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JUNE 2019

OK, Ellie told herself. This was a good choice. It was perfectly sensible to be thirty-eight and hiding under your childhood single bed, even if there was a cardboard box poking into your back and enough dust down there to build a life-size model of yourself. That was an idea. Perhaps the model could take on everything she had to do today, and she could carry on hiding under the bed. Would he even notice the difference?

There was another knock at the door, louder than the one that had sent her scurrying under the bed in the first place, heart hammering.

‘Ellie! Hurry up! The makeup lady’s here and she’s very cross you’ve not had your colours done yet!’

Ellie held her breath. I’m not here. I’m not here. But then, where else could she be? The only window was too small to climb out of when you were a size fourteen, and the entire house was mined with relatives and friends. There was no escape from it, from this day, from her entire life. Her wedding. It was supposed to be a happy day, wasn’t it? She wasn’t supposed to be hiding under beds or contemplating escaping out the window. So why had her mother’s knock thrown her into a panic, sent her diving for the floor? She’d been lying awake for hours before it, turning things over in her mind. Clearly, something had gone very wrong.

Her mum knocked louder. ‘Eleanor! I don’t have time to babysit you, I’ve got to steam my hat!’

Briefly, Ellie wondered how one steamed a hat – in a saucepan, like a pudding? – but that was not important right now. What was important was how she was going to get out of this situation. Because she wouldn’t be under the bed in her fleecy sheep-printed pyjamas, choking on dust, if she wanted this, would she? She’d be flinging open the curtains like Snow White, coaxing birds down to perch on her fingers, filled with joy and hope. She would have already showered and had her hair and makeup done and put on the fancy wedding lingerie her chief bridesmaid had persuaded her to buy, which made her cringe to even think about. She would be ready, instead of hopelessly lost, lying awake since four going back over every choice that had led her here, wondering if it was the right one. Endlessly weighing up the pros and cons of getting married today.

She coughed out dust. ‘I’ll be down in a minute!’

She just had to buy some time, figure out what to do, make sure it was what she wanted. Her mother’s slippered footsteps retreated, creaking down the stairs, and Ellie let out a breath. In her head she was already drawing up plans. Step one, get out of her pyjamas and find clothes that weren’t made of satin or lace. Step two, escape from this room without being seen. That wouldn’t be easy. Given that she’d spent all her teenage years sleeping in this same small space, she knew it wasn’t possible to make it out without being rumbled by the creaky board on the upper landing, or the fact that her mother, sister-in-law, friend, various assorted cousins, and Auntie Joyce were all milling about the lower floor. Step three, find transport. She had no idea where her own car was – brides, it seemed, were not allowed to do things like drive themselves or put their own makeup on or make decisions. Step four, get the hell out of here. The train station? The airport? A quick ferry from Hull?

The urge to run was almost as overpowering as the dust, but no, that wasn’t what she wanted, not really. She couldn’t do that to him. And anyway, she wanted to get married – she’d said yes, hadn’t she? She just needed a little time to think, maybe talk to a few people and get advice, reassure herself. Soothe her nerves. Everyone talked about wedding jitters, didn’t they? Perhaps this was it. Ellie wriggled out from under the bed, noting that the standards of her mother’s cleaning had really gone downhill since she was young. Everything went that way eventually, if it was left.

Her undignified writhing had dislodged the box that was under there with her, and now Ellie recognised it. It had once held Tunnock’s tea cakes, and suddenly she wished she had one of those, sweet and sticky as a cloud. She’d been dieting for months, forgoing chocolate and buttered toast and cheese and glasses of wine, and for what? To squeeze into a dress that didn’t fit? To look good in photos?

Inside the box was a dusty collection of items. Several notebooks, dog-eared and faded. Ellie realised with a shock that these were the diaries she’d kept on and off through her childhood, the beginnings of novels she’d begun and abandoned in her teens. She’d forgotten all about them. Other treasures too. A toy stethoscope. A snow globe of the Eiffel Tower, from when she’d become obsessed with moving to Paris after too many viewings of Amélie at university. A Barbie doll dressed as a bride, a gift from her Aunt Joyce which had never really interested Ellie all that much – ironic, given that today was her actual wedding and she was spiralling into panic. A model of a New York taxi, the yellow paint chipping. And a small globe, which still spun wonkily on its axis. The places she had planned to go. The countries she was going to live in.

Ellie sat back on her heels (buffed and pedicured down to the dermis) and felt tears prick her eyes. This was why it hurt to go home. Here in a box were all her old dreams, the way she’d thought her life would turn out. Travel, discovery, being a doctor, being a writer. Love, friendship, marriage. She picked up the paperback books and saw they were from the Choose Your Own Adventure series, ones she’d spent an entire summer reading, holed up in the bay window of the living room downstairs, shutting out the world. Crocodile attacks, quicksand, pirates, aliens, villains and heroes. She’d been obsessed with the idea that choices shaped your life. But in these books, if you took a wrong turn and ended up eaten by sharks, you could just skip back a few pages and try something else. Decisions were not fatal. Not like in the real world.

She ran her hands over the embossed covers, dated and worn. So many places in her life where she’d made choices and decisions, picked one path instead of another, all of them leading her to today. And here she was, thirty-eight and about to get married. What choices exactly had led to this moment? Was it just one, or a series of them? If she could go back, and find that vital decision, whenever it was, and do something different, would she be here now, crouching on her not-very-clean bedroom floor, crying over a box of childhood tat? Impossible to know.

Another knock at the door. ‘Ellie! We’re going to be late for the church! Katie’s already had her base done and the lady’s plucked out half her eyebrows and she’s crying; Lucy’s had a tantrum over her flower wreath; plus Popkin’s eaten fourteen sugared almonds and been sick in the roses. You have to get ready!’ The handle rattled. Not trusting the flimsy 1990s lock, Ellie had shoved a chair up against it.

Ellie closed her eyes. I don’t care, she wanted to scream. I don’t care about roses and makeup and tantrums and how many sugared almonds the dog ate. I just need to think! I need time! ‘Mum, I can’t … ’

‘Just get in the shower, for goodness’ sake! I’ll try to stall the makeup lady.’ Footsteps headed off again.

Ellie took a deep breath. She couldn’t hide in here all day. Time was ticking on, and people would be arriving and there’d be florists and harpists and readers and bridesmaids and drivers and what have I done? Panic overtook her, and her breath caught in her throat. Did she want this? Walking down the aisle with all eyes on her, trying not to trip in heels and the unaccustomed long skirt? She had to get up. Make some kind of plan. She sat up quickly, and a sudden agonising pain filled her head as she cracked it on the wooden bed frame. ‘Ow! Holy Mother of Christ, that hurt!’

More knocking. ‘Ellie? Are you all right? What was that noise?’

Ellie breathed hard, blinking several times. The bang on the head had cleared her mind. The wedding was still hours away – she had time to think. Maybe if she could work out the steps she’d taken to get to this precise moment, it would show her whether she was making the right choice or not, and then she would know what to do next.
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