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For Katie V – we’ll always have Paris!


(And, more specifically, Orly Airport Terminal 3)









You’re invited to celebrate the wedding of


Kayleigh Louise Michaels


&


Marcus Nicholson


Saturday 24 May


10.30 a.m.


La Villa Laguna Azul


Barcelona, Spain


Dinner and dancing to follow


Formal attire (NO turquoise to be worn, but all other colours are welcome!)


Strictly NO children allowed


Accommodation and travel suggestions at kaycuswedding.com
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Chapter One


Gemma


Picture it: the perfect life. The one you just know you’re supposed to be living.


It starts with the perfect man: handsome, with a great smile – one that wins everybody over, always, and makes you melt a bit when you see it. His great hair and sense of humour and the fact he pitches in with the cooking. It’s a low bar, but God, does he surpass it by miles.


Then the perfect home: an apartment you managed to snag for a steal when the interest rates were miraculously low enough to actually get a mortgage, which you’ve tastefully decorated after scouring Pinterest for months for inspiration to make sure you bought the perfect pieces to suit your style. The one that, when you post pictures on Instagram or host your friends for dinner, you know everybody is gawking at the exposed beams and natural lighting and the parquet flooring you unearthed beneath a ratty old carpet.


And the perfect job: the promotion you’ve been grafting for, the chunky pay rise and swanky title, a reward for all the years you’ve spent working yourself to the bone. The sleep deprivation to meet ‘urgent’ deadlines, the hair loss from stress, the eye-twitch you’ve developed in response to a new message popping up on Teams – it’s all worth it now.


And now, the icing on the cake: the perfect wedding.


A destination wedding, no less, at the most idyllic beach-side resort on the outskirts of Barcelona, all sprawling villa and white-sand beaches. The perfect dress, the perfect venue, the perfect cake …


It is going to be the perfect day. Sometimes, even I can’t believe it’s real; that anybody could achieve all this outside of a Hallmark movie.


The perfect beginning to the rest of a perfect life.


And God, do I hate the bitch who stole it from me.


My ‘best friend’. The bride.


Standing in the airport, waiting for my flight to said destination wedding, my phone is burning a hole in my pocket. Or, more specifically, one particular video from the hen do is.


It’s enough to destroy it all, I know.


I should have deleted it. As her best friend and maid of honour, I definitely should have deleted it.


Should have, but didn’t.


And I can’t help but think – in a very Carrie Bradshaw-sounding inner monologue – what a shame it would be, if that video accidentally got leaked right in the middle of such a perfect, perfect wedding.









Chapter Two


Leon


It’s not a sign, that I’m late to the airport.


It’s also not a sign that: I had to double back because I forgot my passport, then got a flat tyre, then was somehow double-charged for my Uber here, and spilled my cup of coffee all over my jeans. It was touch and go for a while whether the flight would even go ahead, the torrential downpour and bad winds having already delayed other flights this afternoon.


The truth, of course, is that I’m looking for a sign.


This wedding is a bad idea.


Which isn’t a new thought, by any stretch. And I know I’m not the only one who thinks it. But what are you supposed to do when your sister claims she’s met the love of her life? When she’s absolutely giddy with it, doesn’t even stop to consider that the engagement and wedding and moving in together all seems a bit rushed, because she’s so completely happy?


You can’t just look her in the eye and tell her she’s wrong.


I was almost praying the flight would be cancelled. I agreed to do a speech in Dad’s place, and that empty notebook I’ve been carrying around with me for months waiting for inspiration to strike is haunting me. At least if the flight had been cancelled, I wouldn’t have to go to the wedding at all, and wouldn’t have to stand up there and lie through my teeth about how happy I am – how happy we all are – for Kayleigh.


When I think of this wedding, instead of conjuring up images of my sister glowing with happiness, all I can think of is the strain around the edges of Mum’s smile, how Dad blinked several times before quietly saying, ‘Of course,’ when Kayleigh said she didn’t think he was well enough to walk her down the aisle …


That never would’ve been the case before Marcus.


The beginnings of a speech swirl around in my head. I did enough googling to get an idea of how it’s supposed to start.


The first time we met Marcus, I think, and my brain skids to a halt.


The first time we met Marcus …


I can think of a dozen empty pleasantries that would work here. The way he and Kay looked at each other lit up the room, you could tell they were meant to be, we all knew we’d be celebrating their marriage soon enough …


The first time we met Marcus, I think bitterly, we hoped that’d be the last time we ever saw that pretentious, preening arsehole.


And then I think: There’s got to be a way to stop this wedding.









Chapter Three


Francesca


It’s entirely possible that I’ve lost the plot a little bit, and I’m all too aware of that, but the truth is – I’ve never felt so alive!


I can see why they do it – all the heroines in romance movies. I can see why they throw caution to the wind and put it all on the line, do something so wildly out of character just for the chance to make it work with the one they’re meant to be with. I’m practically fizzing with excitement; this is my very own main-character moment.


Hopefully, I think, the first of many.


I can’t let myself consider what will happen if none of this works out. I’d surely just retreat into the shadows, humiliated, but … Well, I’m not going to be the side-character in someone else’s story any longer.


This is my story; this is my great romance.


My stomach flips just thinking about Marcus. His smile, his hugs, his sharp wit and no-nonsense attitude. His lovely, amazing laugh. Every time I’ve made him laugh like that, and it’s the best sound in the world, all rich and deep and infectiously charming.


The stomach-flip turns into a full-on series of Olympic-level somersaults when I think back to that night. That kiss. It’s been eighteen months, but I can still remember the warmth of his palm on my cheek and the taste of his tongue like it was yesterday.


It was the kind of kiss that people write songs about; the stuff of poetry, the epic scene in a fairy tale. After months of flirting and dancing around each other in the office, it was just the two of us, alone outside a party, in the drizzle and beneath the lamplight, my body tucked into his as I stood on tiptoes and he bent to reach me, held me close, the hand he anchored in the small of my back that made me shiver …


We kissed for ages.


We fell into bed together after the party ended, cuddled close and whispering until sleep pulled us under.


But then he met Kayleigh, and we let what we had together get away from us. Ships passing in the night, a chance of something truly wonderful lost forever. Dissolved into a close friendship – but the possibility of something more glimmering in those smiles he gives me, in those long hugs and all the text messages we exchange every day …


It’s still there. That feeling. That tension. That spark. I know it.


And Marcus knows it, too.


I have to speak to him.


I have to tell him how I feel.


I have to stop this wedding.









Time Until ‘I Do’
19 ½ hours









Chapter Four


Gemma


An announcement chimes through the airport Tannoy – ‘… flight to Barcelona is now boarding …’ – and there’s a flurry of movement inside the gate: people gathering bags, getting to their feet, patting pockets to check their phones and passports are secure.


I should be one of them. I should be elbowing my way to the front of that queue, actually, because I’m on my way to my best friend’s wedding, and what’s more important or exciting than that?


Instead, I’m stood frozen, phone clutched tight to my face, my boss’s words ringing in my ear. ‘I’m sorry, it’s a bit noisy in here. Do you mind saying that again?’


So she does. And somehow, it isn’t magically different to what she said before. I’m not hallucinating after all. This is real.


They’ve given my promotion to Kayleigh. The one I suggested because we were both taking on more than we ought to, the one I found money in the budget for, the one I presented on and petitioned to make happen.


I didn’t even know they were interviewing for it! They didn’t post a job advert anywhere. I’d made it clear in my pitch for the role how I’d be the best fit, and I thought they’d agreed. So for them to have hired Kayleigh instead …


She had to have gone behind my back and asked them about it.


The perfect job, and they’ve given it to her.


She’s taken everything else from me – and now this, too. The one thing that felt truly mine. I deserved that promotion. I fucking earned it. And she’s taken it.


I wait for my stomach to drop, for tears to flood my eyes, but it never happens – probably because, deep down, I’ve known this was coming all along. The little side-chats between Kayleigh and our boss Janet, all, ‘Kayleigh, can I just grab a quick minute?’ and the two of them returning to the office with matching Starbucks cups looking all pally while I’ve been chained to my desk and flooded with work she’d begged me to help with. I should’ve known.


‘Does Kayleigh already know about this?’ I ask. She’s been off all week – already in Barcelona luxuriating in the sun before her wedding, but she must know.


There’s a beat before Janet says, ‘We discussed this with her last week. I’m sorry it’s taken us a little while to get back to you—’


‘I was in the office earlier,’ I snap – snarl – because God, I know things are hectic right now but it’s not like she couldn’t have found two minutes to call me on Teams. It’s not like we weren’t both in the same meeting, in person, today.


Clearly, Janet was too much of a coward to tell me to my face, but thought Friday afternoon when I’m headed to the airport was just the right time. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d clean forgotten about me and had a last-minute panic because she knew I’d be seeing Kayleigh and should’ve heard the news by now.


I’m seething.


She’s still talking in a gentle, steady cadence, as if to a child. ‘We want you to know how much we appreciate all the work you put into making the case for this role, Gemma. It really showcased your willingness to go above and beyond; maybe if you continue to apply yourself this way there will be future opportunities for progression, but we’ve made our decision …’


I roll my eyes at the buzzword-filled banality of Janet’s little speech, until she says –


‘And Kayleigh mentioned that you’ve been struggling a lot with your workload lately, which was obvious to us all in your pitch for creating the new position …’


Hang on. She did what?!


‘It just wouldn’t have been the right fit for you at this time. And of course, we’d encourage you to seek out our mental wellbeing services if you find you are a bit burnt out.’


I hiss, ‘I’m burnt out because you keep overloading us with work, which is exactly what I explained when I pitched the need for this new role. I’m more than capable of doing this job and you know it. It’s what I already do—’


I’m interrupted by a gentle, patronising sigh.


‘We appreciate how hard you work, Gemma, but you have a real follow-through problem. It’s been made very clear to us that you struggle to complete tasks and need additional support, which Kayleigh has already proved she provides …’


Now, I’m seeing red.


The airport around me has become a hazy, scarlet blur, and my whole body is vibrating with white-hot fury. My mind throws up a quick montage of all the times Kayleigh has asked me for help at work, only to take it back at the last minute when her schedule has miraculously cleared. The work she’s oh-so-kindly suggested helping me with because she has the contacts or the time, and I’m just glad to have something taken off my overflowing plate …


Fuck. She’s Vultured me. Exactly like that arsehole from Brooklyn Nine-Nine. She’s The Vulture.


How didn’t I see it before?


The worst part is that I’ve always known what she’s like, and I still didn’t see it happening. I thought we were just … being collaborative. Helping each other out. Doing what friends do. If I never noticed, how can I expect our boss to?


But I still snap, ‘This is way out of order and you know it. You know I deserve that promotion. You know I put the time in, the effort. So what, just because I’m not the smiley, bubbly one who doesn’t actually get shit done, then—’


The sigh this time is definitely short-tempered. Janet mutters, ‘This is exactly the sort of attitude problem we were concerned about, Gemma … Look, we’ve made our decision. That’s that. Now, enjoy the long weekend away, and we’ll see you back here bright and early Tuesday morning, yes?’


Attitude problem? She thinks I’ve got an attitude problem?


What the hell has Kayleigh been saying about me behind my back?


I think I say something at least halfway polite before hanging up.


I want to scream. I don’t, obviously, because I think that’s the kind of shit they’ll arrest you for in an airport, but my knuckles go white around the handle of my wheelie carry-on bag, and bile rises in my throat.


I let it happen, ride out this wave of angst and jealousy and (fully justified) righteous indignation, because I’m going to have to bury it way, way down for the next couple of days.


I’ll have to spend the entire time smiling and prettily crying happy tears (I’ve been practising, for the photographs) and gushing over how lovely everything is and how well it’s all come together and what a gorgeous, stunning, lovely, perfect couple the two of them make, being the model maid of honour.


I hope to God some cow has the gall to wear a white dress so I can throw a glass of red wine on her. And picture Kayleigh’s smug face as I do it.


I could blame it all on the promotion she stole from me, but this runs a lot deeper than that.


As I join the shuffle from the gate to the plane, I’m equal parts dread and impatience. Once I’m on that plane, it’s real, it’s all happening. On the other hand, the sooner this is over, the better.


I’ve been sucking it up for months, planning the hen do, going dress shopping and then for fittings, trawling through websites looking for venues and chasing up emails asking for quotes, discussing bouquets and catering … I spent hours finding the perfect insoles for Kayleigh’s shoes. Nobody can say I’ve been anything less than an outstanding maid of honour.


As if she’d let me live it down if I’d been anything but.


So I gave it my all, and we both pretended I was happy to do it, and every so often Kayleigh gushed how grateful she was.


I grit my teeth thinking about last weekend, when I took her and Marcus to the airport so they could ‘settle in’ ahead of the wedding. Kayleigh gave me the biggest hug, squeezing tight.


‘You’re the actual best, Gem, love you so much! It’s going to be the most amazing time!’


‘Yeah.’ I wondered if she could hear the tightness in my voice, the edge to my words. ‘So amazing.’


Kayleigh laughed. She tossed her hair as she drew away, and the ends smacked me in the face, and neither of us mentioned it. ‘You have to say that. It was all your idea! I’m just so glad you didn’t mind me borrowing it.’


She beamed at me, and I smiled back, and wanted to punch her in the face. Because she was right: she stole my dream wedding, and I helped her do it.


She’d never even considered a destination wedding before Marcus proposed. She wanted something in the countryside, in summer. But as soon as I mentioned the sunny springtime wedding abroad I’d always pictured for myself – well, that was that.


She’s always had to one-up me.


She got the flat. She got the man. She’s getting the wedding. And now, she’s got the promotion, too.


It’s not fair.


But I’m the only person who seems to see that.


And what was I supposed to do? We’ve been best friends since secondary school, when I moved and was the awkward new girl who didn’t know anybody. Thick as thieves, practically our entire lives. My whole friendship group, I adopted from Kayleigh at school – even if I supplanted them quickly as her bestie. We were housemates for ages, too. We’ve always shared clothes and gossip and a Netflix account, so why not weddings, too?


I shove my bag into the overhead cabin with more force than strictly necessary, the wheels punching the plastic edge with a loud noise that makes a stewardess look over with a raised eyebrow.


She comes over, all smiles, and gestures at the garment bag I’ve dumped on the seats while I put my luggage away. ‘Would you like me to take that for you?’


‘Yes, please.’


Get it out of my sight. Lose it, if you have any compassion at all. Burn it.


‘Special occasion?’


‘Wedding,’ I say through gritted teeth, then remember I’m meant to be happy about it. ‘My best friend’s getting married. That’s my bridesmaid dress.’


‘Oh, how lovely! Don’t worry, we’ll take good care of it.’


‘Thanks so much.’


Don’t trouble yourself, really.


If that frilly turquoise monstrosity just happened to fall on the tarmac and get run over and rained on, it could only be improved.


Also to file under things Kayleigh absolutely knew she was doing: putting me in that grotesque ‘boho classic-romantic’ dress in a colour that does nothing but wash me out, with all its tiered frills, while the other bridesmaids get to wear something sleek and flattering with a cute little ruffle just around the neckline. I’d have looked better wearing Katherine Heigl’s Bo Peep look from 27 Dresses, honestly.


I settle into my window seat and pull on my headphones, burying myself in my phone. I have some last-minute maid of honour duties to triple-check.


There’s a text waiting on my screen from Kayleigh, from just two minutes ago.




Just checked and looks like your flight is all on time – let’s hope it stays that way with the bad weather coming in! Wish you’d gotten here yesterday, could have done with you this morning to help deal with the caterers lol, ended up late to my massage because of it. Safe trip hon! See you soooon! xxxxx





I bite my tongue, hard, and feel nothing except the rage boiling in my veins.


Oh, sure, like I should’ve been the one running around arguing with people because Kayleigh pitched a fit, when she had much more important things to do – like get a massage.


Kiss kiss!


I hate her, I hate her, I hate her.


But she’s my best friend. She’s all I’ve got. What else am I supposed to do?


I send back an equally trite text, unable to resist a dig about her massage when I couldn’t get the time off work because we’re in the middle of a project rollout, and open the Photos app.


I stare for a long while at the little thumbnail of the video from the hen do. The one I should’ve deleted.


God, won’t it be such a shame when – if, of course, if – it played during my speech, instead of the adorable slideshow I’ve painstakingly put together? What a totally diabolical accident that would be. How totally furious I’d be on her behalf, her staunchest defender, so she could never blame me for being at fault.


God, wouldn’t it feel so good to give her a taste of her own medicine?


Just this once.









Chapter Five


Leon


Unfortunately for me and my non-existent speech, the flight to Barcelona is on time. Not cancelled due to poor weather conditions, not even delayed.


I’m sweating and breathless as I get on the plane, so flustered it takes me a couple of minutes to find my seat.


It’s also not a sign that the space overhead is full, and two air stewards have to come and rearrange other people’s things to make my suitcase fit. It might as well be flashing at me in neon letters: You’re not supposed to be here! The universe is trying to tell you; why won’t you listen!


And, typically enough, I’ve got the window seat, so two people have to get up and shuffle out so I can get in. The strap of my bag snags on something and the lady in the aisle seat yelps.


‘Ow!’


I turn and realise that I’ve caught one of the myriad enamel pins on her denim jacket. It’s too big on her frame, looks more like a man’s coat. Her long brown hair is drawn back in two French braids, then left loose over each shoulder. She’s got huge eyes, framed by long, thick, lashes.


She’s pretty – very pretty – and I’m staring, which makes this whole thing feel a thousand times more awkward.


‘Sorry—’


‘No, no, it’s my fault!’ she says, trying to disentangle us.


‘No, my bad, I wasn’t—’


‘Excuse me,’ huffs the man in the middle seat, currently cramped between us. ‘Can we hurry this along a bit?’


She frees my bag strap, both of us blushing and apologising, and that neon sign over my head screaming YOU’RE NOT SUPPOSED TO BE HERE! flashes even brighter.


None of this, of course, is an omen.


Except I can’t shake the feeling that it is.


Some great, glaring, cosmic sign from the universe hammering home that this is all wrong and shouldn’t be happening. I can practically hear Nana hollering at me from beyond the grave: Do something already! What are you waiting for?


I buckle my seatbelt, rest my palms on my thighs – one leg is still damp and gross from the coffee spillage earlier – and take several long, deep breaths to ground myself.


I’m not even the superstitious sort. It’s all bloody ridiculous, if you ask me. But Kay’s been harping on about something blue this and something old that, all these wedding traditions that are meant to be good or bad luck, so I shouldn’t be surprised that it’s rubbing off on me.


I feel eyes on me, but determinedly don’t look over at the girl in the aisle seat; I can’t afford any distractions. This flight to Barcelona is my last-chance saloon: I need to write my speech, suffocate my own doubts, and get on with my sister’s wedding.


It comes to something when you have to ‘get on with’ a wedding.


We’re all to blame, I know. Me and the rest of the family. None of us really took to Marcus when Kayleigh first introduced him to the family – but bloody hell, she brought him home at Christmas, what were we meant to do? Of course we welcomed him in and made him feel right at home. ’Tis the season, and all that crap. We all kept our mouths shut about how rushed it seemed, that they were already talking about moving in together when they’d just met two months ago.


And when they showed up to Mum’s sixtieth with that sparkling new engagement ring on Kay’s finger – what was anybody meant to say, except ‘congratulations’?


Mum got swept up in all the wedding planning, but I know she has doubts. She’ll tut sometimes and say things like, ‘Well, at least she’s happy,’ or, ‘I’m sure there’s a side of him we’re not seeing. Maybe he’s just a bit nervous around us all.’


She’ll deny it profusely if Dad tries to bring it up, of course, and claim the pair of them are in love and that Marcus is family now, but we all know.


We all know that we don’t like Marcus and don’t think he’s right for Kay, and maybe we could get past that if he hadn’t turned her into someone we hardly recognise anymore, but none of us have told her, and now … Now she’s marrying him, and it’s too late.


We should’ve stepped in earlier. Should’ve just said something – taken her aside in the kitchen that Christmas and said, ‘God, he’s a bit up himself, isn’t he? Not sure I’m keen on him, did you notice him interrupting all the time, like he’s got something more important to say?’ We should’ve had a quiet word with her on the phone after the engagement, said, ‘Are you sure about this, Kay? He’s so arrogant and standoffish, is this really what you want? You’re not just falling for all the nice gifts and expensive dates, are you?’


Mum will keep her mouth shut. She’ll pretend to buy into the fairy-tale romance of it all, and not want to upset the balance for the sake of Dad’s health, wanting to spare him stress that might trigger his MS. Dad will keep his mouth shut, because Mum is. And God knows my youngest sister Myleene won’t say anything: she’s just a kid, she’s too excited to see the romance unfold to stop and think too hard about it.


Nana would’ve said something.


She did, actually. Plenty, and loudly, until Kayleigh told her, ‘But Nana, I really think he’s the one!’ and she decided it wasn’t worth wasting her breath. Not that it mattered anyway, because Kay didn’t exactly bother to visit in Nana’s last few months.


The whole thing is a shitshow.


And I wish I knew what to do about it.


I half listen to the safety announcements as we taxi down the runway, and wait until my ears pop after take-off before I reach into my rucksack for the little notebook that’s supposed to contain my speech.


Dad hates public speaking. He’s dreaded this day, I know, when he’ll have to give a father-of-the-bride speech. He’s a man of few words at the best of times, but pandering to a crowd is his idea of hell. Kay took pity on him and suggested I do it instead. A brother-of-the-bride speech.


Which should be easy enough. Talk about her childhood, how she always wanted to play dress-up and made me play Barbies with her where they were doing impressive, girl-bossy jobs like she has now, and what a romantic at heart Kay’s always been, how she told us she knew with Marcus from the very start …


I can write something formulaic, bland and nice and just sentimental enough. Hell, I can ask ChatGPT to churn out something for me, and then tweak a couple of bits and call it a day. This doesn’t need to be Shakespeare.


I open the notebook, smooth the blank pages flat.


We’ve got drinks and dinner tonight, and then tomorrow … Tomorrow, I’m supposed to stand up and give this speech. I have to write something. Anything.


The first time we met Marcus, I write, we hoped that’d be the last time we ever saw that pretentious, preening arsehole.


Which is exactly the thing you don’t put in a speech for your sister’s wedding, but is exactly what I wish one of us had said to her, and it’s all it takes for it to all come pouring out.


I’ll rip the pages out later and write the proper speech, but right now …


It’s cathartic, so I let it happen.


Putting it all on paper, shaping these feelings with words – it makes a thought snake out from the back of my mind, one that says, But what if you told her all this? What if you took her aside before the wedding, and laid it all out for her to see?


We all feel like we lost Kayleigh to her new relationship. Nana was the only one who might’ve had the spirit to say it to her face this late in the game, but she’s gone now, and …


I remember what she said to me, when Dad first got sick. I remember what she said to me, a couple of days before she passed.


And I know what I have to do.


So, I keep writing.


I’m not aware of the turbulence until the plane jolts so hard that my pen scrawls a rogue line all the way across the page in the middle of a word, and I look up in time to see the seatbelt signs ping on.


There’s a slight crackle as the PA system comes on, and a sinking feeling in my stomach that has nothing to do with the turbulence.


‘Hi, everybody, this is your captain speaking. Unfortunately, the weather conditions have worsened and we’re going to have to make an unscheduled stop for safety reasons. We’ll be landing shortly at Orly Airport, and ground crew will be waiting to assist you on your onward journeys. We apologise for this change in circumstances.’


The PA turns off, and leaves a ringing in my ears.


I can just hear Nana cackling in my ears. What was that you were saying about no such thing as bad omens, boy? How’s this for a sign?


Really, I can’t argue with that.









Chapter Six


Francesca


It’s okay, I tell myself. Breathe. This sort of thing is practically expected on such a momentous occasion. It happens in all the great romances. It was bound to happen to me today. It’s a sign!


I keep telling myself that, even as I try to calm my racing heart and wipe my sweaty palms on my jacket. The cabin is full of noise, and the crew are doing their best to make their way down the aisle to check seatbelts are fastened and to tell people to put their tray tables up. The cute guy in the window seat of my row still has his down. I wonder if he’s a writer, or some kind of artist; he hasn’t looked up once from that little green notebook.


When an air stewardess makes it to our row, I wait for her to tell him to put the tray table up before stealing her attention. Everybody on this flight is currently in the same situation, I know, but – but I have a predicament. This is life or death!


Well. Life or till death do us part …


‘Excuse me,’ I blurt before she can move away, ‘but I have to get to Barcelona tonight. I’m on my way to a wedding. Well, I’m actually …’ The nervous excitement that I’ve been carrying for weeks fizzes over, and a giggle spills out of my lips. ‘See, there’s this guy …’


She gives me a deadpan look. ‘Honey, there’s always a guy.’


‘He’s not just any guy, though, he’s—’


He’s my guy, and he’s marrying the wrong girl!


I’ve never said that out loud before, and I don’t get the chance to now, either.


The stewardess’s smile is tight, but she’s patient as she says, ‘Ma’am, everything will be sorted by the ground crew. Make them aware of your situation when you’re at the terminal; I’m sure they’ll be able to help.’


The window-seat guy whose bag caught on my jacket earlier leans over, then. ‘Wait, I have to get to a wedding too.’


Now, the stewardess loses her composure a bit, and lifts an eyebrow at him, her polite smile all but vanished. ‘I suppose there’s a guy in your story, too?’


His face twists. ‘Sort of, yeah …’


‘Well, whatever you two need to be in Barcelona for, I can only advise that you speak to someone at the terminal. I’m sorry.’


‘Wait, no, I’m serious—’ he exclaims, but she has already moved on, checking seatbelts and armrests and tray tables and trying not to get waylaid by more questions she can’t answer. I turn to window-seat guy. He’s dragging a hand back and forth through a thick set of sandy-brown curls, muttering to himself and bent with his elbows on his knees. The middle-aged man between us gives him a withering look he doesn’t notice, then huffs a sigh and puts his headphones back on.


There’s bound to be more than one wedding happening in Barcelona this weekend, but …


I study the guy’s profile, the squat nose and solid, square jaw accentuated by a neatly trimmed beard, scanning through my mental repertoire of people seen through long hours of Instagram stalking.


I can’t place him, though, and I’m still staring – frowning, too, I’m mortified to realise – when he looks up and catches me.


‘What?’ he snaps. ‘Sorry, am I bothering you?’


‘Just a bit, actually,’ the man in the middle seat mutters.


‘No, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean …’ I’d be a bit peeved if some stranger was frowning at me, too, in all fairness, but I fumble the explanation, not sure where to start. If he is going to the same wedding, I can hardly let him know I’m on my way to confess my love for the groom, can I?


Window-seat tells me defensively, ‘Some of us have bigger problems to deal with than meeting up with some guy, alright? I’ve actually got somewhere I need to be – this is a nightmare. So you don’t have to look at me like that.’


Finally composing myself, I say, ‘A wedding. Yes, I heard you. I was just wondering if I knew you. If we’re going to the same wedding. I thought maybe you looked a bit familiar,’ I add, just a little white lie, to hopefully excuse my weird staring.


He blinks, and stares back at me, eyes tracking over my features in a way that leaves me feeling – exposed.


I can see why he didn’t like it. I sit up a bit straighter.


‘I don’t think so,’ he mutters, and goes back to the little notebook he was scribbling in.


‘You know, there’s no need to be rude,’ I tell him, leaning around the poor irritated man in the middle seat to scowl at him better. ‘You’re not the only one stressing out right now.’


He looks a little chastened and can’t quite meet my eye. ‘Sorry. Sorry, you’re … you’re right. I’ve just … got a lot on my plate.’


‘With the wedding?’ I ask more softly. The odds are near impossible that he’s stressed for the same reason I am, but I can at least empathise with the wedding-related problems.


‘Yeah. I have to be in Barcelona tonight, too. I have to talk to my sister before her wedding. About …’ He fidgets with his notebook. ‘Some stuff.’


‘Sounds heavy.’


His sister’s wedding, he said. Does Kayleigh have a brother? I don’t remember seeing anything about her family on her socials, and she’s never talked about them whenever I have seen her … He’s certainly standoffish enough to be related to Kayleigh, though.


‘Well, good luck with whatever it is you need to talk to her about.’


‘Thanks,’ he mumbles. ‘Good, uh, good luck with your … guy.’


I beam, though he doesn’t notice. I’m still smiling as I settle back into my seat, fidgeting with the pins on my jacket.


Good luck with your guy.


It’s hardly much of a well-wish, but it’s more than I’ve had so far.


It’s not as if I can admit to my friends what’s really going on with Marcus – which is a bit of a red flag in itself, I know … But they’ll be happy for me when it all works out, and they’d only try to stop me otherwise!


They don’t know him; not like I do.


And my family have no idea the guy from work I have such a crush on is the one whose wedding I’m going to this weekend …


I’m bolstered a little by this total stranger in the window seat.


I just sort of hope he isn’t going to the same wedding as me, after all.


The crush of people clamouring to leave the plane as soon as it lands is immediate. The doors aren’t even open, and despite the aisle on my left-hand side already being packed with impatient people, both the man in the middle seat and window-seat guy are standing and trying to squish past me to join the fray.


It takes far too long to get off the plane, followed by an even longer queue at customs, before – finally – we’re spat out into the main terminal of Orly Airport, the hubbub of French voices and announcements jarring when I was braced for a trip to Spain.


I’m not panicking. Yet.


There’s still plenty of time to get to the wedding. Maybe I’ll be on my way to Barcelona within the hour! It’s barely five thirty – I might miss dinner, but I could absolutely still make the drinks afterwards.


I let myself envisage it for a moment: arriving at the hotel bar where Marcus has plans with his friends, and the way he’ll look up to see me, a gaze that will make me feel like Cinderella at the ball, how he’ll walk towards me with that megawatt smile, how we’ll slip away to talk – to confess – to kiss …


Really, this diversion is doing me a favour. Otherwise, I would’ve had to sit through dinner waiting for my chance to speak to him, surrounded by people who think they’re there to celebrate him and Kayleigh.


There’s rain lashing down against the windows of the airport entrance, and the wind is positively howling. There are bits of rubbish being whipped about, umbrellas getting turned inside out, people hunkered down as they push forward against the storm to get inside.


I’ll be on my way soon enough; I’m sure it’ll be fine. The weather wasn’t even forecast to be this bad, so it’ll blow over.


Won’t it?


But even if I’m not panicking right now, I am on a mission.


I brace myself as I cut through swathes of people looking for their check-in counter, tracking down the desk we were directed to over the in-flight announcements.


There’s already quite a queue ahead of me, but I think I’ve managed to beat most of the families and couples who were waylaid juggling passports and collecting luggage. I join the line, knowing I’ll be in for a bit of a wait. I can only imagine how stressful it must be for the staff to have to coordinate re-routing all those passengers, plus whatever other flight delays and issues they might have to deal with this afternoon.


I’ll just have to be patient. Everything will work itself out.


‘Excuse me, sorry, excuse me …’ A man behind me leans over the rope barrier to the people ahead of us. ‘Sorry, do you mind if I cut in front? It’s just that I’m on a real time crunch, here. I’ve got to get to Barcelona tonight – my sister’s getting married.’


It’s window-seat guy from the plane!


He sees me looking, and when he does a double take, recognising me, too, I realise that I’m gawping at him; I’m just so surprised anyone would try to queue-jump. I try to rearrange my features into something more neutral, but I’m not entirely sure it works.


‘That’s hardly fair,’ I point out. ‘I’m on a time crunch trying to get to a wedding, too.’


‘I’m the bride’s brother,’ he points out.


‘And I’m the groom’s best friend.’ Ha, take that!


He opens his mouth to retort, but there’s already a cascade of sympathetic noises going through the queue ahead of us, and then we’re both being ushered underneath the rope so we can cut in.


I don’t turn it down, even if it does feel cheeky. I look down the line as I thank everyone, but window-seat guy is too busy on his phone to say more than a quick, ‘Cheers, mate.’


We’re standing a bit too close, given the space we’ve both just squashed into wasn’t really a space to begin with, so I can hear the dial tone on his phone as he rings somebody going to voicemail.


‘Shit,’ he mutters, then leaves a message: ‘Kay, hi, it’s me. The bloody flight’s been re-routed, I’m stuck in Orly. In France. I know your geography’s shite,’ he adds with a laugh. ‘Anyway, I’ll figure things out and get there as soon as I can. I might miss all the festivities tonight, but I’ll be there, okay? And … and let’s find some time before everything kicks off, yeah? There’s stuff I need to talk to you about. Anyway, um, I’ll let you know. See ya.’


He hangs up, a long breath rushing out of him.


I say, ‘Kay? As in Kayleigh Michaels?’


We’re standing so close that I notice how much taller he is than me. That’s not really difficult – most people are – but I have to tip my head back to make eye contact.


Window-seat guy doesn’t say anything, so I continue, ‘You’re Kayleigh Michaels’s brother? That’s the wedding you’re going to?’


‘You’re …’ It’s obviously an effort for him to remember the brief conversation we had not two minutes ago. ‘Marcus’s friend.’


‘I’m his best friend.’


He laughs. ‘No, you’re not.’


I bristle, my shoulders squaring. I don’t tend to think of myself as someone who’s easily affronted, but this man seems to have a knack for getting my hackles up. ‘Excuse me?’


‘I know Marcus’s best man. And it’s not you.’


‘I didn’t say I was his best man.’ I roll my eyes. ‘As if he would’ve wanted me organising the stag weekend! But we’re very close.’


‘Right …’ he says, not sounding the least bit like he believes me – or even really cares. He eyes me up and down, but it’s more curious than anything else, like he’s trying to place me. I’m about to introduce myself properly when he says, ‘Listen, whatever boy drama you’ve got going on with one of the groomsmen, or whatever, keep a lid on it, okay? I don’t need them thinking this is some bid to get on a flight sooner, like that stewardess on the plane did.’


I flush, if only because he does sort of have a point, but I’m loath to let him have the last word so I say, ‘What’s so important you need to talk to Kayleigh about before the wedding?’


‘What?’


‘You just said, in your voicemail. You mentioned it on the plane, too. What do you need to talk to her about? Must be something really important if it was getting you that worked up.’


He looks at me with a face like thunder, dark enough to match the storm outside. His eyebrows pull low, and his mouth sets into a grim line.


‘Nothing,’ he mutters. ‘That’s none of your business.’


‘Ooh, a top-secret important something. Colour me intrigued.’


Alright, now I’m being the patronising one, but I can’t help it. It does lighten my mood a little to see that I’ve hit a nerve. I didn’t think I was someone who liked the concept of payback, but this conversation is starting to prove otherwise.


He grits his teeth, jaw working side to side as if he’s contemplating spitting some pointed retort at me to stay out of things that don’t concern me, or maybe to simply tell me to bugger off. I wonder, when the look softens for a fraction of a second, if he’s debating telling me. Spilling whatever’s eating at him to some relative stranger, just to ease his mind. But he obviously thinks better of all those things, because he settles for turning away and ignoring me.


I say, ‘Well, this is going to be a lovely wedding.’









Time until ‘I Do’
17 hours









Chapter Seven


Gemma


Oh, God, this is just what I need. First the cabin crew actually did misplace my bridesmaid’s dress – which, for all I joked, was a fucking nightmare – and now, after waiting for them to track down where they’d put it, there’s a massive queue to sort out where I go from here.


‘Here’, apparently, being France. Honestly, who goes through Orly for anything? What happened to good old Charles de Gaulle?


A gym-bro guy with glitter in his hair and no luggage except a rucksack runs past me, panting, ‘Shit, shit, shit,’ under his breath. He looks like a kid who got lost on a stag do and is late going home to Mummy and Daddy.


He probably is.


He joins the huge queue I’m heading for, tearing at his hair as he counts up how many people are in front of him.


Yeah, you and me both, buddy.


I’m on the phone to Kayleigh as I cross the terminal, though I only get her voicemail. There’s a big, fake smile pasted on my face as I talk. Like it’ll help me pretend I’m totally genuine – or maybe it’s just force of habit for whenever I’m dealing with Kayleigh.


‘Babe, you will never believe what’s happened. It’s an absolute mare of a sitch. The flight got diverted to France because of a bit of rain, can you even? Absolute mare. Anyway, sure they’ll fix me up on a new flight tout suite, so it’s no big. Do not even stress. Not sure if I’ll make it in time for a cheeky beveragino tonight but I promise, I’ll make up for it in the morning with the champers, lol!’


I will make up for it with vodka, neat.


Can the maid of honour get away with being completely rat-arsed during the ceremony? I wish.


‘So, like, I’ll deffo let you know as soon as I know when my next flight is, but please, do not stress. It’ll all be totally fine. Promise. Love ya! Say hi to Marcus for me!’


I hang up, knowing full well she will be stressing out.


What a waste of a massage that will be. Boo-hoo.


I wonder if there’s somewhere here I can get a massage? I deserve one.


I also wonder if this is either karmic retribution or the universe trying to throw me a line. First with the dress, and then the weather… I mean, I have practically made this happen. I am a witch from Macbeth. I am the Grim in the tea leaves of Harry Potter’s cup. I am Nesta from A Court of Thorns and Roses with her pointy death finger.


I’ve brought this on myself. Spoken it into existence. Manifested not being able to make it to the wedding.


But God, if I don’t show up there – at the very least, by tomorrow morning – she will never let me live it down. Oh, we’ll laugh about it, and she’ll say it’s all good and it’s not my fault, but she will hang it over my head like a guillotine for the next ten – twenty – years, easy.


It’ll be the thing she brings up jokingly whenever I’m a bit late to meet up. ‘Ooh, didn’t get diverted through France again, did you? Thought this was going to be a repeat of my wedding, haha!’


It’ll be the thing she throws back in my face whenever she gets a little bit upset with me for something. ‘And this is just like my wedding, when you weren’t there for me …’


It’ll be the thing she brings out as leverage to overrule me – ‘Well, if you’d listened to me and flown out earlier like I’d said, you wouldn’t have missed the wedding …’ – and the thing she uses to excuse her own failures as a friend – ‘I think I’m owed a missed birthday party or two when you missed my entire wedding, Gem, the most important day of my life!’


I think about the video on my camera roll, and the resolve that she deserves this hardens a little more.


I will be at that goddamn wedding if it kills me.


Joy of joys, finally, a stroke of luck!


Just as I’m about to join the back of the humungous – genuinely, humungous – queue, I hear a familiar voice up ahead, and my heart leaps. I know that head of scruffy curls! I know that stocky build!


Leon is at the counter arguing with a flight rep, and there’s a petite brunette next to him, the patient and friendly smile on her face just a bit too strained to be believable.


I breeze past the entire queue towards them, wheelie case rattling lightly behind me.


‘Leon, hon! Fancy seeing you here! Bonjour, bonjour!’ I call over, interrupting the conversation. I throw an arm around him in a quick hug he doesn’t return, and when I pull away he’s still blinking, startled to see me.


‘Gemma. You’re here.’


‘Of course I’m here, silly! Looks like we were on the same flight.’


‘I thought you would’ve already been out there. Making the most of the place.’


Yes, well, if it didn’t cost an arm and a leg to get a room for a night, and if I hadn’t been screwed over getting time off work …


‘Oh, you know how it is! I thought you were going out this morning with your parents?’


‘Flight was fully booked.’ He shakes his head, trying to clear it. Poor guy can’t handle stress at all. ‘This, uh …’


He makes some vague, half-hearted gesture to the brunette, who meets me with a ready smile, this one equally frayed around the edges as the one she was using with the staff.


‘I’m Francesca,’ she says, ‘Marcus’s—’
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