

[image: cover]









 


About the author


 


 


Sophie Cousens worked in TV in London for over twelve years, producing shows such as The Graham Norton Show, Big Brother and Russell Howard’s Good News. She now lives in Jersey, where she balances her writing career with taking care of her two small children. Her debut novel, This Time Next Year, has been sold into seventeen territories and was an instant New York Times bestseller.


 


 


Also by Sophie Cousens


 


Just Haven’t Met You Yet


This Time Next Year


 










 


 


BEFORE I DO


 


 


Sophie Cousens


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: hodder-and-shoughtgun]


www.hodder.co.uk










 


 


 


 


First published in Great Britain in 2022 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © Sophie Cousens 2022


 


The right of Sophie Cousens to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


Cover illustration © Liza Rusalskaya


Cover design by Jo Myler © Hodder & Stoughton


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


eBook ISBN 978 1 529 39385 9 


 


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.hodder.co.uk 










 


 


 


 


For Tim


 










 


 


 


‘Happiness in marriage is entirely a matter of chance.’


 


Pride and Prejudice, by Jane Austen


 










prologue


Audrey, barefoot and in shock, stumbled out of the church, alone. Gripping the hem of her white silk dress, she lifted it away from the damp paving stones of the porch. She had kicked off her shoes at the altar, unable to run in three-inch heels, but without them, the wedding gown was exactly three inches too long. Stepping into daylight, she was greeted by a brilliant flash. She blinked and then looked in confusion at the photographer’s assistant, a gangly man in his early twenties with a slicked-down fringe. Why was he taking a photo now? Why was he even out here? The service wasn’t due to end for another twenty minutes. Her heart pounded in her chest; she couldn’t think clearly. What would happen now?


The photographer stood frozen to the spot – his Olympus camera held aloft. As they locked eyes, she shot him a questioning frown, then watched his expression change from concentration to concern as he took in her shoeless state, her smudged eye make-up, and finally the rising red lump on her left temple. Audrey followed his gaze down to her toes, protruding from beneath the dress. Her nails had been painted a rose hue called ‘Pinking of You’. She’d found the name funny at the time.


‘Audrey, why are you out here?’ came a voice from behind her. She turned to see Paul, the best man, and her close friend. He had followed her out of the church. ‘You should go back inside.’


‘I’m fine,’ she whispered hoarsely. She didn’t want to be in the church.


Audrey could hear sirens. Blue lights flickered in the distance. Wedding guests started to spill from the church behind Audrey and Paul now. Her almost mother-in-law, Debbie, could still be heard wailing from within. Then the paramedics were at the gate.


‘He’s in there,’ Audrey said, needlessly pointing towards the church door.


Two men in green uniform ran with a stretcher down the gravel path between the crooked gravestones. One gave her a sympathetic nod as he passed.


Paul was still in best-man mode, giving people instructions, ushering people out of their way. Noise and chatter and confusion filled the space that had been still and silent only moments before.


Audrey lifted a hand to her forehead, her head spinning. She felt the scene playing out at the wrong speed; one moment everything looked slow, the air taking on a treacly quality, all motions laboured and delayed. The next, everything zipped by, faces whipping around, voices rapid, like a tape on fast forward. She saw her stepfather, Brian, walking towards her in slow motion. She couldn’t talk to him. She couldn’t talk to anyone. Her eyes darted from left to right, as she looked for somewhere to go. She let the wind take her, around the side of the church, the soft ground wetting her feet, her broken bouquet trailing in her hand.


Audrey found a small patch of woodland between the churchyard and the road that ran through the Millward estate. She sat down on the ground with her back against a tree, not caring about the damage it might do to her white gown. Now that she was alone and still, the pace of real life was restored, and Audrey finally had a moment to think. Had it been inevitable that it would end like this? Where had everything started to go wrong? Had it been at eight minutes past eight last night, at the rehearsal dinner? Or had today’s events been set in motion many years before?
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One Day Before I Do


‘Who will be walking the bride down the aisle?’ Reverend Daniels asked, looking between Audrey at the altar and her mother, Vivien, on the front pew. He seemed unsure who he should be deferring to on the matter.


Josh reached out for Audrey’s hand and gently squeezed it, a silent show of support.


‘She will have two people walking her down the aisle, Reverend,’ Vivien announced, taking this as her cue to stand up and stage-manage proceedings. ‘Her two stepfathers, Brian and Lawrence.’


Brian and Lawrence were sitting at opposite ends of the front pew. They simultaneously raised a hand and then cautiously side-eyed each other. Vivien would have preferred her current husband, Lawrence, to be the one to escort the bride down the aisle but Audrey had expressed a preference for Brian, who had played a prominent role in her life growing up. Audrey also wanted Vivien to know that the men she had dismissed from her life would not be so easily lost from her own.


‘They’ll take one arm each,’ Vivien told the reverend, her eyes glancing back to Audrey.


‘Well, that is a lovely idea,’ said Reverend Daniels, tapping his fingertips together nervously. ‘But as you can see, the aisle at St Nicholas’s is rather on the narrow side. We’ve had problems in the past with er . . . slightly larger family members being able to walk two abreast. I’m not sure we’d manage a three way.’


Josh let out a strangled-sounding cough, and Audrey pursed her lips to keep from laughing.


Vivien paced the width of the aisle, wringing her hands as she realised that the reverend was right. Though Vivien was petite, she walked with the confidence of someone used to commanding a stage and an audience. Her brown and caramel highlighted hair was pinned back into a bun and shone like a golden flame above her simple long-sleeved black dress. Her professionally plumped lips sported their trademark slash of red.


‘Maybe a relay? Audrey could walk twice,’ Josh suggested, raising an eyebrow at Audrey. The note of sarcasm made her suspect he’d had a few pints at the ushers’ lunch earlier.


‘Then she’d end up at the wrong end,’ Lawrence pointed out, his white wispy eyebrows dancing in confusion.


‘Josh.’ Audrey shot him a playful frown and shook her head. Luckily, Vivien hadn’t heard him. Her focus was on the offending aisle, which was just sitting there, failing to be wide enough.


‘I think the whole idea of being “given away” is preposterous,’ said Hillary, who sat with his feet up on the pew in front of him, reading a copy of Playbill magazine. ‘Can’t you just walk yourself down the aisle, Auds?’


‘No, she can’t. That would look negligent, as though we have failed to come up with a respectable escort,’ Vivien shot back, her eyes darting disapprovingly to Hillary’s shoes on the pew.


‘I fear we’ll have to move on from the entrance,’ Reverend Daniels suggested with a nervous laugh, ‘I have another family coming in at seven thirty to discuss a christening.’


‘Reverend, we can’t move on until we get this right. I do wish I had been forewarned about the inadequacy of the aisle,’ asserted Vivien.


Audrey rubbed a fist against her chest, which had been feeling tight all day. This wedding was making her feel like a plate spinner, watching to see which plate was going to fall, then running to keep it turning. She wished her best friend Clara was here. Clara was good at keeping all the plates in the air.


‘Maybe Brian could walk me the first half, and Lawrence the second,’ Audrey suggested diplomatically. Vivien nodded, satisfied with this solution, and Hillary muttered in a sing-song voice, ‘Crisis averted.’


‘Excellent plan. So we’ll position Dad Two on this pew here,’ said the reverend, scurrying down the aisle to mark the row with a red hassock, ‘and Dad One by the door.’ Audrey winced at his choice of language. She had always called her stepfathers by their first names, as she called her mother by hers. Vivien objected to the labels of ‘Mum’ or ‘Mummy’ on the grounds that they were ordinary and reductive.


‘It’s Brian and Lawrence,’ Brian said, gently correcting the reverend, and Audrey gave him a grateful nod. Not for the first time today, she felt wistful about her father’s absence. What would he make of all this – the church, the wedding, the man she was about to marry?


‘Most brides don’t like to rush the entrance. The cadence of your step should be: step, feet together, step, feet together,’ Reverend Daniels said, while illustrating the rhythm of the walk to Audrey. ‘That way, your guests will have enough time to admire you from every angle.’


Vivien started to imitate the desired step cadence.


‘It reminds me of doing the Cha-Cha on Strictly,’ she said and then started shimmying her hips and Cha-Cha-ing up the aisle. Vivien was always performing. She was the sort of person who narrated the stage directions of her life and would end arguments by saying, ‘And scene,’ before taking a small bow and leaving the room.


‘Would you like to practise?’ the reverend asked.


‘I’m good,’ Audrey said briskly. ‘Step, feet together, step, feet together. Got it.’


Josh reached out and started massaging her shoulders. She dipped her head to one side, leaning into his touch, his firm hands warm against her bare neck.


‘Audrey can hardly walk in a straight line at the best of times. I’d make her practise if I were you,’ piped up Hillary, giving her a sly wink.


‘Hillary has a point,’ said Vivien, with a flourish of her hand. ‘What’s the point in having a rehearsal if you don’t rehearse? Come, come, it’s your starring moment.’ She waved to Audrey, and then clicked her fingers for Lawrence to sit in the marked pew, before beckoning Brian to take his position at the church doors.


‘Life is not a dress rehearsal, until it is!’ called Josh’s mother Debbie from the back of the church. Debbie had been given the task of checking for draughts, moving herself around the pews, working out which seats would be most appropriate for elderly relatives to occupy. She was using an intricate colour-coded system of stickers which the ushers would be briefed on later. A blue sticker meant ‘draughty, no one over seventy to sit here’, white meant ‘adequate’ and neon yellow meant ‘prime seating, little to no draught’. Clearly the system was needlessly complex, but Debbie was having such fun ‘feeling useful’, that it was kinder just to let her cover the beautiful church in hundreds of hideous stickers.


‘First rule of show business, Auds, give the people what they want,’ Hillary said, as Audrey shuffled past his pew and flicked his magazine. She thought he was enjoying his role as heckling audience member far too much. Hillary had been Audrey’s nanny growing up. Her mother didn’t believe in employing professional nannies – ‘predictable, dull people’. Instead of qualified childcare, she had preferred to hire out-of-work actors to supervise young Audrey. Her logic was that actors would have more energy and enthusiasm for the task. Plus, people in the arts would have more interesting things to teach her child than ‘finger painting and Baa Baa Black Sheep’.


While some of her earlier nactors (nanny actors) were more competent than others, Hillary had been a great success and had become a permanent fixture in Audrey’s life. Vivien held up their bond as a validation of her off-beat childcare choices. The fact that Audrey, to this day, still didn’t know the words to a single nursery rhyme and had never once done a finger painting was beside the point.


‘Where are the bridesmaids?’ asked the reverend.


Audrey felt heat rising up her neck. What kind of bride shows up to the rehearsal without any bridesmaids?


‘One of the two should be here any minute,’ she said.


‘Reverend!’ Debbie called from the back of the church. ‘This vent on the floor here, is causing such a draught. I think we’ll need to block it up somehow.’


The reverend gave a resigned sigh, suddenly looking every one of his seventy-six years, but he graciously put down his order of service and marched back up the aisle to inspect the offending vent. Josh’s father, Michael, held his phone aloft and mouthed to Josh, ‘I’m just going to check the weather forecast,’ which everyone knew was code for ‘checking in on the test match’.


Josh reached an arm around Audrey’s waist. ‘Having fun yet? Hey, don’t look so worried – it’s all going to be fine.’


Looking up into Josh’s warm brown eyes, this face that she knew so well, she instantly felt more at ease. This was what this whole weekend was about – her and Josh, Josh and her – the rest was merely wrapping paper.


As if reading her mind, Josh said, ‘Imagine us here this time tomorrow.’ He dropped his eyes to her jeans and white blouse. ‘I like the dress. Red, bold move.’


‘You really think Vivien would have sanctioned a red wedding dress?’ said Audrey, feeling herself smile.


Josh was dressed in his usual weekend attire of dark blue jeans and a well-ironed shirt in a pastel hue – today’s choice was pink. He looked good in most clothes, with his broad shoulders and narrow waist, especially with the tan he’d picked up from his recent work trip to Singapore. Josh had been travelling a lot recently. In the three years they’d been together, his career had taken off almost as fast as Audrey’s had stalled. He’d been in the same job since university, steadily promoted up the ladder, given more and more responsibility. Since dropping out of university seven years ago, Audrey had been employed by dozens of different places. Barista, waitress, photographer, receptionist, PA, dog walker – you name it, she’d done it. She was currently working at a theatre box office, where the height of her responsibility was knowing the log-in for the online ticketing system and looking after the key for the cloakroom (which she’d currently misplaced).


‘Well, you know I don’t care what you wear,’ Josh said. ‘As long as you look like you – and you don’t let your mother draw those frightening eyebrows on you.’ He gave a comical grimace and then bent down to kiss her lightly on the nose.


With the air vent inspected and a note made to find a mat to cover it before tomorrow, the reverend hurried back to reclaim his position at the front of the church.


The rehearsal seemed to go on and on. Though Audrey was a central part of it, at times she felt strangely removed. How many brides had stood in this exact spot in the lifespan of this fifteenth-century church? How many times had Mendelssohn’s Wedding March been played? How many readings of Genesis, Chapter Two, Verses 18-24? How much of this wedding was unique to Audrey and Josh at all?


It was her own fault. She’d been overwhelmed by the sheer number of decisions to make. Did she want wild flowers or roses? Church ceremony or civil? Band or DJ? What colour would the bridesmaids wear? What food would they eat? Audrey knew she could be indecisive at the best of times, so she had ended up asking her mother for help. Vivien had been married five times, so was something of an expert when it came to weddings. But her strong opinions, coupled with Audrey’s indecision, meant Audrey now had a wedding more aligned with her mother’s tastes than her own.


Just as Audrey was reflecting on this, the side door of the church banged open and Clara burst through. Finally.


‘Sorry I’m late. What have I missed?’ Clara announced, dumping her handbag on one of the pews.


‘Thank the Lord, finally someone interesting to talk to,’ said Hillary in such a charming, light manner, that no one would take it as the insult it so clearly was.


‘And this is . . . ?’ the reverend asked Audrey.


‘My Maid of Honour,’ Audrey said, feeling some tension dissipate as she watched Clara sprint up the aisle wearing a black and white striped jumpsuit with bright orange heels. She ran to give Audrey a hug, jumping up and down in excitement.


‘Technically, Matron of Honour,’ Clara told the reverend, ‘but that makes me sound old and fierce, so I’m sticking with maid. Sorry, I had a childcare crisis but I’m here now, appendage free, and I’m even wearing a proper bra, which is pretty much the highlight of my year. Where do you want me?’


‘Here,’ said Josh, pulling Clara in to kiss her on the cheek. ‘I’m glad you’ve arrived. Audrey couldn’t relax without you; I could see her getting jumpy.’


As he released Clara from the hug, there was a loud THUD from the back of the church. Everyone turned to see where the noise had come from, and all eyes fell on a small black object now curled in the middle of the aisle.


‘Heavens above, what was that?’ Vivien cried, her voice pitched with panic.


Josh’s paternal grandmother, Granny Parker, was sitting quietly on one of the back pews, absorbed in a Jilly Cooper novel. If the object had fallen just half a metre to the left, it would have landed on her head. She calmly peered over her book at the shape on the floor beside her. As a hardy Yorkshire woman, Granny Parker was not easily rattled. A few years ago, so the story goes, she had witnessed a mugging outside the Co-op in Huddersfield. She’d marched straight into the tussle and clunked the aggressor over the head with a plastic bag full of library books. Thanks to Granny Parker’s preference for a chunky hardback, the mugger was rendered unconscious and later held accountable for his crimes.


‘It’s a bat,’ Granny Parker said, coolly inspecting the object beside her. ‘A dead bat.’


The reverend clutched a hand to his chest.


Debbie started shrieking. ‘A bat? A dead bat? Where did that come from? We can’t have dead bats raining down on guests tomorrow!’


‘Oh dear, oh dear,’ said the reverend, shaking his head. ‘The bell tower does have a few in residence, but we’ve never seen them in the church, certainly not when people are in attendance.’


‘That’s a bad omen if ever I saw one,’ announced Granny Parker as she looked across the church at Audrey. ‘A bad, bad omen.’


‘Granny Parker thinks everything is a bad omen,’ said Debbie briskly. ‘She thought the M25 Eastbound being closed was a bad omen. She thought this morning’s rain was a bad omen.’


‘I know a bad omen when I see one,’ said Granny Parker darkly.


‘Is it time to start drinking yet?’ said Hillary, standing up and looking at his watch with a dramatic stretch of his arms.


The reverend nodded, no doubt keen to dismiss everyone so he could deal with the dead bat before his christening party arrived.


‘Really, Reverend, this won’t do,’ said Vivien, striding across the church to inspect the offending article herself. ‘Do you think it died of natural causes? Or are we to expect a whole colony of corpses tomorrow?’


‘I’m not sure I’m qualified to do a post-mortem,’ the reverend said with a smile.


‘Can we fumigate the church tonight? Flush them out?’ Debbie suggested.


‘They’re a protected species, I’m afraid. We can’t interfere with them at all.’ The reverend bent down to inspect the bat more closely. ‘I can assure you, this has never happened before.’


‘Perhaps we need a new category of sticker to denote “high risk of death by bat”?’ Hillary suggested, biting his lip.


‘A nasty, bad omen,’ repeated Granny Parker, slamming her novel shut with a thwack. ‘This would not happen in a Yorkshire church.’


‘Look, it’s got grey whiskers, it probably died of old age,’ said Josh, who had now joined the bat inspection party.


‘I’m not sure that’s going to fit in my dustpan,’ the reverend said nervously.


‘Well, it certainly can’t stay there!’ cried Vivien.


‘Don’t get too close,’ Josh said, ushering everyone to stand back. ‘We don’t know what diseases it could be carrying. Reverend do you have any gloves, fire tongs? Anything we could use to safely dispose of it?’


‘Josh to the rescue,’ Clara sang quietly to Audrey. They looked at each other and, without saying a word, communicated that this might be a good opportunity to exit via a side door and leave the bat-disposal project to those better equipped to handle such things.
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One Day Before I Do


The air outside the church felt fresh and clean compared to the musty, stale air within.


‘Well, I thought this wedding might be batshit crazy, but I didn’t think there would be actual bat shit,’ Clara said, as she and Audrey climbed into the front of Clara’s Škoda Karoq. ‘I love that Josh was straight in there ready to dispose of the body like CSI Batman. He thrives in a crisis, doesn’t he?’


‘What are these?’ Audrey asked, looking back at the two bouquets of wild flowers currently strapped into the children’s car seats.


‘I bought them for you. Roses might be the official flowers decreed by Vivien, but I know you liked the wild flowers too, so I thought I’d cover all bases and get you these for your bridal suite.’


Audrey felt a sting behind her eyes as the rising tide of relief at having Clara there threatened to spill out. She blinked away the feeling and leant her head across the car, resting it on her friend’s shoulder.


‘Clara, that is so sweet of you, thank you.’


‘Are we waiting for the others, or shall we head straight to the pub?’


‘Let’s go. Josh is going to pick up his sister from the station, and the rest have enough cars between them.’ She paused. ‘I’ve missed you today.’


‘I know, I’m sorry, I had to park the kids with Mum, and she had a doctor’s appointment this morning, and then I had to drive via Clapham to collect the wedding plate that everyone is going to sign. But I’m here now, child-free, and entirely yours.’


‘Hallelujah,’ Audrey sang.


Clara let out one of her uninhibited laughs that reached every limb. Her short black bob was pinned back with kirby grips, and she wore only a dab of nude lip gloss on an otherwise make-up free face. She had faultless skin and intelligent eyes, looks she’d inherited from her Chinese mother and Spanish father. But it was not just her looks which made her stand out, it was the way she held herself, the way she moved. Every gesture was larger than it needed to be – if she waved at you, she waved with her whole arm, not just a hand. If she smiled, it was a fully committed grin. Even watching her drive, there was an overblown quality to the movement of her hands on the wheel, the shift of her gaze to the rear-view mirror, it was all larger than it needed to be. Since Clara had given birth to the twins, Audrey had noticed a new, slightly frazzled quality to her friend, a jumpiness, a tiredness around the eyes that would not be fixed by a single good night’s sleep. But in essence she was the same girl who had befriended Audrey, aged nine, in the school canteen when they both reached for the last chocolate eclair.


‘So, how’s the Monster of the Bride?’ asked Clara.


‘In her element, directing her first production,’ said Audrey.


‘This must be a novelty for her. A wedding where she’s not actually marrying anyone.’ Clara gave Audrey a sly grin. ‘Can we play Vivien Wedding Bingo? We’ll drink a shot every time she mentions one of her own weddings.’


‘No, we’d be under the table before the “I dos”. How was it, leaving the girls? Is Jay going to cope without you?’


‘He’ll be fine, he has my mum to help. I’m here for you, no distractions. I don’t want to be one of those shitty bridesmaids who spends the whole day checking in on their kids. Do you remember Katie Evans at mine?’


‘She was the worst,’ said Audrey, smiling.


‘I think she had her Bluetooth baby monitor on for half the service.’


Audrey looked out of the car window and up at the grey, cloudy sky.


‘Evenings are so light in June. Maybe we should have gone for a Christmas wedding, the stars would be out by now.’


‘And miss out on the perfect venue, with extensive grounds and onsite accommodation?’ Clara asked, impersonating Vivien’s clipped voice. They both smiled. ‘What is it you always say to me? The stars are always there, even if you can’t see them.’


‘Did I tell you Josh bought me a new telescope as a wedding present?’


‘Oh my God, I love him. He knows you so well.’


Just as Audrey was beginning to feel herself relax in the warmth of Clara’s company, her phone pinged, and she reached into her bag to check it. It was an email, a generic newsletter from a London art gallery, but the headline jumped out at her. ‘Benedict Van Vuuren, one of the greatest sculptors of our age’. It was a press release for a retrospective exhibition of his work. His name alone was enough to make Audrey bristle. Every cell of her body felt tense. She hadn’t thought about him for months, and now his name jumped into her inbox the night before her wedding. She gave an involuntary shiver.


‘Is that Jay?’ Clara asked. ‘I told him I was driving most of the afternoon, so if there was an emergency, he should call you. Oh God, what’s wrong, what’s happened? Did one of them choke on a grape?’


Audrey shook her head, closing the newsletter, trying to keep her hands from shaking. If she started talking about Benedict, it would give him a presence at her wedding that he didn’t deserve, take up head space she couldn’t afford.


‘It’s nothing, it’s fine, just a boring email.’


She thrust the phone back into her bag. Her arms started to itch, faint red hives appearing on the delicate underside of her forearms. She tried to scratch them, but the thick gel polish on her nails rendered them blunt and ineffective.


‘Did you feel nervous, before your wedding?’ she asked instead.


‘Of course, the build-up is super stressful, there’s so much to think about. Tomorrow all the tedious wedmin stress will be over, and you can relax and enjoy yourself. Then in two days’ time you’ll be in Ibiza, in that luxury hotel, with a honeymoon suite bigger than my apartment, and you and Josh will have plenty of time to make up for him being stuck in Singapore all month.’ Clara turned to raise an eyebrow at Audrey. ‘And I’ll be sitting in London traffic, doing the nursery drop-off, my flat white from Pret the highlight of my morning.’ Clara reached out a hand to squeeze her friend’s knee. ‘You’re marrying Josh, how can it be anything but wonderful?’


Audrey mustered a smile, knitting her hands together in her lap and then turning to look out of the window. Clara was right, a few pre-wedding jitters were entirely normal. She was missing her dad, she was intimidated by the size of the church and the sheer number of guests that were coming tomorrow, and now with Benedict’s name jumping into her inbox – it was no wonder she felt a little on edge. As long as nothing else happened to freak her out, she would be fine.


 


Audrey and Clara were first to arrive at the Red Lion pub. They found the private dining room already decorated and laid for dinner. The pub’s red walls were covered in dark oil paintings depicting gory hunting scenes. Antique brass pint jugs hung from pegs along the low oak beams, and the dining chairs were lined with green and yellow tartan. Suffice to say, the decor of the pub didn’t blend especially well with the pastel tones of the pink and lilac floral centrepiece and heart-shaped confetti that had been strewn across the table.


‘Did the pub do this?’ Clara asked.


‘Debbie must have been here this afternoon,’ said Audrey, making a mental note to thank her mother-in-law-to-be for all the effort.


‘Good old Debs.’ Clara sighed, picking up one of the lilac napkins with A&J embroidered in cursive writing. ‘It looks like Valentine’s Day threw up in here. I think what we need is two strong gin and tonics.’


‘Vivien suggested a no spirits rule tonight, and a firm no seafood policy,’ Audrey said.


‘Fuck Vivien.’ Clara laughed. ‘I’m baby-free for the first time in months – wine is not going to cut it. And I’m definitely drinking tonight because I don’t have to breastfeed for twenty-four hours.’


‘I think I’m going to save myself for tomorrow.’ Audrey agreed with her mother on this one. She knew it was easy to get carried away, especially when she was with Clara and Hillary. It would be silly if she couldn’t enjoy the day tomorrow because she had a hangover.


The rest of the wedding party soon arrived from the church. There wasn’t space for people to stand around and chat, so everyone promptly took their seats. They were to be twelve in total, everyone from the church, plus Josh’s sister Miranda and her date, whom Josh was collecting from the station.


‘The London train was delayed,’ Debbie announced to the room as she passed around the bread basket. ‘Josh is on his way but said to go ahead and order or we’ll miss our window with the kitchen. We must get our order in before that big group who’ve just arrived in the bar area. Does everyone know what they’re having?’


No one knew what they were having. Everyone was too busy listening to Hillary tell an amusing story about the time he accidentally stole Michael Gambon’s shoes. Audrey had heard this particular story numerous times before and noted it had gained several embellishments. Michael Gambon had not gone so far as to chase Hillary down Shaftesbury Avenue wearing only a towel last time.


‘Sean Bean is from Yorkshire, you know,’ Granny Parker announced to the table.


‘I think the story was about Michael Gambon, Mum,’ Josh’s father said, patting his mother’s arm.


‘I know, and my story was about Sean Bean,’ Granny Parker said crossly, removing her arm from beneath his.


By the time everyone had got around to consulting the menus, of which there were only one between two, much to Vivien’s chagrin, in walked Josh with the party from the train. At the exact moment they arrived, Audrey was coming back from the loo, and from the corridor, she was able to see the new arrivals standing by the door before they noticed her. The brass-rimmed clock on the wall told her it was eight minutes past eight when she felt her heart jump into her throat and her legs go soft beneath her. For there, standing beside Josh’s sister, was a face she recognised. It was a face she had not seen in six years, and one she had thought she would never see again.
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Seven Years Before I Do


Audrey, waiting at the main exit of Baker Street tube station, checked her watch. Hillary was twenty minutes late. He had just started rehearsals on a new production, and Audrey suspected that if there was an opportunity to loiter and impress his new cast mates, then loiter he would.


If he didn’t show, she would spend the afternoon in the British Library. If she was serious about this new plan of hers, then she would need to study every chance she got. She didn’t relish the prospect of changing university courses again, of what people would say, but the truth was, she had always wanted to study Astronomy, she’d just never had the confidence to apply before.


The tube exit was getting busy, so she moved further inside the station to escape the throng of people. A photo booth stood in an overlooked corner of the tube station. The vintage-style machine had popped up a few weeks earlier. It had softly illuminated white walls, a mirror, and a single red panel with the words ‘4 photos, 3 minutes, 2 pounds’ printed in a stylish square font. On the opposite side, an advert detailed how you could hire an old-fashioned analogue booth like this for private events.


Away from the tide of people streaming from the ticket gates, Audrey paused to look at her reflection in the booth’s panelled mirror. She was wearing black tights beneath denim cut-offs and a white vest top under an open lumberjack shirt. She smiled at her reflection, pleased with her new fringe. Did she look like someone who could be an astronomy student? What did an astronomy student look like? Mind wandering, Audrey noticed a strip of colour photos sitting in the photo booth dispenser. She looked around, expecting to see someone waiting, but there was no one. She glanced beneath the blue curtain of the booth – it was empty.


After one more look around the station, she picked up the photos. The strip of four images showed a man, perhaps close to her age, twenty-one. He was blond, attractive, with an angular face and a slightly crooked smile. In the first photo, he was pointing to himself, in the next, he had pulled open his shirt and the word ‘WILL’ had been written on his bare chest in black ink. In the third picture, he held a heavy-handled magnifying glass up to one eye, miming searching for something. In the final picture, he pointed a finger directly at the lens, his face was captured in an enormous smile. ‘I will find you,’ Audrey muttered.


Audrey stared at the photos; she was intrigued by both the message and the man. His fair hair was styled into a messy quiff on one side, his face was narrow, his jawline and cheekbones sharp. He had a light smattering of freckles across his nose and a small, straight scar at the top of his left cheek. His eyes were piercing green and looked directly at the lens in all but one of the photographs. Though logic told her otherwise, Audrey felt that the message in the photos was meant for her.


She scanned the station again. Surely, he must be nearby. Effort had gone into these, getting the timing right for each pose, to convey the message in four unstoppable flashes of light. They were not something to be left behind, discarded. She felt an illogical stab of desperation – she wanted to see this man in real life, to see if his eyes were really that extraordinary shade of green, or if it was simply a trick of the light, or a fault in the outdated inking process. Her curiosity felt so intensely piqued that she couldn’t make herself walk away from the booth.


‘Audrey!’ A familiar voice cut across the station, pulling her out of her thoughts.


She looked up to see Hillary stepping off the escalator coming up from the Bakerloo line. He was dressed in a boxy white suit, a yellow cravat and a black beret, an outfit that was garnering him looks of both approval and bewilderment from people he passed.


‘I wasn’t sure you’d still be here,’ he said, greeting her with a kiss on each cheek. ‘Sorry, I got waylaid by a beautiful busker at Oxford Circus.’


‘What are you dressed as?’ Audrey asked.


‘An art critic. What are you dressed as – an urchin farmer?’ He raised an eyebrow as he eyed her outfit, then linked his arm through hers. ‘I suppose this is what geography students look like these days. I never ventured outside the Arts faculty myself.’


‘Actually, I’ve decided Geography is not for me. I think I’m going to switch courses.’


‘Again? Oh thank goodness. What are we doing now?’


‘Astronomy.’ Audrey bit her lip, her eyes growing wide as she waited to see his reaction.


‘I thought you needed maths for that?’ Hillary frowned.


‘I do – I’m going to go back and take my Maths A level. Is this an insane plan?’


‘Brilliantly insane,’ said Hillary squeezing her arm. ‘You’re still young. You can do anything you set your mind to, Audrey Lavery. Just don’t ask me to help you revise.’


Audrey hugged his arm in hers and, after looking around one last time for the green-eyed man, she slipped the strip of photos into her handbag.


 


As soon as they were outside on Baker Street, Hillary announced that he needed to stop at the newsagents to buy cigarettes. Still buzzing with confidence from his faith in her, Audrey latched onto the seed of an idea.


‘I just need to nip back for something,’ she said. ‘Will you buy me some Chipsticks? I’ll be back in two minutes.’


‘Crisps? You are such a heathen.’ Hillary shivered but then nodded and waved a hand to dismiss her.


The photo booth was still empty. Audrey pulled back the curtain and turned the swivelling stool until it was the right height for her. When she was satisfied that her eyeline was in the right place, she rummaged in her purse for two pound coins. She was going to leave a reply. She didn’t know why, exactly; it was unlikely the man would come back for his photos now, but she would feel better about taking them if she left something in their place.


She pulled her notebook from her backpack and tore off a clean sheet of paper, writing a word on either side in blue biro, then retracing the lettering to make it as bold as she could. When she was satisfied with her handiwork, she pushed the coins into the slot with a satisfying clunk. For the first photo, she pointed to herself. Flash. Then she held up the sign she had drawn, with the words ‘AM’ facing the camera. Flash. Next, she turned the paper over and displayed the second word, ‘HERE’. Flash. For the fourth photo she posed in a kiss, her lips puckered, eyes closed, arms outstretched. Flash.


She didn’t wait for the strip to develop – it would take several minutes, and Hillary was waiting. She heard the whirring of the machinery inside the booth and pressed her hand affectionately against the red panel. She was entrusting this machine with her message, with delivering it into a stranger’s hand. Perhaps he would return, find her reply, and it would begin a conversation that went on for months, played out entirely in photo strips. They’d finally meet one day at this same booth and fall in love. Of course it was a silly fantasy, but the idea made her smile.


‘There you are,’ said Hillary as she rejoined him outside the newsagents. ‘What were you doing?’


Audrey shrugged. ‘Just answering the universe’s call.’


Hillary rolled his eyes as he tore open his packet of cigarettes. ‘Well, I’m sure the bathrooms at the gallery would be cleaner,’ he said, handing her a packet of salt and vinegar Chipsticks. ‘I thought if I had taught you anything growing up, it was a little refinement. We don’t eat crisps, we don’t use public lavatories, and we never, ever wear trainers unless we are exercising.’


Audrey glanced down at her trainers and smiled.


As they walked down Baker Street, arms entwined, Audrey looked up at the sky and sent up a wish. She wished for the man in the photos to find her, as he’d promised.
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One Day Before I Do


Audrey turned around and walked straight back to the Red Lion’s loos. She couldn’t go out there now, not until she’d had a moment to compose herself. How was he here? There were only two people invited to the wedding that Audrey hadn’t met yet – one was a two-month-old baby, but what were the chances of the other one being Photo Booth Guy? If she’d been feeling an itch of doubt about the wedding, then this guy showing up now felt like being showered in itching powder. She scratched again at the tight skin on her forearms just as there was a knock on the cubicle door.


‘Auds, is that you? Let me in,’ came Clara’s hushed voice.


Audrey opened the door just wide enough to pull her friend inside. Then she bolted it shut again. ‘Why are you hiding in here? Miranda just arrived.’


Audrey felt the blood drain from her face. She gripped onto Clara’s arm, as though she might convey the news physically, rather than having to say it out loud.


‘Miranda’s date – he’s Photo Booth Guy.’


Audrey sat back down on the closed toilet seat and dropped her head between her knees. She felt suddenly dizzy, the walls of the cubicle closing in.


‘No! Are you sure you’re not seeing things?’


‘It’s him.’


‘You haven’t met Miranda’s boyfriend before?’ Clara asked, slowly shaking her head. She looked uncharacteristically unnerved as she ruffled her neatly pinned hair, upsetting the sleek silhouette.


‘He was a last-minute invite,’ Audrey explained, sitting upright and then squeezing over on the toilet lid to make room for Clara. ‘Miranda rang us last week saying she couldn’t handle going to another wedding alone and could she bring a plus one after all. She didn’t even tell me his name.’


‘It can’t be that serious, then, if he’s so new on the scene,’ Clara mused.


‘What difference does it make how serious they are?’ Audrey asked, wildly.


They heard the main door to the bathroom swing open. Both women held their breath as someone else, possibly Debbie from the sound of the slightly shuffled, high-heeled footsteps, came in to use the bathroom. Audrey and Clara looked at each other in silence as the unknown person used the cubicle next to them, and then washed their hands while humming a tune. The tone of the hum, and the choice of song, Get Me to the Church on Time, confirmed the hummer’s identity to be Debbie. Once the bathroom door had swung closed again, Audrey and Clara exhaled in unison.


‘You don’t still think about him, do you?’ Clara asked. ‘That’s all ancient history.’


Audrey didn’t need to answer. She didn’t have to lie. Her face said it all.


‘Shit,’ said Clara.


Audrey picked up her handbag which was resting on the cistern. She pulled out her wallet, the metallic silver purse she’d been using for the last ten years and miraculously hadn’t lost. Reaching inside the inner pocket, she pulled out the stack of photos she kept inside. There was the photo she’d taken of Josh at Covent Garden, then a photo of her and Josh together, laughing at a wedding, messing around with miniature paper parasols at the bar. There was a photo of her and Clara, aged eighteen, on their last day of school. Then there were the photos of him, of Photo Booth Guy. She had the original strip of photos she’d found at Baker Street all those years ago, and then the photos of them together. Six years had passed, and yet from what she had seen, he hadn’t changed at all, he had the same angular features, sharp green eyes, and blond, dishevelled hair.


‘You keep these in your wallet? Audrey, why?’ Clara reached out and took the photos from her. ‘What if Josh found them?’


Audrey studied her hands, feeling sheepish. ‘I don’t know why I’ve kept them.’


‘Does Josh know the story?’ Clara asked, holding up the photos.


‘No,’ Audrey said, reaching to take the photos back and carefully returning them all to the folds of her wallet. It was complicated, the reason she’d kept them – a memento of one of the best weekends, but also one of the worst weekends of her life, the weekend everything changed.


‘Well, he’ll recognise you as soon as you walk out there,’ said Clara. ‘What if he’s been carrying photos of you around in his wallet for the last six years? What if he’s been looking for you the same way you’ve been looking for him?’


The thought ignited some long-forgotten feeling in Audrey, a quiet flame she had been carrying for years.


‘We have to go back out there, otherwise people are going to think you’ve got stomach problems,’ said Clara.


‘I can’t see him for the first time across a crowded dinner table. What if he does remember me? What if he recounts the story of how we met in front of everyone, what if—’


‘What if you still feel like he’s your soulmate and sparks fly across the table in full view of your fiancé and his mother?’


Audrey knew Clara was being facetious, but when Clara saw the look on her face, she must have realised this was too close to the mark to be funny.


‘Okay, so how do we avoid this?’ Clara tapped her fingertips against her chin. ‘You need to get him alone first, pre-empt his reaction. You’ll just have to ask him not to mention that you know each other – explain it would be awkward for everyone involved. I’m sure he’ll understand. It’s your wedding!’


Audrey thought back on all the times she had looked for him in a crowd, imagined his face where it had not been. And now here he was, tonight of all nights. Could it be some strange serendipity? No. She tried to rein in her spiralling mind. It was simply an unfortunate coincidence. Like turning up to a party in the exact same dress as the host, or butt-dialling your soon-to-be mother-in-law during a particularly loud movie sex scene.


‘You’re right.’ Audrey clapped her hands. This was fixable. ‘We just need a plan.’


‘This is Maid of Honour 101,’ said Clara. ‘Remove angst, stress and ex-love interests from the wedding.’


‘I didn’t take that module. What do we do, set off a fire alarm? Create a diversion?’


‘We just need to get him alone somehow.’ Clara pursed her lips as she thought.


Together, they came up with Operation Wedding Plate. Clara would tell everyone that Audrey had nipped back to the church to fetch something. She would then ask the new arrivals to come outside one by one, to sign the wedding plate. This would allow Audrey a few minutes to talk to him, unobserved. It wasn’t a great plan, but it was the best they could come up with from the confines of a badly ventilated pub toilet. Hopefully, the guy wouldn’t even remember her, then Audrey could go back to worrying about regular wedding concerns, like aisle width, if the weather would hold, and the risk of falling bat corpses knocking out any of their guests tomorrow.
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Six Years Before I Do


Audrey was waiting on the opposite platform when she noticed him. It was definitely him, the man with the green eyes and the blond hair, Photo Booth Guy. How many times over the last six months had she imagined finding him? And now there he was, standing on the westbound platform at Notting Hill tube station. She knew the contours of his face like she knew the constellations.


For a moment it felt like Audrey couldn’t breathe. Was this really happening? What was she going to do – run over there and tell him she’d stolen his photos from Baker Street months before? Explain that she felt some bizarre connection to him and had been looking out for him ever since? Clearly, he would think she was insane. Then he looked directly at her and called across the tracks, ‘I know you.’


‘Do you?’ she replied, her voice breathy with adrenaline. She found herself smiling, which must have given Photo Booth Guy a clue that she knew what he was talking about. He smiled back, taking a step towards her, as though forgetting they were separated by the tube tracks.


‘Will you wait? I’ll come around,’ he called, then paused, waiting for her to acknowledge that she would.


It took him less than a minute to run round from the other platform. It felt like an eternity. If he recognised her face, he must have come back and found the photos she left for him. Would he think it odd that she’d done such a thing?


Finally, he was in front of her. He was taller than she’d imagined, at least six foot. He wore ripped jeans and a Van Halen T-shirt under a weathered black leather jacket. He was carrying a blue umbrella and a battered-looking backpack, with a camera case slung over one shoulder. His face looked so familiar, beyond recognising it from the photo strip, Audrey felt as though she must have known him in another lifetime.


‘Photo Booth Girl,’ he said, shaking his head, as though unsure of himself. ‘It is you, isn’t it? I left behind a strip of photos in a booth at Baker Street, months ago. When I came back for them, your photos were there in their place. I think you left me a reply.’ He narrowed his eyes, as though looking for confirmation.


‘I did,’ she said. A thousand questions leapt to her throat: What did the message mean? If he came back to the booth, how long did she miss him by? Had he kept her photos just as she had kept his? His face broke into an enormous smile. A dimple creased one cheek, and she noticed that one of his front teeth was slightly crooked, all of which only added to his subtle asymmetric charms.


‘I have thought about you so much. Sorry that sounds . . .’ He trailed off, looking at the floor. ‘I left you a reply the next day. I taped it to the booth.’


Audrey shook her head. If he had left a message, she hadn’t found it, and in those weeks after finding his photo, she had lingered by the booth more than she would care to admit.


‘I didn’t see it,’ she said, looking up at him, surprised her voice sounded so level when her insides felt like jumbled spaghetti.


‘It was a long shot.’


‘What did it say, your message?’


‘Meet me here, Saturday eight p.m.’


She could smell his skin, mixed with the heat from his damp jacket, and she wanted to curl her face into his chest, to press her cheek against his worn T-shirt. ‘Plenty of people came,’ he said with wry smile, tilting his head to one side. ‘But none of them were you.’


‘I would have come, if I had seen the note,’ she said, jutting out her chin, feeling a thrill at her own unexpected confidence. They just stood grinning at each other, all coyness about this situation strangely absent. It was too special, too serendipitous. An invisible string that had wound them together, something not to be dealt with flippantly, but to be savoured.


‘Are you free now? Can I buy you a coffee?’ His face looked serious, as though he was worried she might say no. Audrey nodded. She had been heading to the dentist’s then the library to take a mock exam, but there was no chance she was going to do either of those things now.


On the street, it was raining again, so he opened his umbrella and they both huddled beneath it, walking north towards Westbourne Grove. The patter of rain on his umbrella above them felt strangely intimate. Their pace slowed, they were in no rush to arrive anywhere.
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