

[image: cover]






Harriet Walker is the fashion editor of The Times. She

read English at Trinity College, Cambridge and has been

a broadsheet journalist for more than a decade. She

lives in South London with her husband and children.





Also by Harriet Walker

 

The New Girl





The Wedding Night

 

 

Harriet Walker

 

 

 

 

 

[image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]

 

www.hodder.co.uk





First published in Great Britain in 2021 by Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

 

Copyright © Harriet Walker 2021

 

The right of Harriet Walker 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 photograph © Max von Treu / Gallery Stock        

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 30407 7

 

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

 

www.hodder.co.uk





To Freda, who has blossomed alongside these pages, and Douglas, whose heart started beating during the edits





At the still point of the turning world . . . there the dance is,

. . . Where past and future are gathered.

 – From ‘Burnt Norton’, T. S. Eliot
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The Week Before

 

 

From: Lizzie & Dan <danandlizziegetmarried@gmail.com>

To: Effie Talbot, Anna & Steve Watson, Ben Holyoake, Charlie Bishop, <ajbr86@hotmail.com>

Subject: Some news

 

Hi guys,

There’s no easy way to say this, but the two of us have come to a decision that we think is best for us both.

We won’t be getting married next week. Or ever, in fact.

We’re so sorry, we know you all have your flights booked, but hopefully you can appreciate we haven’t taken this step lightly.

We’ll be in touch with you all soon. For now, we need a bit of space.

Love,

Lizzie and Dan





Chapter 1

Effie

Effie read the email again and looked down at her fingertips on the computer keyboard in front of her. They were pale and chewed, nails as red-rimmed as her eyes.

Un-fucking-believable. She had been looking forward to that holiday for months.

When Lizzie – happy, carefree, in-love-with-love Lizzie, lit from within by the sort of glow that comes only from the joy of somebody having weighed you in the balance and decided that, yes, they would like to spend the rest of their existence by your side – had first mentioned her plan to get married abroad, Effie had made all the right impressed, positive noises.

In fact, she had never seen the point of marrying in another country neither of you were from when your own had more than enough venues and your guests all lived in it. Lizzie even came from the sort of commuter-belt family for whom home is a village with a Norman church tucked away for the precise purpose of rendering its prodigal City-worker daughters Elizabeth Bennet for a day.

Supposing the couple didn’t fancy that option, there were plenty of municipal buildings near where they lived in London to choose from. Proud borough town halls built in civic red brick that would appear nice enough in the background of the photos as long as you positioned someone in front of the fire escape signs. Deliberately derelict warehouses and deconsecrated chapels gone just enough to rack and ruin to look good on Instagram but not to pose any real health and safety risks, beyond an enduring chill that storage heaters would never quite take the edge off. Wood-panelled rooms upstairs in pubs, where the groomsmen could nip down to catch the football highlights between the speeches.

Or conference suites in five-star hotels that rich tourists paid to stay in and Londoners only ever went to on somebody else’s money, full of regimented chairs with covers that slipped over them to guard against the worst of the stains. Were the covers, Effie wondered, lined with something waterproof? Otherwise, what was the point in providing two different layers of fabric for the inevitable nuptial spillages of red wine, gravy, and stomach acid to soak into?

Effie noted that nobody who got married abroad ever seemed to do it in a climate colder than their own. It was always in a château, a trullo, or a vineyard located in some hot-blooded country, in the hope that the terroir would imbue the pallid Celts who booked them with the same body and top notes – zest, even! – it did the grapes it nurtured.

No, when the time came, Effie had always presumed she would do what most people seemed to: book a registry office, where tidy men and women in bank manager suits presided over efficient, non-Latinate words exchanged between couples who filed in and out on the hour like cuckoos from a clock.

Of course, for this to be any sort of viable option, Effie needed somebody who was interested in marrying her. She closed her eyes at the thought – briefly, but for a beat longer than a blink, in case she started crying at her desk. Again. She had managed not to for a whole month now; it was a record she didn’t want to break.

Especially not now that things might finally be looking up again.

Despite Effie’s initial misgivings, her best friend’s obvious and utter delight had been enough to sell Effie on the idea of a wedding abroad eventually. Over the months, she’d come to see the wedding as the least important part of the holiday anyway – not that she’d let that on to Lizzie, of course.

The rest of the week Effie intended to spend nursing her poor battered soul and steam-rollered self-esteem on a sunlounger, trying to discover who she might be able to become when she arrived home again – hopefully less lonely – and unlocked the door to her flat, where nothing would have moved while she was away and nobody would be waiting for her.

Six months to the day, it’d be, by the time her plane touched down at Heathrow. Almost half a year of desolate pain, bleak, pointless anger, and regrets. This Provençal break was going to be a coda, she’d decided: after it, she would have turned a corner.

No more craziness. No more blurriness. No more drinking the pain away as evening turned to night and night to dawn, then waking up a few hours later with a sense that the sky was falling in.

Already, these past few weeks, Effie had begun to feel less doom-laden. Upbeat even. Excited. She had hoped the wedding might have been the moment to share with her friends the reason why.

Effie knew she was reacting selfishly. As she read the email over again and took in the quiet, dignified hurt contained in its wording, her own indignation and disappointment lessened in the face of Lizzie’s anguish.

Effie had suspected that her best friend of a decade was having some niggles about marrying the man she’d been with for the past eighteen months. Quiet, sensible Dan had been a port in a storm after Lizzie’s last long-term boyfriend, who had been yacht-mad and permanently on some kind of far-flung gap year, with whom she had literally broken up while at sea. But what if, Effie had worried, Dan was too quiet, too sensible?

Effie had wondered if her friend was trying to breeze through her doubts by organising the wedding at breakneck speed and with her usual enthusiasm, but she also knew that Lizzie’s gusto could be a tiresome force at times. Hadn’t Effie gladly borne the brunt of it for years? The elaborate home-made brunches, the ‘adventure’ holidays Lizzie insisted her two best friends go on, the theatre trips, the countless book clubs she’d tried to corral them into – Effie loved Lizzie’s organisational streak, but thank goodness she didn’t have to live it with any more.

Lizzie had told her that Dan had said they didn’t really need a big wedding unless it was what she wanted.

But she hadn’t let on that it was a serious enough issue to bring things to a head. Effie supposed that once you were engaged, had agreed to be on the same team, you were no longer able to moan to your friends about your partner’s shortcomings – that sort of whingeing suddenly became disloyal once you’d both plighted your troth. No, bitching and gossiping were for single people and those who found themselves in the wrong relationships. Effie knew that feeling all too well.

She reached down to her handbag where it sat by her feet, nestled among the wheels of her desk chair, and pulled out her phone.

‘Just saw your email. That was brave – are you okay? Sending love, call me when you’re ready.’





Chapter 2

Anna

Anna opened the email on her phone before her first court session of the day and felt her stomach slide into her black leather Chelsea boots as she read it. The disappointment inside her weighed heavier even than the trolley full of legal briefs she had been wheeling around behind her for the best part of ten years.

A week of respite gone!

Surely the two of them could work it out. As the words on the screen travelled from her retina to her brain, Anna could hardly believe that Lizzie and Dan hadn’t simply decided to go through with the wedding next week and then sort out whatever the problem was afterwards, like normal people do. Like all Anna’s celebrity clients certainly did – although whether hiring a £900-per-hour divorce lawyer within the first year of wedded bliss counted as ‘sorting out’ was up for debate, she supposed.

Anna sighed and chewed her lip. Of all the friends to have! Trust hers to be of the honest minority who would rather the mortification of a wedding cancelled, and the bone-grinding awkwardness of jilting the guests, in the face of a forever after with the wrong person. Anna had to admire the girl she had met in her first week at university for that much, she admitted to herself as she huffed her wheelie of straining foolscap folders up yet another flight of stone steps.

Anna’s heart was a limp balloon. Not, it had to be said, at the prospect of Lizzie’s own upset – although that was the second text message the frazzled-looking barrister would send in the wake of this bombshell – but at the idea of relinquishing the glorious week in the south of France that she and her husband had planned minutely, and looked forward to accordingly, around the fact that their three-year-old, Sonny, would be unable to accompany them.

No, the first text message Anna sent was to the only other person in the world who would be as devastated at the collapse of Lizzie and Dan’s relationship – and its subsequent effect on their holiday plans – as she was: Steve, Sonny’s father.

‘Wedding’s off,’ she texted her husband, thumbs flitting around the screen faster than she could have voiced her disappointment but almost as forcefully. ‘Beyond gutted. Reckon your mum can still take Son that week anyway?’

It wasn’t that she wanted to spend less time with her child. Anna adored the solid, knee-high mass of flesh and curls that bounced around their house like a pinball, pepped up on blueberries and story books and the never-ending buzz of discovering things for the first time.

Anna shivered where she stood, from the cold but also from the memory of prying a still-moving creepy-crawly from inside her son’s chubby fist before she had stepped out of the door to go to work that morning. An hour later she had been seated in her law firm’s penthouse boardroom at a table so deliberately and aggressively wide it made even the trusted colleagues opposite feel like adversaries. The disconnect between Anna’s work and home lives made her smile on a daily basis, more often out of sheer bafflement than anything officially good-humoured.

At least Sonny was out of nappies now; the months when she had cleaned up actual shit in the mornings before arriving in that glass-plated tower only to spend her day disposing of the metaphorical kind for spoiled, overgrown children who had made bad life decisions had been too painfully ironic to scrutinise closely.

And yes, she supposed she meant ‘ironic’ the same way Alanis Morissette had.

She added the thought reflexively; it was the kind of music-journalist joke Steve would make. Steve with his jolly creative-industries job, his writing and the witty cultural observations he was paid significantly less than her to make.

Now, standing at the top of the steps across the road from her office, outside the courtroom she would be in for so long that she would likely miss Sonny’s bedtime once again, Anna shrugged her arms out of her blazer, suddenly too hot for it. The sleeves were getting tighter again, and not because she’d built up so much muscle carting all her paperwork around. The May sunshine was warm but the morning air hadn’t quite caught up, and it hung, like bathroom mist, around the spires and domes of London’s oldest district, where its laws had been made and barristers like Anna now maintained them.

She needed some time off. God, she needed it so much. Not just from work – she regularly reminded herself that she had the sort of job most people would kill for, not for the status or the money but for the simple and unusual fact that she enjoyed it most of the time – but from home as well. From Sonny, indirectly, but mostly from herself. The person she had become.

Only last night, unable to sleep again after one of Sonny’s predawn wake-ups, Anna had found herself trying to turn Steve’s phone off night mode in order to read his messages. She had crouched by his bedside table, inches from her husband’s slack features as he snored, and paged about unsuccessfully, attempting fruitlessly to hack the tech-nerd model he had insisted on paying slightly extra for. With whose money, Steve?

The two of them had a long-running joke about her not being able to work it, but the gag was becoming less funny the more texts her husband received from the same number just before lights-out each night.

It was difficult for their neighbour Celia, ferrying Olwen around her shifts at the salon without a partner to share the load, so Steve tried to help out where possible. Sonny and Olwen went to the same nursery, after all.

But those same shifts meant Celia – slim, attractive, naturally maternal Celia – was around far more during the day than Anna ever could be. Around during the day and just next door to where Steve wrote and interviewed and edited from the table in their kitchen.

Stop it.

Celia never seemed to be cross or frustrated with Olwen the way Anna so often was with Sonny.

Stop it.

Really, the perpetual state of low-level chaos in which Anna and Steve’s neighbour and her daughter lived was a cautionary tale; Anna should feel sorry for a woman whose husband had her left last year, not fear her as competition.

Anna needed this break. Just a week, surrounded by her friends, the people she had known since university, the gang who had grown into their thirties alongside her. A holiday that actually felt like one, instead of the usual kind she and Steve now had post-baby – ones that involved all the same chores, just set against a different backdrop, and made her and her husband feel like some bedraggled touring drama company permanently out on rep. Anna had had Lizzie and Dan’s wedding week on the horizon for so long, she had convinced herself that it was her opportunity to rediscover who she had been when they all met, to remind Steve of the real woman he had married. The one who laughed at his jokes and didn’t check her watch or her emails all the time.

Now the wedding had been called off, and that woman felt even more beyond her reach.

Anna’s phone vibrated with a message again: Steve.

‘Damn. Poor Lizzie and Dan. Can we get our money back? We could just go somewhere by ourselves for a week?’

As much as Anna was desperate for some time with her husband – actual quality time rather than the silent and stodgy variety they spent watching TV dramas when they were too tired to speak – she knew she would only feel guilty if they did that. Choosing to leave Sonny behind was quite different from having been forced to by someone else’s wedding plans. When they’d seen the words ‘no children’ on the invite, there had been a split second of indignation, but then – the spreading warmth of realisation, followed swiftly by a giddiness Anna hadn’t felt in years.

The sort that descends at the beginning of a night out, at the first sip of whatever you’ve chosen to fuel it with, at the prospect of not knowing when or where it might end.

If she and Steve went away by themselves, she knew that the bad-mother pangs would no doubt kick in the very evening they arrived and she’d spend the next six days painfully aware of her son’s absence instead of revelling in her husband’s company. She’d be haranguing Steve’s mother for pictures of Sonny within hours – shots of him covered in cereal and glitter. Or mud, as it tended to be when he spent time with his grandparents. Why did they always let him get so dirty?

No, it was the wedding that had made such an escape possible – the idea that she was fulfilling a duty to someone else, to her friend Lizzie, rather than simply indulging her own needs.

Anna swallowed the lump of gloom that had settled in her throat. She should text Lizzie, really.

She noted that Steve’s first reaction, in contrast to her own, had been for the sundered couple.

What a selfish cow I am.

It’s easier for Steve to be kind; he isn’t as stressed as I always am.

As Anna paged around her screen composing a message to Lizzie, the bride-to-be who had so recently become the bride-that-wasn’t, her phone buzzed in her palm. An email:

From: Charlie Bishop

To: Effie Talbot, Anna & Steve Watson, <ajbr86@hotmail.com>

Subject: Re: Some news

 

Hey you lot,

I’ve taken Lizzie, Dan and Ben off the thread. Just thinking, I’ve been slammed at work recently, had this week booked off for ages, paid for my flights, and already coughed up to stay at the not inexpensive ‘Oratoire de St Eris.’ It’s too late for us to get our money back, I’ve checked.

I suppose what I’m saying is this: I could really do with a holiday, and this might as well be it.

Shall we just go anyway? And persuade Lizzie to come with?

C

 

A bird broke out in song from a Clerkenwell rooftop somewhere above Anna’s head, and she thought – just for a moment – that she might join in.
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