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IMP. BRIDESMAID NOTES


 


VERY IMPORTANT: Harrison only allowed ONE beer before the service and ONE whisky for courage before his speech. When drunk, has a tendency to


(a)  ramble


(b)  do the robot dance


(c)  take off his shoes and swing them round his head by the laces


 


VERY IMPORTANT: Michelle only allowed ONE glass of Champagne before the service and ONE gin and tonic for courage before her speech. When drunk has a tendency to


(a)   slur


(b)  burst into a spontaneous rap


(c)  prank-call her boss pretending to be Kermit the Frog


 


DON’T FORGET: To write down the bride and groom’s names for the vicar. During the rehearsal, he announced he was delighted to be joining the hands of Harriet and Michael


 


DON’T FORGET: To politely remind the grandmother of the groom it’s best not to loudly comment on the best man’s ‘flat toosh’ whenever he walks past


 


DON’T FORGET: To keep Uncle Adrian away from Aunt Sacha AT ALL COSTS. Things haven’t been the same since the last family wedding when she hit him over the head with the table plan


 


DON’T FORGET: To check the alpacas are now wearing PINK bows for their photoshoot with the bride and groom, NOT APRICOT bows


*  *  *


‘What’s he doing?’ Michelle wails, grabbing my hands. ‘He’s ruining everything!’


I glance at the dance-floor. Harrison is currently pouring the third bottle of whisky all over it with one hand, while waving a plastic lighter in the other. His shoes have already been lassoed round his head and tossed to the side during Queen’s ‘Don’t Stop Me Now’.


‘I’M GONNA SET THIS DANCE-FLOOR ALIGHT, BABY!’ he had declared, through the DJ’s microphone just moments ago.


Normally that would signal a series of fairly out-there dance moves – for example, the worm. In this case, though, it would seem that Harrison intends literally to set the floor alight.


The crowd is delighted with this bizarre turn of events. The bride is not. Perhaps most surprisingly, the groom’s eighty-four-year-old grandmother is in the front row, cheering him on with calls of, ‘Light that dance-floor up, Harrison! You light it up!’


I need to act fast.


I turn back to Michelle and look determinedly into her watery eyes. ‘Everything is going to be fine, Michelle. Now, I need you to do two things. First, I want you to remember that one of the things you love most about Harrison is his spontaneity, his adventurous spirit and his willingness to take risks.’


Her eyes dart wildly to her new husband, who is now leading a chant of ‘LIGHT IT UP! LIGHT IT UP!’ as he continues to add to the growing pool of whisky.


‘Second, I need you to go over to the bar and order ten flaming Sambuca shots. They need to be lined up on the bar but not lit until I say. Got it? Now go! Go!’


Lifting the skirt of her ivory lace wedding dress, she runs full pelt in the direction of the bar, weaving through the tables and almost knocking over her great-aunt, who is still tucking into the exquisite crème brûlée dessert, oblivious to the groom’s antics.


I turn on my heel and hurry to join the DJ, snatching the microphone from him and bringing his repeated cries of ‘BRING ON THOSE DANCE-FLOOR FLAMES!’ to a swift halt. He looks deeply offended until I shoot him my finely tuned disapproving stare.


‘Sorry,’ he whispers. ‘I got carried away.’


‘I can see that DJ Arnold.’ I seethe. ‘I can see that.’


He recoils and retreats behind me.


The groom has now finished pouring the whisky. Holding the lighter aloft, he clicks it. Nothing happens. He’s too drunk and it’s too slippery. He keeps trying, his forehead furrowed in concentration. This is the moment I’ve been waiting for.


‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ I say into the microphone, causing all heads to swivel in my direction, ‘please give it up for the bride, who is waiting at the bar for her new husband and the bridal party to join her!’


I point to the back of the room. The crowd turns to Michelle, who is waving happily.


‘Time to light them, Michelle!’ I instruct, beaming at her.


The guests erupt into excited cheers.


As they make their way to her, Harrison remains standing on the dance-floor.


‘Wait! What was I about to do?’ he asks himself, peering in confusion at the pool of whisky at his feet. ‘Oh, yeah!’


‘Don’t forget the groom, ushers!’ I prompt hurriedly, causing them to interrupt his train of thought and lead him to his new wife.


I lower the microphone and turn to DJ Arnold. ‘Put on Ricky Martin, “Livin’ La Vida Loca”. And you’re on your last warning.’


After a polite request to the catering staff that they mop up the whisky, I lean on the back of a chair and watch from afar as Michelle and Harrison clink glasses and down their drinks, then encourage their mothers to follow suit.


As the mother of the bride slams her shot glass onto the bar, the guests go wild.


‘Well done,’ a voice says, from the table next to me. ‘That situation was escalating. I’m impressed with how you handled it.’


I smile at the bride’s great-aunt, who has now finished her pudding, and is watching me curiously. Turns out, she was perfectly aware of the situation.


‘It was nothing,’ I assure her.


‘Michelle is lucky to have such a fantastic bridesmaid. You seem very close. How do you know each other again?’


‘Primary school – we’ve been friends for twenty-six years. I wouldn’t miss this for the world,’ I say, grinning as Harrison lifts Michelle and twirls her around. I nod to the empty dessert plates. ‘Wasn’t the crème brûlée delicious?’


Only one of those three statements is true.


I have known Michelle for seven months, two weeks and three days. And she’s paying me to be here.


The crème brûlée was delicious, though.










Chapter 1


My name is Sophie Breeze and I’m a professional bridesmaid.


Yeah, it’s a thing. Let me explain.


The idea started brewing just over two years ago, when I was a bridesmaid in my cousin Cara’s wedding. Cara is a commercial lawyer at a firm in London. She’s very intelligent, hard-working and an expert at handling stress with a cutting sense of humour. But, it turned out, she was secretly having a meltdown that she couldn’t find time to organise her wedding. Three months before the big day I woke up to a phone call from her at three a.m.


‘Sophie? Sophie, are you there?’


‘I’m here.’ I yawned loudly. ‘What time is it? What’s happened? Are you OK?’


‘No, I’m not OK,’ she whimpered. It sounded like she was crying.


I sat up immediately. I’d never heard her like that before. We’d practically grown up together and I hadn’t once seen her cry. Not as kids, when she fell off her bike into a bunch of brambles and stinging nettles. Not as teenagers, when she didn’t get into Cambridge like she’d always dreamt. Not as adults, when she found out that her loser ex-boyfriend Geoff had been cheating on her. Not even when she ate that super-hot jalapeño by accident and had to play it cool because she was in front of her boss.


‘Cara, what’s wrong?’ I was trying not to panic as I turned on the lights. ‘Is it Mike? Has something happened?’


‘No, he’s fine.’ She sniffed. ‘He’s upstairs, sleeping perfectly soundly. The bastard.’


‘Cara, what’s going on? Have you guys had a fight?’


‘No, no. Oh, Sophie. It’s the weddiiiiing!’


‘The wedding?’


‘Yes! The wedding! It’s in three months! And I haven’t done anything! It’s going to be a disaster! What am I going to do? I’m so sorry to call you at such a ridiculous hour but I haven’t been sleeping and you were the only person I could think of to make me feel better about all this!’


I breathed a sigh of relief and slumped back on my pillows, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes with a smile. It wasn’t the first time I’d received a call like that from a bride or groom. I’d been a bridesmaid many times before and there is always a moment of panic when nothing feels like it’s coming together and suddenly that looming date seems much closer than it was the day before.


And who wouldn’t experience it? Hello, you’re organising a celebration for the people you care about most on the planet! Anyone would be seized by fear. I completely get it. Luckily, by then, I also happened to be well practised in handling it.


So, first things first: calm the bride or groom. ‘Cara, I need you to take deep breaths for me.’


‘But my brain is just so frazzled with work and I haven’t even looked at the caterer’s menu and I think I may have told the florist I was happy with lilies but you know how Mike’s mum feels about lilies and I don’t know what I was thinking and we still need to book a DJ and no one is going to be available at this—’


‘Deep, deep breaths,’ I interrupted gently. ‘Breathe with me here. Deep breath in and deep breath out. Deep breath in and deep breath out. That’s it. And again. Very good, you’re doing really well.’


Next step: make them feel better about their panic. ‘Keep doing those deep breaths for me. Great. Now, Cara, this is completely normal – everyone has these moments in the lead-up to a wedding. It can feel very overwhelming and like you don’t have the time to get everything sorted.’


Followed by: a reality check. ‘I completely understand that three months doesn’t sound very long but most of the issues you’re worrying about right now can be sorted in a matter of minutes, at most hours, and you have about ninety days to get it done. Plenty of time!’


Then it’s all about: practicality and making them feel in control. ‘This is what we’ll do. We’ll make a neat list of everything that still needs to be done so it feels a little more ordered – I’m sure it’s a bit of a jumble in your brain and that’s making you worry. Once you have everything listed, you’ll feel much calmer.’


‘I do have a spreadsheet,’ she said. ‘None of it’s done, but it’s listed.’


‘Perfect! You pop that across to me now if you like, or in the morning.’


Move into: their support network. ‘You’re not in this alone, Cara. Why do you think bridesmaid and usher roles exist? We’re here to help you, whatever you need. Don’t be afraid to ask or delegate. How about I come over for a cup of coffee tomorrow and we can go through everything that needs to be done and work out who can be in charge of it? I can come to the office.’


‘You – you’d do that?’


‘Yeah! Can you spare your lunch hour?’


‘I guess.’


‘I’ll be there. I know a couple of DJs from some weddings I’ve been at who are local to your venue, so we can check them out. Plus there’s loads of time to talk to the florist and change things, no problem. I’ll call her, if you like, and report back if she has any questions.’


Nicely setting you up for: reminding them what this is all about. ‘Honestly, Cara, it’s going to be the best day, no matter what happens, because everyone is there to celebrate you and Mike getting married. Nothing else matters.’


‘I suppose. There’s just so much pressure for it to be perfect.’


And crucially concluding with: laughter. ‘It will be. Even if the DJ is shit because no one’s available and we end up having to hire Uncle Fred to play the first dance on that bloody tin whistle.’


She burst into giggles. ‘Oh, my God, do you remember the Christmas he got that?’


‘How could I forget? I’ll never forgive my mum. She thought it would be a lovely token from her trip to Dublin.’


‘It was the worst. I don’t think my ears have ever recovered.’


‘Yeah, well, it was also around then that Granny went deaf. Coincidence? I don’t think so. Dad may have hidden the tin whistle after the second Christmas he tried to play it for us all. Poor Uncle Fred never found it.’


‘And here I was panicking about insignificant details like lilies when I should have been working out how we can track down a new tin whistle in time for Uncle Fred to perform a solo during the signing of the register!’ She chuckled and let out a long sigh. ‘Sophie, thank you. I needed a laugh. And you’re right about everything, as usual. It’ll be fine. I think I just got a bit overwhelmed.’


‘Anyone would! There’s nothing to thank me for. Tomorrow we’ll get this show on the road. It’ll be perfect, you’ll see. Go and get some sleep.’


‘You really are the best. Hey, you know what, Sophie?’ she said, yawning. ‘You should do this as a job.’


‘Take late-night phone calls? That seems . . . creepy.’


‘No! Being a bridesmaid. You’ve been to, like, a billion weddings and you know your stuff. And you love them, so you’d be doing something you’re passionate about. Seriously, I feel sorry for the people who don’t have you in their bridal party. It could be a full-time career. You could be a professional bridesmaid.’


‘What? That’s not a thing.’


‘It could be.’


I snorted. ‘OK, sure, Cara. I’ll just become a professional bridesmaid.’


‘Why not? It’s like what you’re doing now, but instead of having corporate bosses, you become, like, a PA to brides.’


‘Your lack of sleep’s caused you to become delirious. That already exists! Ever heard of wedding planners?’


‘Yeah, but people don’t always want to hire a planner because they like to put together their own weddings. I wouldn’t hire a wedding planner, even though I desperately need the help! A professional bridesmaid, however, would be there to support the bride and help her plan without losing her mind along the way. Much cooler. Anyway, you should think about it.’


‘OK, crazy lady. Get some sleep, please.’


‘Night, Sophie. And thank you.’


I hung up and nestled back into my pillows, ready to get a few more hours’ sleep before I had to be up for work. But the next day I was unable to get the idea out of my head. A professional bridesmaid? It was ridiculous. Completely absurd.


Wasn’t it?


*  *  *


The Monday morning after Michelle and Harrison’s wedding, I stroll into my office (OK, it’s not really an office, it’s a tiny cupboard room in my south London flat with a desk in it, but whatever) and turn on my laptop to find 534 unread emails waiting for me since I checked last night.


This isn’t unusual. I’m not just in touch with the bride and groom for each wedding, but also various family members, suppliers and venues.


Still. I’m going to need another coffee.


I wander back from my office (OK, fine, cupboard) into the kitchen and put the kettle on. While I wait for it to boil, I smooth the pink blouse I’m wearing for work today. Even though I’m self-employed, I always prepare for work just as I did when I worked as a personal assistant in the City. I get up at six, shower, do my make-up and pick an office-appropriate outfit.


Cara always makes fun of me for doing this – ‘Just work from home in your pyjamas like a normal person’ – but I never know when I’ll have to rush out for emergency meetings. For example, the other day I was in the middle of trying to book a quaint cottage in the countryside for a client’s hen do when I got an urgent call from a bride asking if I could come straight away to speak to her father, who had fallen out with her over the guest list. I had to rush out of the flat and get there before all hell broke loose. I’ve witnessed huge family fall-outs over the guest list, and it was crucial I arrived before anyone said something they regretted.


Luckily, I got there just in time to calm the situation and encourage a compromise: the guest list would include Nick and Sarah, the father of the bride’s neighbours, whom the bride had never met, but we couldn’t extend the invitation to his entire Friday Wine Club. The members would, however, be invited to the Sunday BBQ.


Father and bride are, happily, still talking to each other.


But they might not have been if I’d arrived a few minutes later, having had to change out of my pyjamas before leaving.


Cara is the only person who knows my real job, aside from my parents and, of course, the clients. To everyone else, I’m a PA for some finance office in the City. I can’t risk anyone else finding out because it would ruin one of my biggest selling points: no one needs to know I’ve been hired to be there. This is strangely appealing to a lot of brides and their families – they don’t want anyone thinking they can’t handle organising their big day.


A large part of my job is learning everything I need to know about the bride to convince the guests and, more often than not, the bridal party, that we’re the best of friends and there’s a very good reason they’ve never heard of me before – I’ve been living in the rainforests of Guatemala for the past five years or I’m in the Witness Protection Programme.


Yeah, I know. I’ve got creative.


The kettle clicks and I make my coffee, thinking about everything I need to do today, which includes calling the string quartet performing at the wedding next weekend and asking them to please remove Kanye West’s ‘Gold Digger’ from the proposed set list they sent me (really, guys? Really?). As I stir in the milk, I hear the post arrive and, taking my mug, I go to pick it up and bring it into my office, plonking it on my desk and myself in my chair, ready to tackle those emails.


But something in the pile of letters catches my eye: an expensive-looking, thick cream envelope with my name written across it in elegant calligraphy.


If anyone can recognise a wedding invitation, it’s me.


The thing is, I already have the wedding invitations I’m expecting from my personal life. I don’t know anyone else getting married. Intrigued, I pick it up, admiring the style of the envelope and the neat wax seal on the back. My heart does a little flutter at how gorgeous it is.


Uh-oh. Am I potentially turned on by this exquisite stationery?


‘I need to go on a date with a human,’ I say aloud to no one.


Opening the envelope, I pull out the gilt-edged invitation. As I read the names of the happy couple, any good feelings I woke up with vanish in an instant.


*  *  *


From: info@allaboardpartytours.co.uk


To: Sophie.Breeze@zapmail.co.uk


Subject: HEN DO JUNE 2022


 


Hi Sophie,


Thanks for your query about the ALL ABOARD PARTY TOUR: HEN DO SPECIAL on 4 June 2022 for 20 people.


It is a fun-filled excursion down the canal on your very own party boat, with a bottle of prosecco for every hen . . . two bottles for the bride!


Would you like to upgrade to the stripper package?


Best wishes,


Tina


 


 


From: Sophie.Breeze@zapmail.co.uk


To: info@allaboardpartytours.co.uk


Subject: Re: HEN DO JUNE 2022


 


Hi Tina,


Great, thank you for getting back to me.


What exactly is the stripper package?


Best wishes,


Sophie


 


 


From: info@allaboardpartytours.co.uk


To: Sophie.Breeze@zapmail.co.uk


Subject: Re: re: HEN DO JUNE 2022


 


Hi Sophie,


You, the bride and your hens will just love the ALL ABOARD PARTY TOUR: HEN DO SPECIAL STRIPPER PACKAGE!


For a small extra fee, it is a fun-filled excursion down the canal on your very own party boat, with a bottle of prosecco for every hen . . . two bottles for the bride!


And a stripper!


Would you like to upgrade?


Best wishes,


Tina


 


 


From: Sophie.Breeze@zapmail.co.uk


To: info@allaboardpartytours.co.uk


Subject: Re: re: re: HEN DO JUNE 2022


 


Hi Tina,


Wow. Thank you for that further information.


Do we get to choose the stripper?


Best wishes,


Sophie


 


 


From: info@allaboardpartytours.co.uk


To: Sophie.Breeze@zapmail.co.uk


Subject: Re: re: re: re: HEN DO JUNE 2022


 


Hi Sophie,


Of course!


Nearer the time I will send you photos of the strippers available and you can choose* the HOTTEST HUNK for your ALL ABOARD PARTY TOUR: HEN DO SPECIAL STRIPPER PACKAGE!


*We cannot guarantee the stripper you choose will be the one performing on your cruise on the day.


Best wishes,


Tina


 


 


From: Sophie.Breeze@zapmail.co.uk


To: info@allaboardpartytours.co.uk


Subject: Re: re: re: re: re: HEN DO JUNE 2022


 


Hi Tina,


I’ll consult the bride and get back to you on this.


Best wishes,


Sophie


 


From: info@allaboardpartytours.co.uk


To: Sophie.Breeze@zapmail.co.uk


Subject: Re: re: re: re: re: re: HEN DO JUNE 2022


 


Hi Sophie,


Don’t forget we also offer the ALL ABOARD PARTY TOUR: HEN DO SPECIAL STRIPPER PREMIUM PACKAGE!


For a small extra fee, it is a fun-filled excursion down the canal on your very own party boat, with a bottle of prosecco for every hen . . . two bottles for the bride!


And a stripper . . . performing CIRCUS SKILLS!*


*We cannot guarantee the circus skills your stripper will choose to perform on the day.


Best wishes,


Tina










Chapter 2


‘Daniel invited you to his wedding?’ Cara shrieks, staring at the invitation I’ve just handed her. ‘Is he insane?’


I shrug and take a gulp of wine. ‘Maybe it’s a gesture.’


‘A gesture of what?’


‘A gesture of . . . I don’t know. Goodwill?’


‘He is such a wanker.’


I swallow more of my wine. Cara takes a deep breath, watching me closely, and slides the invitation back across the table. We’re in a fancy near-empty bar a few doors down from her office. We tend to end up here whenever something big happens to one of us, like the day after Cara had her wedding meltdown, or the time when I landed my first professional-bridesmaid job, or today, when my ex-boyfriend sends me his wedding invitation.


‘What are you going to do?’ Cara says, folding her arms.


‘What do you mean?’


‘Are you going to reply?’


‘Of course.’ I frown, shoving the invitation into my bag and out of sight. ‘It’s a wedding. It would be unacceptable not to reply.’


She snorts. ‘But it’s totally acceptable for him to send the invitation in the first place.’


I shrug and pour myself another glass.


Her expression softens. ‘Are you OK?’ she asks gently.


‘I’m fine,’ I say, as confidently as I can. ‘I’m fine.’


‘But it wasn’t that long ago you broke up and . . .’ She trails off.


I know what she was going to say. Everyone knows. Daniel was the love of my life. He broke my heart. I haven’t met anyone since. I haven’t even been on a date since. And he’s getting married. To Francesca, the girl he met in June last year, two months after breaking up with me.


Oh, God. I’m going to need tequila.


‘We’re going to need tequila,’ Cara says, getting up to go to the bar.


I met Daniel in my first year of university. We were in the same halls and became close friends, along with everyone else in our block. He was the one who admitted it first, on a drunken fancy-dress night during the second term. I was dressed as a grasshopper. He was dressed as a ham and cheese sandwich. We were outside chatting with some of our friends, and they slowly drifted away until it was just me and him. We were in the middle of talking about High School Musical 2 when he blurted out his feelings for me. I was so stunned, I didn’t say anything. I just stared at him. Then one of our friends came out of the bar and threw up into the plant pot by the door and I had to take her home.


After that, nothing happened for ages. Our friends always talked about it. They kept telling me he really did like me, but I wasn’t convinced. We were so different. He was popular, fun, and outgoing, the life of the party, always doing hilarious, crazy things. I, on the other hand, was so sensible and reliable that at junior school my headmistress asked if I would mind being head girl and head boy. I proudly became the first head person the school had ever had.


Not only were Daniel and I very different, but I was also terrified. I felt so lucky to be friends with him. I wanted to protect that friendship. I didn’t want our group to change.


One night, after a few too many vodka shots, I admitted to my friends that, OK, I did quite like him. And that same night he kissed another girl in our friendship group.


‘You see?’ I wailed, when we got home and I climbed into the empty bath for a deep, meaningful conversation with two of my housemates. ‘He doesn’t actually like me. Not seriously.’


The confusing do-we-really-like-each-other saga continued until third year, when, in Cara’s phrasing, we decided to ‘get over ourselves’ and started going out properly. And it was perfect. We knew each other so well, we’d been such good friends, that the relationship was easy. Daniel and Sophie. Sophie and Daniel. Everyone had known it was going to happen. It was meant to be. Nothing about our friendship group changed, except nights out were much more fun because Daniel and I weren’t getting irrationally jealous or pretending that we didn’t want to be around each other all the time. When we all moved to London after graduating, we didn’t want to move in together straight away as that wasn’t sensible, but we spent so much time together that soon it wasn’t sensible to live apart.


I couldn’t believe I’d been so lucky as to find someone like him. He was The One. He made me laugh all the time. I felt guilty when my single friends complained about dating and the difficulty of finding someone. I felt I didn’t deserve to be so happy.


Then eight years after we got over ourselves and got together, he got over me.


I didn’t see it coming. That was the most humiliating thing about it. I had no idea. Not one clue, right up until the evening he sat me down on the sofa to chat. I was completely ignorant. A true idiot to be so smug in a relationship I thought was a happy one.


He didn’t love me any more, he said. He was so sorry.


‘Here we go,’ Cara says, placing a shot with a lemon slice in front of me and holding up hers to clink.


We down our shots and I grimace at the burning sensation in my throat followed by the sourness of the lemon.


‘Did you know about the engagement?’ I ask, as she takes her seat. ‘Did Jen or anyone tell you?’


As we’re so close, Cara has become an honorary member of my friendship group, having visited me several times at university, then being dragged along to most parties I’ve ever gone to as my support crew. Already a key figure in the circle, she became indispensable after Daniel broke up with me and I had to see him at the occasional pub gathering with all our mutual friends. While others, like Jen, had to be neutral, Cara was firmly on my side.


‘Sophie, of course I didn’t know,’ she says gently. ‘I would have told you.’


‘They must have been engaged a while. Or they’re getting married super-quickly. I can’t believe they managed to secure Belmond Manor at short notice – it’s one of the most sought-after venues. Although I suppose they are getting married in February, so it’s not peak-season. You should google Belmond Manor when you have a moment. It really is the most beautiful place . . .’ I trail off.


‘But, really, why did he invite you?’ Cara asks, still confused. ‘It doesn’t make any sense.’


‘Maybe he felt it would be unfair to invite the whole group from university and not me. He wouldn’t want me to feel left out. He was always quite thoughtful like that.’


‘Oh, come on! You’re thirty-one! This isn’t the school playground.’


‘Well, that’s the only reason I can think of. We always got on well. And things haven’t been the same with our uni group since we broke up. It’s been so awkward for everyone. Maybe he wants to change that and make it better between us. Maybe he wants us to be, you know, friends.’


‘By inviting you to his wedding? Sophie, if he’d wanted to be pals, he would have invited you to bloody dinner at Pizza Express or something. And maybe if he’d wanted to stay friends, he wouldn’t have shacked up with someone only two months after ending an eight-year relationship, and wouldn’t have proposed to her after a year.’ Cara shakes her head, her lips pursed. ‘I hope I bump into him soon so I can punch him in the face.’


I laugh. ‘Well, then, I hope you don’t bump into him. He never did anything wrong.’


‘Ha!’


‘Technically, he didn’t! Yes, it was fast, but he didn’t cheat on me. Look, Cara, I know you’re worried but I’ll be fine. I know I will be. It’s just . . . opening that envelope, it was like all the pain I thought I’d finally got over came flooding back. Eight years of my life wasted on someone who’s proposed to someone else after just one. Meanwhile, I’m sitting at home alone, attracted to premium thick matt envelopes with an eggshell finish. Ugh.’ I rest my forehead on the table. ‘I’m a disaster.’


‘You’re not,’ Cara says, patting the top of my head. ‘Although we should maybe talk about the envelope thing another time.’


‘What’s wrong with me?’


I lift my head from the table to look at her. A beer mat is stuck to my face. Brilliant.


‘For God’s sake!’ I cry, as Cara reaches over to peel it off sympathetically. ‘See? I’m a mess. Someone who downs shots of tequila on a Monday night and walks around with beer mats stuck to their face!’


‘That’s a slight exaggeration and you don’t normally do tequila on a Monday night. You’re the most sensible, in-control-of-everything person I know. No one would ever describe you as a mess,’ she assures me, signalling for the barman to bring us two more shots. ‘Look, that invitation was a cruel shock. Reply and forget it. Focus on your career. You have so much going for you right now! Daniel was never supportive of you! Do you remember how he used to tease you about your love of weddings? And not in a nice way but in a really snobby way? And now look! Without him, you’ve made a career out of your passion.’


I nod slowly. ‘You’re right.’


‘Of course I am. Eugh, don’t let Daniel’s wedding invitation throw you off course. You’re much happier now than you ever were with him.’


The barman brings over the shots and lemon slices. We clink glasses, down them and slam them back on the table.


‘Yes, I need to remain focused on work instead of my disastrous personal life. I need the brides and the brides need me.’


‘They certainly do. Any fun weddings you’re working on at the moment?’


‘All of them are wonderful in their own way,’ I declare, prompting her to roll her eyes. ‘But I could do with the next big project coming my way.’


‘I thought you were crazy busy.’


‘It’s coming to the end of wedding season. I have some over the next few months but not many. I need to drive all thoughts of Daniel and his posh one out of my brain. I could do with having absolutely no time to think,’ I say determinedly.


‘You could try . . . oh, I don’t know . . . dating?’ Cara says, with a sly smile. ‘You haven’t done that in a while. It might take up some time and it would be an excellent distraction.’


‘I’d rather spend my time guiding people in choosing the perfect napkin colour that reflects them as a couple.’


‘When was the last time you had sex?’


I pretend to be distracted by the drinks menu.


‘Sophie?’ she presses. ‘Have you had sex since you broke up with Daniel?’


‘I’ve been very busy with—’


‘So it’s been over a year, huh.’


‘Hey! That’s not too bad,’ I say, throwing the beer mat at her. ‘I’m busy. And we were together for eight years! It’s not been easy to move on, then jump into bed with someone else. Obviously, he didn’t find it all that difficult.’


‘Mike has a colleague I think you’d click with,’ she says, throwing the beer mat back across the table at me. ‘He’s good-looking and loves dogs.’


‘What more could a gal want? I’ll consider it but, honestly, I’m all right for now.’


‘Fair enough.’ She holds up her glass. ‘To us! Being all right for now.’


I clink mine with hers. ‘Cheers to that.’


‘And you know what else?’ she says, a little too loudly. ‘Fuck Daniel and his eggshell invitation, or whatever you said it is. His voice was so booming and his hair was always stupid.’


I burst out laughing. We spend another hour in the bar, drinking wine and talking about Daniel’s flaws, until we remember it’s a Monday night and we should probably get home. I give Cara a huge hug before I get on the tube to Balham, thanking her for being there in my moment of need.


‘Not a problem, favourite cousin,’ she slurs, heading towards the Central Line. ‘And remember, let yourself have a moment to be down, then RSVP, say no, and forget about it. You’re all right for now, remember.’


It’s sound advice. I need to let myself be down about it tonight and tomorrow I’ll move forward. I’ll reply and forget this ever happened.


I get home and slump onto the sofa. I scroll through various playlists on my phone until I find the song I’m looking for and press play. Katy Perry’s ‘The One That Got Away’ begins blaring through my Bluetooth speakers. I let out a ‘Ha’. Cara will find it so funny when I tell her I picked this song to listen to, over all the great songs about love and loss out there.


Then I pull the invitation out of my bag and clutch it to my chest, closing my eyes as tears roll down my cheeks.


*  *  *


Tuesday, 8 a.m. Phone rings.


 


ME: Hello?


TIMMY: Sophie? It’s Timmy. Why is your voice so croaky?


ME: Sorry, late night.


TIMMY: Working?


ME: Sure.


TIMMY: Is now a good time to chat? I need some advice.


ME: It’s always a good time. I’m your bridesmaid! That’s what I’m here for. How can I help?


TIMMY: I’ve been thinking about the chairs.


ME: Which chairs? Ceremony or reception?


TIMMY: Ceremony. I have a vision.


ME: Go on.


TIMMY: Picture it . . . Grey. Chiffon. Sashes.


(Pause)


TIMMY: So, what do you think?


ME: Brilliant.


TIMMY: Really?


ME: Yes. Perfect. What sort of chair do you picture it on?


TIMMY: There are different types?


ME: Yes, and you can have whatever you like. The venue offers a selection. I can make a suggestion?


TIMMY: Tell me.


ME: Chiavari. Traditional, elegant, a bit rustic, and it will look classy with the grey sash.


TIMMY: Let me google it, hang on . . .


(Pause)


TIMMY: OMG. Love it.


ME: It suits you and the vibe you’re going for, I think.


TIMMY: You’re a genius.


ME: Nah, just doing my job.


TIMMY: Chiavari, eh? Who knew chairs were so important? You’re the best. I’ll be in touch soon about the wedding favours too.


ME: I look forward to it. Have a good day!


TIMMY: You, too. Oh, and, Sophie?


ME: Yes?


TIMMY: Strong coffee, ibuprofen and Hula Hoops, sweetheart. The hangover will be gone by midday.


ME: I’m not—


BEEEEEEEEEP










Chapter 3


Just as Timmy hangs up, my doorbell goes.


I groan, pulling the duvet over my head. It will be the postman with some kind of delivery and, hopefully, he’ll leave it with another flat in the building for me to pick up later. Why did I decide to drink so heavily on a Monday night? What was I thinking? And tequila. I’m going to kill Cara. Does she think we’re still twenty? Were those shots really necessary? Why did we even . . .


Oh, yeah. Daniel’s wedding invitation. That’s why.


I think I’m going to throw up.


Seconds later the buzzer goes again, and when I still don’t respond, it goes off a few more times. Realising now that it can only be a frantic bride in a state of panic, I slide my legs out of bed and sit up, pushing my tangled hair back from my forehead. I grab my dressing gown from the back of the door and throw it on, quickly forming in my head an I-look-like-this-because-I’m-super-sick line to give whichever bride I’m faced with, hoping they won’t think I’m horribly unprofessional.


‘Hello?’ I say into the intercom.


‘Sophie? My God, is that you? You sound awful! What’s happened to your voice? Are you hung-over? On a Tuesday? Is that why you were so slow in coming to the door? I thought you might be dead!’


I close my eyes, the pain in my head suddenly much sharper than it was before. ‘Mum. Hi.’


‘Are you going to buzz me in?’


‘Do I have a choice?’ I mutter, under my breath, pressing the button and leaving my front door off the latch in preparation.


I shuffle into the kitchen and start filling the kettle. I hear her talking as she comes up the stairs, before she’s even in the flat, her voice echoing around the walls of the building. I put the kettle aside, realising that painkillers are a lot more necessary right now.


‘Why are the walls so scruffy? And this carpet could do with a proper vacuum. Is a dog living in this building? Hairs everywhere! And what’s that smell? It’s like seaweed.’


She bustles into the flat, spying me in the kitchen holding the paracetamol. ‘What happened?’ she asks, her eyes widening as she hangs her coat and handbag on a coat-hook. ‘Did you get robbed?’


‘What?’ I take the paracetamol and a gulp of water. ‘Why would you think I’d been robbed? The flat isn’t messy.’


‘No, but you look dreadful!’


‘And you naturally jump to the conclusion that I’ve been robbed.’


‘Well, something’s happened, Sophie. It’s a Tuesday and you’re popping pills like there’s no tomorrow! I hope you’re not doing this on a daily basis?’


I rub my temples. ‘I just have a headache, Mum. I’m not a drug addict.’


She makes her way into the kitchen and takes over kettle duty, switching it on, then reaching for two mugs from the cupboard. ‘You’re hung-over, then?’


‘I’m sick.’


She raises her eyebrows and gives me the look that only parents can, even when you’re in your thirties. ‘Are you really sick?’


‘Technically, yes.’


‘From alcohol?’


‘Do the details matter? I’m sick, and that’s all there is to it.’


‘Was it a date?’ she asks, neatly placing two teabags in the mugs. My mum does everything very delicately, even when it comes to everyday things like making tea.


‘In a manner of speaking. It was a date with Cara.’


‘Why were you out with Cara on a Monday night?’


‘Wait a second. Why are you here?’


‘How nice of you!’


‘You know what I mean,’ I say, rolling my eyes – it hurts. ‘It’s lovely to see you, Mum, but what are you doing at my flat on a Tuesday morning?’


‘You forgot about our brunch.’


I frown and plod past her, heading into the bedroom to find my phone and check my calendar. She’s right, of course. We have a catch-up brunch scheduled for today. I go to stand in the kitchen doorway. ‘Mum, it’s eight thirty a.m.’


‘Yes?’ she says, as she pours boiling water.


‘Do you understand the meaning of brunch? It’s breakfast and lunch pushed together.’


‘That’s right.’


I stare at her. ‘So why are you here now?’ I ask, hoping the paracetamol kicks in soon.


She gets the milk from the fridge, her forehead creased. ‘You said to meet you for brunch. So, here I am.’


If my head didn’t hurt already, I’d be banging it against the wall.


‘Yes! But brunch isn’t at eight thirty! That would be breakfast!’


‘It’s all very confusing,’ she says, with an exaggerated sigh, handing me my tea. ‘Anyway, I’m here now.’


There’s no point in continuing this battle. I’ve already lost. This situation is so Mum that I really should have been better prepared. There’s no doubt that my organisation skills come from her side of the family. Dad is the complete opposite, head in the clouds, loses everything, never quite sure where he’s meant to be but having a jolly time along the way. Mum, on the other hand, has several colour-coded diaries and takes great pains never to be on time for anything. She is, instead, always early. In this case, several hours.


Before she retired a year ago, Mum worked in public relations for TV personalities and was so used to dealing efficiently with the consequences of bad press that she’s the master of finding solutions and opportunities in any life hiccup that comes her way. She’s smart, busy and practical, and has a resting pensive expression as though she’s already trying to work out how best to deal with the next problem before it’s even happened. Having such a sensible mum is mostly a good thing, especially when things go wrong and she can set you on the right path, but it can also be quite intense.


I always feel exhausted after a conversation with her.


‘So, are you going to answer my question?’ she says, moving into the lounge and perching on the sofa.


Thank goodness I hoovered yesterday or there would have been a comment. Her house in Putney is always tidy, everything where it should be. Dad likes to move coasters on purpose just to see her reaction: ‘Here you go, a nice cup of t— Hang on! Where’s the coaster that should be on this table? I don’t know how this— Oh, there it is! On the table over there! How did that happen? I must have moved it. Anyway, here you are, darling, a nice cup of tea on the correct coaster.’


He does this at least twice a week and she still has no idea how things move.


‘Which question was that?’ I ask.


‘Why were you and Cara out drinking heavily on a Monday night? It’s not like you.’


I’ll have to tell her eventually. I scan the room for the invitation and see it poking out from the side of the sofa behind Mum. Oh, yeah. I held it last night while I listened to sad pop songs. God, I’m tragic.


‘This is why.’ I hold it out to her. ‘I’m going to get into the shower. I have a hundred things to do this morning.’


‘Oh, Sophie,’ she says sadly, reading the invitation.


‘I’m fine. Honestly,’ I say, as chirpily as I can, heading into the bathroom. ‘I just needed to have a rant last night to Cara and now I’m ready to forget about it.’


I lock the door and catch a glimpse of myself in the bathroom mirror. I look awful and feel instantly ashamed of myself. Ashamed and annoyed that I’ve let Daniel have this effect on me when I’m over him – make me sleep in past my alarm, cause me to be irresponsibly hung-over when I’ve got lots to do and leave me feeling like I’m somehow failing at life when I know I’m not.


Having said that, I do notice from my reflection that I removed the makeup from one eye last night, clearly forgetting I have two.


‘Pull yourself together,’ I say, turning the shower on. ‘You’re better than this.’


I’m going to reply to that invitation, forget about it and continue with my life. Yes. That’s right. In your face, Daniel. I will not be attending your stupid wedding with its stupid perfect invitations and stupid dream venue with a stupid four-course fine dining menu. Instead I’m going to do something awesome. Something Daniel would never expect me to do. Something outrageous. Something daring and different. Something completely out there. Something impressive that makes people go, ‘Wow!’


Something like . . . sky-diving! Why not? Throw myself out of a plane. I can do that. I’ll book it for Daniel’s wedding day.


Then if he happens to ask one of our mutual friends what I’m doing that means I can’t go to his wedding, they’ll be like ‘Oh, Sophie? Yeah, she’s sky-diving.’


BOOM. Take that Daniel.


Then he’ll be like ‘What? Sophie’s sky-diving? That’s so brave and crazy and amazing! I got her so wrong. I never deserved her. She’d never want me back.’


And whoever he’s talking to will go, ‘Nah, mate, she wouldn’t.’


I step into the shower feeling empowered. By the time I finish, I’m ready to get to work and stop feeling sorry for myself.


‘Do you want to talk about it?’ Mum says carefully, when I emerge from my room dressed and scrolling through emails.


‘Talk about what?’


‘The invitation.’


‘Thanks, Mum, but I’ve done too much talking about it already. Where is it? I’ll put it on my desk and RSVP later today.’


‘Uh-huh.’ She nods slowly, handing it over.


I take it, smiling. ‘It’s OK, Mum. I’m going to say no.’


‘Ah.’ Her shoulders relax. ‘Well, that’s the right decision. He shouldn’t have invited you. A cruel thing to do.’


‘I don’t think he was going for cruel.’ I laugh. ‘I think he was trying to be nice.’


‘Don’t let it get you down. You’re better off without him.’


‘I think so.’


‘You’ve got plenty going on in your life. No time to worry about the past.’


‘Exactly.’


‘He was always sponging off you. Depending on you. Dad and I never liked him.’


‘Sure.’


‘Do you know what you need?’


‘A Bloody Mary?’


‘Someone to spoil you! Someone to get excited about. You work so hard! And although I’m fully supportive of the fantastic career path you’ve chosen,’ she emphasises, ‘I am slightly aware that it might not be too healthy to be around weddings all the time when you’ve got Daniel’s to deal with.’


‘It’s OK, Mum,’ I assure her. ‘I don’t see it that way. These weddings are my job.’


‘I read about a new company the other day, which organises dates for groups, rather than one-on-one. That way you can go with some friends and have a good time even if you don’t meet someone in the group you’re matched with.’


‘Mum,’ I groan, ‘please, no dating advice.’


‘I would never dream of it,’ she says, looking shocked. ‘I’m simply saying you deserve a fun night out being spoilt by a dashing young man.’


As far as parents go when it comes to dating, mine really aren’t pushy. Mum’s always been much more interested in my career and my financial stability, and I haven’t given her the easiest of rides, announcing after several years of being a PA that I was moving into a career of being a bridesmaid. That I suddenly became single again at thirty didn’t faze them at all in comparison with that.


‘Daniel’s actions are beyond me,’ she continues. ‘But perhaps we can put a positive spin on it. Maybe it’s the motivation you need to get back out there. When you’re ready, of course. You know, see who’s who.’


I can’t help but smile. ‘Thanks, Mum. I’ll consider it. And now that this awkward conversation has come to a natural end, I’ve got some phone calls to make and emails to sort before we grab brunch.’


She holds up her hands. ‘I won’t get in your way. I can just . . .’ she glances around the room, her eyes coming to rest on the stack of bridal magazines on the coffee-table ‘. . . do some reading. Maybe I can help with one of your weddings.’


I leave her happily flicking through the latest copy of Bridal and head into my office (cupboard). I’m in the middle of answering an email about fabrics when Mum appears.


‘Don’t tell me you’re bored already. Seriously, Mum, you can’t order brunch before ten o’clock at the earliest.’


‘Look!’ she exclaims, shoving the magazine in my face. It’s open on the page of engagement announcements.


‘What?’


‘The daughter of the Marchioness of Meade is engaged!’


‘Yeah, Lady Cordelia,’ I say, looking at the picture of her standing next to her fiancé at some posh London event, a huge diamond sparkling on her left hand. ‘I saw that last week.’


‘I can’t believe I didn’t know about this!’


As much as I don’t really appreciate my mum interrupting my work to tell me a celebrity is engaged, I understand why she’s so excited.


Lady Cordelia Swann is one of those household names that every generation knows, from parents to teenagers. The only daughter in one of the oldest, most aristocratic families in Britain, not to mention one of the wealthiest, she’s been in the society pages from the age of two. Girls at my school were obsessed with her and her best friend, Lady Annabel Porthouse – they were our age and always went to the coolest parties, had famous boyfriends, wore the best designers. Lady Cordelia’s mum had been a model in the sixties and a socialite before she married the marquess. Lady Cordelia has kind of faded from the public eye over the past few years, becoming more private as she got older, but the Swann family are still very well-known.


They even made a TV movie about Lady Cordelia’s life, focusing on the period she lived in her Chelsea townhouse during her twenties with a famous rock star. It was called Lady Cordelia Swann: The Wild Years. It was about as good as it sounds.


‘This will be the wedding of the century,’ Mum continues, looking at me hopefully. ‘That’s why I thought you’d be interested. You should write to Lady Cordelia Swann and offer your services.’


‘What? Don’t be ridiculous. She’ll be hiring the most expensive wedding planner in the country.’


‘Well, she’s a fool. You’re the best person for the job.’


‘A typical thing for a mum to say.’ I smile at her. ‘But thanks all the same.’


She takes the magazine back and gives a drawn-out sigh. ‘Shame. Imagine working on a wedding like that.’


‘Yeah,’ I say, getting back to my email. ‘Imagine.’


*  *  *


WhatsApp Group ‘Clare’s Hen’


 


Hi everyone! Super excited to celebrate Clare’s hen with you all in a couple of weeks! When you have a moment, please can you click on this link and fill in your menu choices and any dietary requirements for the Saturday night meal. Thanks! And a reminder that Clare has asked for the theme to be RAVE so please bring bright colourful outfits and I’ll supply glow sticks and plenty of neon face paint!


Thanks so much xxx


http://marcosrestaurantbrighton.co.uk/


 


Jessica


Excitingggg! I’m gluten-free, hope that’s OK!


 


No problem at all!


Just fill that in on that link J


 


Corinne


OMG CAN’T WAIT! Is there a vegan option?


 


Absolutely! If you follow that link it


shows all the options


 


Rachel


EEEEEEEE!! Woop woop! So excited for this!


Can I just ask what the dress code is? Do we need to wear specific clothes?


 


So excited too! Yes, the theme is RAVE so


please wear bright clothing! J


 


Fran


Amazing!! OMG shall I bring neon face paint?


 


That’s so lovely of you to offer, but don’t worry,


I’ve got the neon face paint ready to go!!


 


Rachel


We should SO buy those glow sticks!!


Great idea!! I’ve got those at the ready


 


Sarah


YES, so excited for this.


I don’t eat seafood if that’s OK!


 


Of course, no problem! Make sure you pop that in the dietary requirements when you follow the link


 


Sarah


I’m not allergic or anything, I just don’t like it J


 


Ah, no problem! There’s lots of other tasty


options on the menu and only one seafood


choice I think, so have a look when you click


the link and see what you think


 


Mandy


This is going to be AMAZING!


Please can I get the steak frites?


 


Of course! If you select that option


once you’ve clicked through on the


link that’s all sorted for you J


 


Naomi


I’ve filled in my choice, thanks so much


for organising! What should we wear for


the meal? Is it black tie or anything?


 


Thanks for filling it in! The theme for


Saturday night is RAVE, so please don


some colourful clothes


 


Holly


Can’t wait for this, work is the worst at the moment so need to get away! Excellent theme, do you need me to pick up some neon face paint or anything?


Or is it not that vibe?


 


Thanks so much but no need to worry,


I’ve got neon face paint ready to go!


 


Jenna


I’m so sorry to be difficult but I’m now a


vegetarian and I also can’t have dairy!! SORRY!!


 


That’s not a problem at all! You can


select one of the vegetarian options


on the link and then just put no dairy in


the dietary requirements


 


Anna


CAN’T WAIT for this!! When you say colourful


clothes, would a yellow dress be OK? Sorry, it’s all I have!


 


That sounds great!


A yellow dress would be perfect!


 


Carey


Sorry to be late to the party, I see


I’ve missed a few messages!


So, is there a theme?










Chapter 4


[image: clip0002]


 


‘Damn it,’ Nisha whispers, examining the intricate henna on her hands and forearms. ‘I can’t find them anywhere.’


‘Find what?’ I ask, checking my sari is suitably placed over my shoulder and not about to come undone any time soon.


‘Luke’s initials,’ she tells me, turning her hands over to inspect the other side. ‘They’re supposed to be hidden in the design.’


‘If they’re supposed to be hidden, isn’t it a good thing that you can’t find them?’ I smile, admiring the ornate patterns adorning her skin.


‘Sort of.’ She sighs, lifting her arms to check around her elbows. ‘The groom has to find the initials on the wedding night. If he can’t, tradition says I’ll have the upper hand throughout our marriage.’ She grins mischievously at me. ‘I want to know where they are so I can do my best to hide that part of me from him. I don’t want to start our married life with him thinking Destiny is choosing him to have the upper hand.’


I laugh, shaking my head at her. ‘Maybe they’re hidden in the henna on your feet.’


‘No, they’re definitely somewhere on my hands or arms,’ she says firmly, letting her arms fall to her side, her many bangles jangling down to her wrists. ‘He’d better not find them before I do. I’ll be pissed off if he does.’


Working with Nisha has been one of the best wedding experiences of my life. She’s having an Anglo-Indian fusion wedding, with a traditional Hindu ceremony at a grand hotel in Kent. She came across my website when she was in full panic mode a few months ago, overwhelmed with the pressures of combining the most important traditions from both cultures, but eager to have control and not let either family take over. Luke, her fiancé, is lovely but shy and disorganised, and wasn’t bringing much to the table, so Nisha, an already very busy doctor, was coping with most of the planning.


She’d explained to me before that she had a small group of close friends from when she was studying medicine, but two lived abroad and the other was a GP and mother of two so Nisha wasn’t keen to lump her with wedding errands. She hired me to play the role of Louise, a good friend and colleague. As far as everyone else knows, I’m a hospital administrator. Together we stormed her to-do list in time for today.


The celebrations kicked off at Nisha’s home yesterday with the mehndi party: all of the women gathered together and a henna artist created the designs for the bride and her guests. I’d spent hours helping Nisha and her family decorate the house with twinkling lights and bright flower arrangements across mantelpieces and other surfaces already covered with colourful tablecloths. Neon cushions were scattered across the patterned rugs in the sitting room, and I’d helped her mum hang drapes of bright pink, purple and blue along the walls and windows. I’d got pins and needles in my arms hanging dream-catchers and jars of tea-lights from the trees in the garden, but it had looked spectacular when everyone arrived.


There was music, entertainment and a copious amount of food, and everything went perfectly, except for Nisha irritating the henna artist by fidgeting. The bride has to sit very still for a long time while she has the elaborate and symbolic designs inked onto her skin, but Nisha kept wanting to get up and greet everyone as they arrived.


‘Sit still!’ the artist bellowed every time Nisha saw someone come through the door, his face so scrunched up with fury that his features almost disappeared. ‘You must be still!’


That evening it was the sangeet, which was like a mini wedding, with dancing and singing and, at one point, a flash mob – everyone in Nisha’s family had learnt the same dance and even her grandmother was swinging her hips and arms with everyone else.


Today, Nisha looks more beautiful than ever in her heavy red and gold embroidered bridal lehenga and adorned from head to toe in shimmering gold jewellery. She had known from the beginning that she wanted to stick to a traditional red and gold bridal outfit, but it had taken visits to seven shops before we found her dream look.


At six o’clock this morning, she took me aside and presented me with a pair of beautiful gold dangling earrings. I told her she wasn’t supposed to give me anything as it was my job to be there, but she looked me in the eyes, clasped my hands and said, ‘Sophie, I’m going to need you at every moment today and I’m so grateful in advance. And that is because I’m more hung-over than I’ve ever been in my life.’


I laughed but stopped when she looked as though she was about to throw up, leading her speedily to the bathroom.


I’m truly amazed that she survived the haldi ceremony this morning, which began at seven, when turmeric paste was applied to her and Luke by family and friends.


‘She looks very solemn,’ one of her aunts commented affectionately, as someone wiped turmeric across Nisha’s cheekbones. ‘Still and thoughtful as she prepares herself for her marriage.’


I agreed, deciding it best not to explain that Nisha was so still and tense because she was concentrating on not throwing up the rest of the wine she’d consumed the night before.


Luke, meanwhile, looked terrified as the paste was slathered all over his face and torso. ‘Is it meant to burn?’ he whispered to me, as more was applied to his chest and stomach.


Looking at Nisha now as she checks her striking eye makeup in the mirror one last time before we set off for her wedding ceremony, you would never have known that a few hours ago she was begging me to postpone it and let her curl up under her duvet with a cup of tea, watching old episodes of Grey’s Anatomy.


Nisha’s brother appears in the doorway. ‘The buggy’s here!’ He gestures for us to follow him. ‘Come on!’


Nisha shoots me a look and I can’t help but laugh.


Throughout the wedding preparations, she has made so many hilarious side comments to me about being driven to her wedding on a golf buggy – ‘Not a Bentley, Sophie, not a Rolls-Royce. Not even a car. I’m arriving at my wedding in a buggy. Its top speed is fifteen miles per bloody hour!’ – that it has, bizarrely, turned out to be one of the parts of the day I am most excited about.
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