she told herself. It’s bringing back all the old memories.

‘We’d also like some pre-wedding photos,’ Sylvia said. ‘My son is anxious to have a few photos in the run-up to the wedding, and of the bride getting ready on the day. I presume you can accommodate that?’

‘Certainly. Perhaps we could arrange an appointment for a more detailed consultation, Cassie, so we can go through all the options? I’m sure your fiancé would like to have input on that one. I can also take photographs of you on your honeymoon, if you wish? I.D. Images often makes a photographic record of the whole event – engagement, wedding, and honeymoon. We find that many couples appreciate that; it’s a wonderful memory to look back on.’ He was looking intently at Cassie. ‘When did you get engaged? Did you use the services of a professional photographer then?’

‘Valentine’s Day,’ she replied, avoiding direct eye contact. ‘And no, we didn’t. It was all ... very spontaneous. I don’t think Timothy had time to think about photographs.’ 

It had come as a total surprise. She had no idea that Timothy had been planning to ask her to marry him. They’d been going out together for two years, and living together for six months, but she hadn’t thought any further than that. She was quite happy how things were and thought Timothy was, too. Then, on Valentine’s Day he’d taken her to Alberto’s for a meal and had been very attentive. She hadn’t been that surprised when a bottle of champagne on ice was brought to the table, thinking that maybe Timothy was celebrating being appointed to a high-profile case as he often did. Then a violinist had walked over to their table, playing a romantic melody, and to her amazement Timothy went down on one knee, held out a heart-shaped box with a huge twinkling diamond ring placed on a red velvet cushion, and proposed. The whole restaurant had gone silent. She could feel everyone holding their breath, waiting for her reply. Timothy was gazing at her, willing her to say yes. So she had. How could she have done otherwise and humiliated him? Besides, she loved him; of course she wanted to marry him. 

But not yet. There it was; that niggling little voice again. She refused to listen to it. Yes, the proposal had been unexpected, and it was all happening a bit faster – a lot faster, actually – than she’d expected, but she loved Timothy, so as he said, why wait?

‘That is so typical of Timothy,’ Sylvia cut in. ‘He’s such a romantic. I’m sure he probably would like some honeymoon shots too, Cassandra.’

Would he? Cassie had been hoping to spend some time together and relax on their honeymoon. Timothy was always so busy with his work that some days they barely had time to say two words to each other. She didn’t really relish the thought of a photographer tagging along with them. Especially Jared. That would be seriously weird. Then she realised that Jared was talking to her. She looked at him questioningly.

‘Where are you going on your honeymoon?’ he repeated.

‘We haven’t discussed it yet. We only decided on the date yesterday,’ she confessed. 

‘Really? How brave of you to be planning a wedding in such a short time; exciting too, of course,’ he added. ‘And I.D. Images will ensure that your photographic record of the day will be really special.’ He handed her a glossy booklet. ‘You’ll find all the details of the services we offer in here. Perhaps you can talk to your fiancé about the available options. When you’ve decided what you both want, please book an appointment to discuss your requirements with me. The sooner the better as we’re working to such a close deadline.’  

‘Thank you.’ She took the leaflet, then remembered the list of questions she’d drawn up to ask him for her column. ‘Actually I do have a few questions, if you don’t mind.’

She heard Sylvia’s sharp intake of breath, obviously annoyed that Cassie was daring to question such an illustrious company. Well, sod her! Cassie whipped the notebook out of her handbag.

‘How many weddings have you photographed?’ she asked. It was the first question she’d thought of and she actually really wanted to know the answer. She’d never thought of Jared as a wedding photographer.

‘As I’m sure Mrs Campbell has told you, I.D. Images has been working in wedding photography for many years covering numerous society and celebrity weddings.’ He picked up a cream leather album from the desk and handed it to her. ‘Have a look through this, you’ll see some of the weddings we’ve photographed.’

She took the book off him. ‘Thank you, but I actually meant you personally.’

She saw the look of hesitation on his face before Sylvia cut in. ‘It goes without saying, Cassandra, that Imogen and Daniel would not have taken J.M. on to their books if he wasn’t superbly qualified. Their reputation is unrivalled.’ Her voice was iced with reproach.

She fought down the anger at being chastised in front of Jared and Cassie went on to her next question. ‘What’s your working style? Do you like to blend into the background and take natural shots or to take charge and choreograph them?’

‘I have to say my instinct is to take natural shots.’ He smiled. ‘However, it’s your wedding, your decision. You tell me what style you both prefer.’

‘Nat –’ Cassie started to say but Sylvia cut in again.

‘Choreographed, of course. It’s important for the album to be perfect.’

Cassie counted to ten ... slowly. Jared gave her a knowing smile. The kind of smile they used to share when they were together. They’d never needed words – they’d just look at each other and know what the other one was thinking.

‘Perhaps you could discuss it with Timothy, Cassie, then let me know? I’ll need to familiarise myself with the wedding venue, too. Could you both arrange to meet me there one day when you’re free? You can show me around and we can discuss lighting, scenery, etc.’

‘I think Timothy will be much too busy. As a partner of Campbell and Mason it is difficult for him to take time off, but I can always accompany Cassandra, she can always get time off from her ... job,’ Sylvia replied, before Cassie could open her mouth. ‘I know my son’s tastes very well.’

‘I’m sure you do.’ Jared turned his attention back to Cassie. ‘What do you do, Cassie?’

‘I’m a journalist. Well, more of a features writer at the moment.’ That shouldn’t surprise him. She’d studied journalism at the same university he’d studied photography. 

‘Really? How fascinating. What paper do you work for?’ 

She told him the name of the paper, wishing that it was one of the big names instead of the local evening one so she could show him how well she’d done in the years since he’d left, so that he could see he wasn’t the only one who’d done good, moved on, and that she hadn’t sat around moping for him. Only she had, hadn’t she? She’d been heartbroken for the best part of two years, then she’d given herself a shake and forced herself to start living again. She needed to get away, so she’d replied to Owen’s advertisement for a features writer, got the job, found herself a flat share, and moved to London. Somehow she’d put herself back together and got on with her life.

The fact that she was marrying someone else proved that.

She was getting married. Jared stared out of the window, hands thrust in his pockets, watching Cassie and the stuck-up woman who was soon to be her mother-in-law walk over to the car park. They stood talking together for a few moments, then the snobby woman got into a sleek white Porsche while Cassie made her way over to a red MG sports car. Nice, and still in immaculate condition. Very Cassie.

He’d often wondered how he’d feel if he met Cassie again but hadn’t expected to be so attracted to her, to feel the same desire he’d felt all those years ago. 

When Cassie had followed Mrs Campbell into his office, he’d been stunned. She was the last person he’d expected to see. The first woman he’d ever loved. The only woman he’d ever really loved. The woman he’d walked away from seven years ago because he thought travelling all over the world taking photographs was more important. The woman he’d never quite got out of his mind; despite the long list of beautiful women he’d dated since. And now she’d walked back into his life and wanted him to be the photographer for her wedding. Or rather, her future mother-in-law wanted him to be the photographer. He was sure that it was the last thing Cassie wanted.

Cassie had been surprised to see him; that was obvious from the expression on her face. He’d quickly picked up that she didn’t want him to give any indication that they knew each other, which had confused him. He wouldn’t expect her to be delighted at bumping into him again but a brief acknowledgement was in order, surely? Didn’t her fiancé know about their relationship? If not, why hadn’t she told him? Was it because he was such an insignificant part of her past that she wanted to forget? Or because, like him, she’d never quite got over their break-up?

His decision to come back to London and work as a photographer for I.D. Images had been entirely financial. His time spent photographing in remote parts of the world had earned him many accolades as a photographer, but had also eaten into his bank balance. He needed some money behind him if he wanted to fulfil his dream of going to the Arctic to film polar bears in their natural habitat. It was something he’d wanted to do for years, the last on his ‘must do’ list. So when Daniel, a good friend and someone he’d worked with a few years ago, had offered him a substantial salary to join his elite band of photographers for the ‘wedding season’ – in Daniel’s words, ‘We’ve got bookings coming out of our ears and it’s about time you got back to civilisation, mate’ – he’d decided to take it. A few months as a society photographer seemed the quickest way to get the funds he needed. So he’d booked a flight back, rented a flat, and started clicking celebrities and socialites instead of remote tribes and endangered species. His bank balance was now looking healthier, but, boy the wanderlust was biting pretty hard. It had been a long time since he’d lived in a bustling city and he couldn’t say it grabbed him. He was counting the days until he could get away again.

Cassie was driving now, the black leather hood down, her long hair blowing behind her like a golden streamer. It was lighter than he remembered. She’d evidently decided to do something about the strawberry blonde colour she had always hated but he had adored. She was even more beautiful than he remembered too. Those huge, cornflower blue eyes were the same but her bone structure was more defined, and that maxi dress clung to her figure in all the right places. It certainly stirred feelings that had been long buried in him. 

He tore himself away from the window and walked over to the desk. But what could he do now? It would look totally unprofessional to back out, and Imogen would be furious. She hated being let down and there was no one else free to take over. He’d just have to deal with it. A few months at this job, and he would have enough for his Arctic trip, then he’d be out of here again. Cassie was in the past. Maybe photographing her wedding was just what he needed to stop thinking about her.


Three

––––––––

‘Jared!’ Sam repeated, her loud squeal causing a few heads to turn and look at them. ‘Jared’s back and he’s your wedding photographer?’ She sat back in her chair and stared at Cassie in disbelief. ‘Wow! And you really had no idea?’

‘Of course I didn’t! He calls himself J.M., so why would I think it was my Jared?’ Then she realised that she’d said ‘her Jared’. He’d stopped being her Jared aeons ago when he’d decided that his career as a photographer was far more important than marrying her. What was she doing, thinking of him that way? 

‘I thought he was busy roaming the world taking photos of endangered species and far-flung places?’ Sam said. ‘Since when did he become a society photographer?’

‘I’ve no idea.’ The last she heard he was in South America. The breath-taking spread of the Amazon he’d done for National Geographic had won him a prestigious award. ‘He’s working at I.D. Images now and Sylvia’s booked him to be our wedding photographer. He even offered to come along and take photos of our honeymoon. Apparently it’s all part of the service.’

‘I can’t believe it.’ Sam shook her head. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘What can I do? There isn’t time to get another photographer, not one with such a fantastic reputation, anyway. It’s no big deal,’ Cassie shrugged her shoulders and concentrated on sipping her iced mocha.

She tried to ignore the fact that Sam was staring at her, all agog. ‘How did you feel when you saw him again? Has he changed? Is he still a hunk?’ she asked, curiously.

An image of Jared with his deep chocolate eyes, thick dark hair that made you want to run your fingers through it, cute goatee beard (that was new, and she had to admit it suited him), smooth olive skin, and lithe body flashed across her mind. Yes, he was still a hunk. In fact, he was even hotter than she remembered. ‘It was a bit ... weird,’ she admitted slowly.

‘What did you say to each other? How did monster-in-law take it, knowing your ex is the great Jared Macey?’ Sam leant forward, her eyes shining, eager to know all the details.

Cassie took a long slurp before replying. ‘Sylvia doesn’t know. We didn’t say that we knew each other.’

‘What?’ 

She couldn’t meet Sam’s gaze, didn’t want to see the incredulous look on her face. She knew how stupid it sounded. 

‘You mean you didn’t say hi, ask each other how you were, that sort of thing? You both pretended you didn’t know each other?’

‘It wasn’t like that. I was stunned when I saw him, and I think he was too. Then Sylvia started talking and the chance had gone.’ 

There was a bit of a silence while Sam digested this. A silence in which Cassie wished she could rewind the clock, walk into the office of I.D. Images, and say breezily. ‘Jared! Fancy seeing you again.’ It’s what she should have done. What anyone else would have done. Why hadn’t she? 

‘Isn’t it going to be a bit freaky having your ex, the one who broke your heart, as your wedding photographer? Surely when Timothy knows he’ll want to get someone else.’

Cassie sighed and put the half-empty mug down on the table. ‘The thing is, I never actually got around to telling Timothy about Jared,’ she admitted.

‘What?! Really?’ There was a further silence as Sam digested this additional information. ‘Awkward,’ she finally said. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘What can I do? Sylvia’s booked him; it’s too short notice to arrange another photographer – at least a good one. Besides, if I cancel what excuse can I give? ‘Oh, by the way, Timothy, I forgot to mention that I went out with a guy called Jared for years, and your mother’s booked him to take our wedding photos?’ She shrugged, trying to sound more casual than she felt, because to be honest the thought of Jared taking shots of their wedding was seriously freaking her out. ‘It’ll be fine,’ she said. ‘It was a long time ago and we’ve both moved on. Jared is just the photographer as far as I’m concerned. It’s not a problem.’

‘Don’t you think you should come clean, though? Timothy might wonder why you didn’t tell him if he finds out later.’

Cassie thought about it. She and Timothy had never actually discussed ex-lovers. When she’d tried to broach the subject he’d said, ‘Look, we’re both adults with history, let’s leave it there. The past is the past.’ Which had seemed very adult at the time. Sam was right, though, she should tell him their wedding photographer was her ex-boyfriend. No need to go into too much detail, of course.

‘Sure, I’ll mention it to him later. It’s no big deal.’

Sam shot her a look that said she didn’t believe her for a nanosecond but thankfully changed the subject. ‘Well, you have had a busy weekend! I only saw you last Wednesday, and now you’ve arranged the wedding date, booked the venue, and the photographer. Talk about quick work!’

‘I know, I’m a bit nervous, actually,’ Cassie confessed. ‘Sylvia and Timothy are planning a big, posh do. And you know me, Sam; I’d prefer a quiet affair. Just friends and family.’

‘Well, that’s what you get for marrying a hot-shot lawyer,’ Sam told her. ‘Can I help you with anything?’

‘With everything!’ Cassie pulled a notebook and pen out of her bag. ‘I don’t even know where to start. Could you help me write a list of the things I need to do? And maybe help me sort them out, too?’

Sam chuckled. ‘So that’s why you want me to be your maid of honour. OK, I’ll rescue you. Now, let’s see ...’ She held up her hand and ticked the items off on her fingers as she listed them one by one. ‘There’s the invitations, the dress, the bridesmaids’ dresses, flowers, wedding cake, reception – I guess you’re having it at the castle?’ 

Cassie was busy scribbling it all down. She looked up and nodded. ‘It’s all part of the package.’

‘OK, but there’s still food, drinks, entertainment.’

Cassie groaned and sunk her head into her hands. ‘It’s too much. How can I do this all in time?’

‘You can always get a wedding planner. I’m sure Timothy will cough up the funds.’

For a moment Cassie was tempted, then she shook her head. ‘No, Sylvia is taking over enough, I’m not handing the rest to someone else to organise. I want some input in my own wedding.’

‘Good for you. Well, don’t panic, we’ll sort it out together,’ Sam reassured her. ‘The first thing you need to do is buy some invites, and get them sent out so you know how many guests are coming. Next on the list is your dress. That’s a priority. It sets the whole atmosphere and theme for the wedding. You can’t plan anything else until you’ve got the dress. How about we go shopping for it on Saturday? I doubt there’s time to have one specially made now, but there’s some fantastic boutiques in town, you’re bound to find something you like.’
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