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For Toryboy


This is the story of my wedding. It all passed in a blur, so I cannot swear to the literal truth of everything that follows (plus some identities and names have been changed to protect the innocent). But although some things have been left out, some things have been put in and others have been completely mixed up, I hope that anyone who has ever been a party to the organisation of a wedding – whether as bride, best friend, parent or appalled bystander – can recognise that the essence of the nightmare is true.


PROLOGUE

‘Freak. Weirdo. Why? Why am I here? Why are we doing this? This is girlfriend abuse. That’s a capital crime in America, you know.’

It is the last and most utterly freezing day of our three-week holiday in New York and my boyfriend Christopher has insisted that we leave the cosy warmth of the Italian restaurant in which we had been lingering over a meal and take in what he claims is the best view in Manhattan of its famous skyline – from the far end of the Central Park reservoir, at twilight.

I do not like the cold. I am never particularly enamoured of views. I would have thought that someone who has shared my home and my life for the past three years might have picked up on these two, currently very salient, facts. Much of this I mutter under my breath as I trot ahead of him, eager to get it over with and then get back to our centrally heated hotel and order a gallon of coffee and a toasted, salmon-stuffed bagel the size of my head. In my keenness to make this dream a reality, I am starting to outpace the joggers who, swathed in thermal sports kit, are still gamely circling the park.

‘When you reach the end of the reservoir, STOP!’ he orders, as I pull another few yards ahead. I sigh and reluctantly obey. He has, after all, been banging on about doing this ever since we first arrived.

‘There!’ says Christopher triumphantly when he has caught up and we are both at last standing at the reservoir’s furthest edge. ‘The most beautiful view in New York!’

I look. He’s right. Across the water, around whose reeded edges globules of perfectly translucent ice are beginning to form, the sun is gradually sinking behind the skyscrapers. As we watch, they become stark silhouettes, dotted with yellow shining squares, backlit by the deepening orange glow – one of the world’s greatest man-made sights suddenly, graciously illuminated by nature. It is amazing.

‘Actually,’ says Christopher, ‘it’s the second most beautiful view in New York. Because you’re here.’

I turn round, expecting to see him pulling any one of the variety of revolting faces he keeps to accompany his delivery of ridiculous lines, but there is no one next to me. Then I realise that he is down on one knee and holding up a ring.

‘Will you, you midget, hypothermic fool of a woman, whom I love so much, marry me?’

What? Who? Me? How did this happen? To me, someone who has never thought she could, would or should get married. Who has never understood why other people felt the need to proclaim their love in public, let alone organise a giant frock and party to go with it.

And yet here I am, standing in the middle of Central Park, grinning. Grinning like an idiot, never mind a fool.

Christopher pushes back the sleeves of the three giant jumpers I’m wearing and peels off the left-hand set of my multiple pairs of gloves. Just before he puts the ring on my finger, he stops.

‘You haven’t actually said “yes” yet,’ he points out.

‘Haven’t I?’ I say. I honestly can’t remember. ‘Well, then – yes. Yes, please.’

He slips it on. It sparkles like the ice that limns the reservoir.

‘And now,’ he says, ‘we can go home.’


CHAPTER ONE

We met three years ago. I was working as a waitress in a cocktail bar . . . No, not really. I was working six days a week at the bookshop in my local high street. The pay was shite but the job was great. I had previously been working at a supermarket, which is a bit like a war zone. Everyone is keen to get out of there as quickly as possible and on the till you always feel as if you are ducking for cover – from flint-eyed stares of contempt from middle-class women who cannot belieeeve their day is being held up by people in polyester uniforms daring to charge them for their goods, from tuts of exasperation flicked at you from harried mothers, and – occasionally – from outbursts of verbal abuse from the seriously stressed, with expletives raining down like bullets. It was a nice change of pace to be selling people things they wanted to buy rather than simply be the hated entity parting people from their money in return for a trolleyful of boring but necessary groceries, toothpaste and Vim.

My best friend in the bookshop was Val, who had been there for ever and knew everything. And I mean everything. I once had a customer who came in and said anxiously, ‘I’m looking for a book.’

‘Well,’ I said brightly, ‘you’ve come to the right place! If you’d picked the café next door it would have been a disaster.’

‘I don’t know the title . . . ’ he said.

‘That’s OK.’

‘Or the author . . . ’

‘Hmm. Less OK.’

‘But I know it’s got a blue cover.’

‘Well, why didn’t you say so! It’ll be right over there on our blue covers table!’ I didn’t say, but only because Val at this point swooped in and said, ‘It’s The Lovely Bones – Alice Sebold. Let me just go and get it for you.’

She came back ten seconds later with the book in her hand. ‘Is that the one?’ she asked.

‘Yes,’ said the man delightedly. As he paid, I gaped.

‘How did you do that?’ I said to her after the man had left.

She shrugged. ‘Man comes in looking worried, doesn’t browse – he’s here looking for a present for his wife or girlfriend. If he doesn’t hand over a scrap of paper with the title scrawled on it, then he’s looking for the one he’s seen in the papers or on a tube advert. This week, that’s The Lovely Bones. ’S easy.’

I mimed doffing my cap. ‘I wonder how many birthdays and anniversaries you’ve salvaged?’ I said admiringly. ‘I wonder how many relationships you’ve saved over the years?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said, modestly. ‘Dozens, certainly. Maybe hundreds. I should probably be given some kind of award.’

Yes, the bookshop was definitely better. But it was also definitely harder on the feet. Standing for seven hours behind a counter is murder on them, no matter what kind of shoes you wear. As we suffered one Friday afternoon, late in May, Val and I were both breaking managerial protocol by leaning heavily on the counter so that we could stand one-legged, taking the weight off each of our feet in turn, like a couple of fatigued storks.

‘Left!’ said Val, and we switched legs with a small sigh of relief.

‘Ahhh! Count to ten and . . . right!’

We sighed anew.

‘What are you up to tonight?’ I said.

‘The usual,’ said Val. ‘Home, hot bath, and a night in with the cat, raging at the cruel fate that led Elvis to die before I could turn eighteen, fly to Vegas and marry him as planned. What about you?’

‘I’m going to a friend’s book launch,’ I said.

‘Ooh, get you!’

‘I know. Cambridge University Press are publishing his PhD.’

‘What’s that about?’

‘The enclosure of Irish peasant fields in the fifteenth century.’

‘And are the film rights still available? Someone should snap them up.’

‘I know,’ I groaned, leaning further forward and lifting both my feet up for one brief and glorious moment before one elbow slipped and I crashed to the ground, taking a load of memo slips, pens, rolls of special-offer stickers and assorted other desk detritus with me.

‘Are you all right?’ said Val, scanning the shop for signs of concerned and/or annoyed management brought down from their eyrie by the noise.

‘I’m fine,’ I said, levering myself to a sitting position amidst the wreckage, detaching a few stickers from my clothes and brushing dust off my jeans. ‘In fact, I’m actually a lot more comfortable now than—’

‘Erk!’ said Val suddenly. ‘Erk! Erk!’

‘Oh no!’ I exclaimed softly and started batting more frantically at the dust and stickers.

For ‘Erk!’ is the sound Val makes when our one and only handsome male customer comes into the shop. His name – a swift but thorough perusal of his credit card as he buys his weekly selection of tasteful, middlebrow paperbacks and occasional best-selling hardback has revealed – is Michael Beechwood. He does justice to the name – tall and broad-shouldered, with nut-brown hair and skin and a general air of dependability and solidity.

‘He’s like a walking wardrobe,’ said a disgruntled male colleague, after witnessing Val and me clutching each other and panting after Michael the first time he came in, but our colleague is both jealous and wrong – Michael is every young girl’s, and grown shop assistant’s, dream. And lately, we have noticed that he hangs back after he has chosen his books until he can be sure that he will be served by me, and then lingers, chatting over the purchase until a queue forms behind him and he is forced to move away. Even I – who usually find myself halfway through having sex with someone before I realise there’s a chance he might be interested in me – can tell that he is trying to get up the courage to ask me out on a date.

In many ways, it’s a worry. For a start, he’s far too good-looking for me. This isn’t false modesty, this is simple fact. I’m not bad-looking, but I’m not great either (or, as my mother once put it, ‘You’ll not stop clocks, or traffic’) and he is rather lovely. I suspect that his interest betokens one of three things:

a) he’s recently had a small, undiagnosed stroke

b) he’s got a tiresome sexual fetish and has confused my professionally helpful and approachable air with a willingness to slather him in liquid latex, lard, or whatever other goddamn thing it is that gets him off and makes a mess of my sheets

c) he’s after my discount.

Then there was the fact that after nearly two years with my last boyfriend, followed by two more of being single, I suspected I had lost whatever rudimentary dating skills I once had. The idea of shaving my legs, painting a smile on my face and finding the energy to sally forth and engage in flirtatious repartee over a dinner table for an entire evening filled me with something that was neither entirely panic nor dread nor fatigue but some unholy mixture of the three.

I was now at peace with the situation. Yes, the first six months had been spent recovering from the breakup with David. And yes, the next six months were filled by a rising panic – as I watched all my happily married/partnered friends drop sprogs and move out to the back of beyond to give their offspring more space and less lead poisoning – that I was now doomed to spinsterhood, that I would never find someone who would fancy me ever again, and that I had better start mastering a variety of art and craft skills with which to fill the long, lonely years ahead. But after that uncharacteristic burst of neuroticism, sanity reasserted itself and I settled happily – not resignedly, not sadly-but-smiling-bravely, but truly happily into single life.

For the last year, I had been living in my own flat, without a boyfriend, without a flatmate, without even a cat, and I had never been more content. I began to realise why people – by which I mean our mothers – have always been so eager to see their daughters settled before thirty. They know that once you’ve sat out your twenties, once you have experienced the deep, deep peace of a home and disposable income of your own, you have a clearer-eyed view of the world that is not conducive to mating for life. You know the joy of returning to a place that is exactly as you left it. No flatmate has plundered your fridge. No one has finished the toilet paper and not told you about it. Once you have shut the door behind you, the place, the time, the television remote is yours to do with as you wish. You know what you are? You’re flat ’n’ happy.

By the time Michael started frequenting the shop, the idea of interrupting this routine by welcoming another person into my life seemed absurd. As Karen once put it in Will & Grace, whose 8 p.m. repeats on Living TV I was so enjoying with my dinner every evening, what’s so great about another person anyway? They just manhandle your boobs and eat all the ham.

Still, even the most hardily self-sufficient, I reasoned, could make an exception now and again. How else could we maintain an appreciation of our splendid isolation if we didn’t occasionally experience the hell that is other people?

So I peeled the last sticker off my T-shirt and myself off the floor and greeted Mr Beechwood with my nearest approximation of a dazzling smile. Both he and Val took a startled step back, but he recovered admirably quickly.

‘I was wondering,’ he said in his low rumble, which Val once described dreamily and almost indecipherably as ‘very tree-y’, ‘what time you finished work today?’

‘We close at five-thirty,’ I said. ‘Then we usually have to spend about half an hour tidying up, because although the shop might look fine, I can assure you the stockroom is another story!’ I laughed mirthlessly because I could not control what I was doing from the neck up. Val was kicking me on the ankle to try to bring me to my senses. In between, my body was numb.

Forget everything I said before. This is why I liked being single. Because in any other situation I am a moron.

I fell silent. ‘So,’ said Michael cautiously, ‘we could meet in the pub on the corner at about half six for a drink – if you wanted to?’

‘No,’ I said. Michael nodded his head quickly and started to turn away. ‘No – I mean, yes – but I mean – I’ve got to go out tonight to a friend’s thing – very boring do, but I’ve got to go and support him – and we can’t really bring guests otherwise I’d say, you know, “Come along!” but—’

‘Bring it home,’ muttered Val under her breath as she pretended to reorganise the paperback display behind the counter. ‘Bring it on home, gel.’

I took a deep breath. Blimey, that was better. What a difference oxygen can make to stressful situations.

‘But – we could go for a drink tomorrow night. If you wanted to.’

I thought about risking the dazzling smile again, but it hadn’t gone down too well the first time and I was now too drained of all feeling to muster anything more successful, so I just stared at him, unsmiling, haggard, nauseous and probably pale green, across the desk.

‘Great,’ he said beaming back at the shell of a woman before him, ‘half six tomorrow. See you then. Bye!’ He bounded off and I slid back down to the floor.

Val observed me from above. ‘That was . . . ’ She paused, searching for the word that best summed up the scene she had just witnessed. ‘Appalling.’

‘I know,’ I groaned.

‘I’ve known acne-spattered seventeen-year-old boys handle first encounters with the opposite sex with more grace and style. Religious hermits could have coped better. Medieval religious hermits. Medieval religious retarded hermits.’

‘I get,’ I said, pushing myself painfully upright once more, ‘your point.’

‘But,’ she said, suddenly grinning, ‘you have a date!’

‘I do, don’t I?’ I said. ‘Oh, fuck-a-doodle-do. What am I going to wear? What are we going to talk about? And what am I going to wear? Can you lend me a cleavage?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Val. ‘But you should take comfort from the fact that you have never looked worse than at this moment, so it can only be an improvement and a delightful surprise to him tomorrow. And you can talk about books. He paid for these,’ she said, lifting up the handful of volumes Michael had left by the till, ‘but your witty repartee clearly thrilled him so much that he forgot to take them with him. So, I shall bag these up – like this – and give them to you – like this – and you can hand them over tomorrow – like this, or like this –’ she twisted her body this way and that to mime the suggested action and its alternatives – ‘thus at least getting you over the initial meet-and-greet horrors.’

‘Thank you,’ I said faintly.

‘You’re very welcome.’

After we closed up the shop, I changed quickly into a skirt, shoved my jeans into my bag and ran through the drizzling rain, as quickly as someone could who was limping with both feet, to the train station in order to get to the book launch more or less on time. On the train, I slumped wearily down in my seat, rousing myself only in the last five minutes of the journey when I remembered that I really should put some make-up on.

By the time the train got into Victoria, it was pouring down and the only thing blacker and more unforgiving than the sky was my mood, particularly when I couldn’t get a taxi and had to present myself at a gathering of suited, booted and perfectly coiffured fellow guests looking like something to which a drowned rat would offer a towel and a pitying stare. I pushed my glasses up on to my head, partly to keep my straggling hair out of my face, partly because they were covered in water and I didn’t have a spare inch of unsoaked clothing on which to dry them and restore visibility, but mostly because it is, albeit counter-intuitively, always better to reduce a roomful of strangers to a vague haze of formless faces before you venture forth. They look friendlier that way, and you feel already slightly drunk and pleasingly confident. I strode determinedly forth and into a wine waiter.

At least it was white wine and at least I was already too wet to care. As we disentangled ourselves, the host-and-author Ed came over to see if he could help. ‘And if I can’t help, can I at least point you to the corner in which you can do least damage?’ he said politely.

‘No, but could you grab me a napkin or something.’ He produced a clean handkerchief from his pocket – I had forgotten he was posh. ‘Thanks. If I can just dry these things . . . ’ – I waved my glasses – ‘future risk promises to be minimised.’

Once I was back in full possession of my faculties, Ed took me round the room and introduced me to some of the strangers, who even close up seemed friendly.

As I was chatting to a group of them, I noticed a man standing by the window. He caught my eye for many reasons. First, there were the clothes. Working from the feet up, an ancient pair of brown suede boots were lapped by an equally ancient pair of blue needlecord trousers, into which a red gingham shirt – frayed at collar and cuffs – had almost been tucked. This vibrant ensemble was completed by what in its heyday would have been readily identifiable as a green velvet jacket, but which had clearly been found – perhaps under a forgotten set of back stairs in the rambling country house in which the wearer almost certainly had grown up – by him long after that.

Second, there was the posture – although he was clearly only around my age, he had the stoop of a much older man. A much older man who had really worked hard on – possibly won awards for – his stoop. And finally there was the hair. At last I knew what a shock of hair looked like. Very thick, very straight, and very prematurely very silvery-grey, it stuck vertically up from his forehead and went off in a variety of directions thereafter. This natural tendency, I discovered on further observation, was aggravated by his habit of clutching it at moments of high tension, which were obviously many, as he engaged in a variety of heated debates with different guests who slewed round to talk to him.

I was entranced. He couldn’t have looked more perfectly The Eccentric Academic if you had built him yourself from a kit off the internet. I almost wanted to go up and congratulate him on putting it all together so well. ‘The hair! The clothes! The curvature of the spine! Don’t tell me you did it all by yourself?’

When he at last took a break from his heated debating, he turned round and I saw his face properly for the first time – long, hawk-nosed, beetle-browed and furious but again, the mere consistency of it all was very attractive. He scanned the room and caught me looking at him. He raised his glass so unsmilingly at me that my first thought was to wonder whether you could be hit in the face by a face. My second thought, which was the one I acted upon, was to raise my glass in turn, go cross-eyed and stick my tongue out so far to the right that I almost licked my shoulder. A moment later he was by my side.

‘I’ve been looking for a woman who would realise that I can’t help my terrible face all my life,’ he said. ‘I hoped I was beaming at you over there,’ he said, frowning ferociously. ‘But I wasn’t, was I?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘What about now?’ he said, still frowning in a manner that would have killed any small child in the vicinity.

‘Not really.’

‘I give up,’ he said. ‘I’m just going to tell you about myself to convince you that there is no art to find the mind’s construction in the face.’ He looked – furiously – at me.

I was impressed. I’ve never had a man make literary references at me before. Or maybe they have and I have just never noticed. I only recognised this one – from Macbeth – because this was the point at which Samantha Sullivan in our English GCSE class – after we had spent a billion years staggering, line by agonising, incomprehensible line, through the sodding play – cracked and ran out of the room screaming that she wasn’t going to do any more Shakespeare even if Miss put a dagger through her own adolescent neck. I think she got an extra coursework mark for Making Appropriate Contemporary Reference to an Important Plot Point, but we all felt her pain.

So I let him tell me about himself. It was much as the clothes had predicted. His was a world full since birth of oak-panelled walls, tweed suits and Tradition with a capital T. He was impregnably self-confident, difficult, argumentative to an almost pathological degree, and potentially infuriating. If I had been scanning a description on a dating website, I would have run screaming for the hills. But I didn’t. He was so different from anyone I had ever met before that I was intrigued and I stayed.

We talked for a while before being joined by other guests and gradually drifted apart as enforced mingling took place, but I kept half an eye on him and when it came time to leave I made a big deal about finding my coat and saying my farewells so that he would know, if he was paying any kind of attention at all, that I was going. He met me at the door.

‘Where are you heading?’ he scowled.

‘I was going to get a cab to Charing Cross.’

‘But we’re only in Piccadilly.’

‘I know, but I always get lost.’

‘But it’s only a four-minute walk away.’

‘Not the way I do it. Last time I tried, I ended up in Marble Arch.’

‘It is clearly not safe to leave you unattended. I will walk you to Charing Cross.’

He tells me now that he was impressed at the time by my willingness to pretend to a sub-imbecilic sense of direction to force him to escort me. ‘Now, of course, after years of losing you in familiar and unfamiliar shops, streets, beaches, and – on one memorable occasion – our own house, I know that you spoke merely the truth and that in fact I was lucky you had made it to the correct door at which I was planning to waylay you.’

A four-minute walk took us two and a half hours because we stopped first for something to drink, then for a meal and then for another drink. Thus by the end of the evening I had also learned that he had appalling table manners, a spectacularly hard-working liver, a history degree, a job in a right-wing political think-tank and a festering rage against most of humanity. In almost every way except the last, we were ideally unsuited.

But I also discovered that he was funny. Thanks to the wine and my own relatively inefficient liver, I can’t remember a single word either of us said, but I remember nearly laughing my leg off all evening. And he was clever. And he didn’t mind that I wasn’t. As time wore on and he started to gauge the depths of my ignorance in the two areas with which he was most concerned – history and politics – he started to add little explanations in parentheses as he went along. It was like having my own personal Google and John Craven’s Newsround rolled into one. And even these miniature lectures and sidebars made me laugh. Now that’s a good trick.

When we eventually got to the station, the last train was two minutes away from departure. Christopher kissed me quickly on the cheek and asked for my email address. I scrawled it on a scrap of paper I found in my handbag and ran for my train.

The next evening, I was staring into my wardrobe looking for a suitable – or failing that, simply clean – outfit for my date with Michael when I realised that something was wrong. Where, I wondered, was the roiling bellyful of nausea that we try to call delicious anticipation? Where was the embryonic stress headache building behind the eyes that usually precedes a night out with a stranger? Why was I not cursing myself for not having a peachy bottom, a recent manicure and selection of clean, unladdered tights to hand like any normal adult woman with a modicum of pride and decency?

I didn’t have time to think about it as, naturally, I was already running late. I threw on a skirt whose stains wouldn’t show if I took off my jacket after I’d sat down, a top whose creases from being folded up so long would at least, I reasoned as I dashed downstairs and along the road to the bus stop and back again when I realised I had forgotten his books, prove that it was clean. On the bus, I put on my make-up. It’s not that I want to live like this, you understand, it’s just that that’s always the way it works out. Sometimes I dream of taking three months off work to learn how to be grown-up. I would spend it decluttering my flat, putting all my old bank statements and paperwork into some kind of impressive concertina file, ‘edit’ – as the magazines say – my wardrobe, which would probably translate to ‘binning everything but my jeans and pyjamas’ but at least would be quick, finding a hairdresser who does not ask me what I want but simply tells me what I need, setting up all necessary direct debits, programming the speed dials on all my phones, defrosting the freezer and generally getting my shit together. I would emerge at the end of the three months a new, well-organised, serene woman who sat at a dressing table with a well-lit mirror before her to do her make-up instead of risking blindness by applying her mascara between stops on the overcrowded 225.

When I got to the pub, Michael was already there. As I approached the table, he jumped up, grinning, to greet me.

‘I’m so sorry I’m late,’ I said.

‘No problem,’ he said affably. ‘What can I get you to drink?’

‘Gin and tonic, please,’ I said, taking my jacket off, sitting down and remembering too late about the variety of unlovely marks festooning my lower half. He brought the drinks back and sat down. I gave him his books and he thanked me.

‘So,’ he said, looking taller, slimmer and better-looking than ever in the kindly mellow lighting of the All Bar Slug and Piano or wherever we were, ‘how long have you been working in the bookshop?’

We made small talk while we looked at the menus. We ordered our food. He was charming. He had lovely table manners. He asked if we could go out again. It was – damn, blow, blast and bloody fucking hell – no good.

‘I’m so sorry,’ I said, and I really, really was. ‘This isn’t going to work out. You see, I’ve fallen in love with a grey-haired, Tory-voting Quasimodo and he’s ruined me for normal men.’
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