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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.










Chapter 3


Effie


‘. . . plus you know he has this hot new girlfriend now?’


Anna’s voice drifted over from the front seat and Effie came to as if surfacing from underwater, hungry with dread for the last nugget of information she had just heard.


Please, no. I can’t take it just yet. Give me another week. Another month.


‘Who has?’ Effie heard herself demanding, taut and urgent. Her question ripped through the cosy atmosphere and easy chitchat of the car and landed in the dashboard, a quivering javelin hurled from the back seat, sharp and discordant.


This was what she had been most afraid of. In the early days of heartbreak, it hadn’t been the idea of being alone for ever or the prospect of picking up a life that was in pieces and trying to reassemble it – like gluing a smashed vase back together without ever having seen it whole – that pulled her awake in the middle of the night, cold and shivering with loss and residual disbelief.


It was the thought of her ex-boyfriend finding someone else. The idea that someone else might make him a different, more genuine shade of what she had mistaken for happy. That some other Effie – but crucially not Effie – was doing everything with him and for him that she had once done; and that – this time – it felt right to him. Even though, to Effie, things had never felt more shockingly, paralysingly, chaotically wrong.


Effie might have felt more positive recently, but her hurt was still raw, her heart still porous and vulnerable. Six months was not quite long enough to get over six years with someone. Despite the promise of happiness on the horizon, Effie was still not ready for this.


Anna shifted in her seat and her face appeared around the headrest in front. ‘Charlie has,’ she said, sighing and scanning Effie where she sat. Her keen eye, honed over years of close friendship, discerned a dullness to her friend’s skin, a lack of shine in her usually twinkling gaze. There were shadows under her eyes, and the cotton skirt Effie was wearing stopped at her knees, displaying pale thin shins mapped with coffee table-height blue and purple bruises. ‘Charlie,’ she said again, quietly.


Oh thank God. Anna turned around again and Effie went back to chewing the skin around her fingernails and looking out of the window. As they hurtled towards the airport, the receding city gave way to liminal business parks that looked like 1980s greenhouses and were guarded with spiked metal fences.


They had had to move their flights back a day – officially because something had ‘come up’ at Anna’s work, but the truth was that the friends had engineered the delay to avoid the pain of waking up at the château on the morning of Lizzie’s big day with none of the planned preening and no white dress to put on. Instead, they would arrive at the Oratoire just before the sun went down on what would have been the wedding date itself.


‘Do we know her, Charlie’s girlfriend?’ Effie asked gamely.


Anna’s left arm was dangling from where she held the passenger-side grab rail in the car’s ceiling. Effie’s mother always clung to it during car journeys, too.


Effie had been ready for years now to ride up front next to the father of her child, the safest and softest cushioned carapace money could buy and its oblivious pudgy cargo anchored with seat belts behind her. Instead here she sat, surrounded by the crumbs sprinkled from Sonny’s own safety throne when Anna had removed it that morning, fretting at a scab on her leg like a surly teen.


Anna replied to her question with a laugh. ‘Only that she’s called Iso and she’s – what? – Charlie’s first proper girlfriend since . . . you?’


Effie snorted. She had barely been a girlfriend, let alone a proper one. They had coupled up briefly during their first term at Cambridge, those russet-leaved weeks when freshers try on new personalities like hats to see what suits.


Charlie and she – with their nearby rooms off the same tiled corridor, their shared kitchenette and penchant for curling up and watching films late at night while others in their year marauded around the pubs and cobbled streets of their university town – had settled into a routine of mundane domesticity so quickly it had scared her. Effie had ended it before Christmas that term, determined to see something more of university life, and Charlie had become a friend instead.


In fact, Charlie had become a rogue – our rogue, the three women who knew him best called him, to differentiate him from other, less special Lotharios and exonerate his comically clichéd treatment of the women he lured into his orbit, kept around for just long enough that they fell head over heels for him, then quickly tired of, and after which he moved on to the next.


Anna and Lizzie had joked for a decade now that Effie had broken Charlie and turned him promiscuous with that early rejection, but Effie knew that he too had felt a jolt of unease at how immediately the two of them had become so middle-aged together. Then, that sort of banal intimacy had upset the natural order of things; now it was all Effie craved.


‘I wonder what’s so special about this one,’ Anna continued.


‘The hotness, I imagine,’ said Effie sarcastically.


‘No wonder he was so keen to go on this holiday,’ Steve said from the driver’s seat, glancing up at the mirror as he signalled. ‘He probably can’t wait to show her off to us.’


Anna laughed – once, and tersely, because she couldn’t remember Steve ever having shown her off to anybody. ‘Makes a change – he usually keeps them hidden, in case they get the wrong idea: meeting the friends means it’s serious, after all.’


‘That’s true – Dan didn’t even introduce us to Ben until the engagement party,’ Effie piped up from the back seat, her voice light but loaded. She met Anna’s brown eyes in the passenger seat’s visor mirror. Steve changed lanes, apparently unaware.


Ben was Dan’s best friend and erstwhile best man. He and the groom had been to some godforsaken authoritarian boarding school together, where they had formed the sort of brotherly bond that had been strengthened by cold showers and early morning army drills on frozen rugby pitches. Charlie had taken him off the email chain earlier that week: they hardly expected the best man to join them – Lizzie’s mates – on a holiday that had once been his best friend’s wedding.


And hadn’t he been worth the wait? Effie turned back to the window and warmed herself with a smile that she knew Anna couldn’t see in the mirror.


Effie had met Ben only a couple of times in the months after the engagement party, and had tried to be friendly – he’d be escorting her back down the lavender-bordered aisle after the ceremony, after all. They had got along fine at the party: the two of them had spent much of it with their heads either bent together or thrown back in laughter, chatting by the bar, while James had looked on sourly from the sidelines. But in the weeks afterwards – after James had finished with her – Ben had been aloof, occasionally acerbic, and – frustratingly at the time, although Effie was prepared now to admit she had been at one of her many low ebbs – entirely uninterested in the face of her slightly desperate attempts to flirt with him.


It was several months later that Effie found herself sitting opposite the best man in a busy pub not far from the school she worked at – which, happily, took up most of her time these days. Ben had met her at the gates long after Effie’s beloved girls had filed out, ducklings in boater hats, and gone home. He was all plans and secret projects for a video he wanted to make and show during the speeches on the couple’s big day.


It was to tell the story of Lizzie and Dan’s relationship, a montage of their moments together, starting with how they’d met on a dating app and ending with messages from those who hadn’t been able to make it over to the Oratoire – once a medieval convent, now a lavish, Instagram-friendly rental property – for the ceremony. As he explained it to Effie, asking for her opinions, her ideas, how she might be able to quietly corral Lizzie’s network while he contacted Dan’s, she had seen the rather brusque man she’d come to expect thaw before her eyes, watched all his stuffy reserve evaporate under the heat of his boyish enthusiasm. They ended up having a rather lovely night in the pub, as they planned and plotted, drank pints, and swapped stories.


It had turned into a rather lovely morning as well.


Since then, Effie and Ben had seen a lot more of each other. The gaping wounds that her ex, James, had left – in her life, her future – were beginning to heal. She still felt sad, still caught herself staring for minutes at a time into the past as though it was a view from a window. But for the first time in months, Effie also felt optimistic. Loved, even. Though that word had not been uttered yet – it had only been a month.


But Ben was so open, so genuine, so keen to make plans and put things in the diary with her – plans she was only too glad to accept, after realising those pages had gradually emptied without her noticing towards the end with James – that Effie wondered whether it might not be long before it was said.


It was in this spirit that they had decided to keep their relationship – or whatever it was; Effie felt superstitious about labelling it – under wraps until the wedding. Let’s not distract from Lizzie and Dan’s day, Effie and Ben had reasoned to each other one morning as the sun crept onto the pillow they shared, like a hand reaching in through the curtains. They would tell the others after the ceremony.


In the week since Lizzie’s email, Effie had seen less of Ben. They had both been busy mopping up their friends’ tears but, even in this, they had been thrown together.


Ben had offered to help cancel various deliveries; refund wedding favours and gift-list items; send back chairs, tables, and the like; have floral displays taken down and trellises dismantled; return the unlucky rings so they could be cast into Mount Doom and smelted down for the next unwitting fingers. As best man and de facto maid of honour, he and Effie had, between the two of them, ensured that the mundane disassembly of the wedding had not entirely fallen on the already overburdened shoulders of those currently busy with the far bigger task of unpicking the life they had planned together.


At least I didn’t have to cancel a wedding.


Effie imagined herself in a white dress and veil, crying and begging as she had indeed done, only this time in front of an audience in florals and wide brims with carefully matched bags and shoes, rather than in her pyjamas on the stairs of her flat just before the front door had banged shut. She shivered the memory away.


After a few nights apart, Effie’s entire body was looking forward to seeing Ben again. The time they’d spent together had so far been the giggling, wine-flushed, last-people-in-the-restaurant sort – and what inevitably came afterwards. She had been more than a little bleary in the classroom at Coral Hill Prep of late, after chatting into the dawn with Ben while tracing the whorls of hair on his chest with one finger.


Muted in her palm, Effie’s phone hummed, and she felt her insides wriggle. It was from Ben: ‘See you soon, gorgeous.’


She blushed enjoyably in her seat: there would be more chance for that this week. But Effie was also looking forward to spending daylight hours with her new boyfriend. They had gone out for breakfast together one weekend, walked in the park, but since they were single thirty-somethings with efficient and established lives, one or the other of them eventually had to head off to something else. Effie craved the sort of uninhibited, languorous, limitless hours that come only with being in a foreign country and having taken one’s watch off. Strolling through a market town, cycling through vineyards, simply lying by the pool with Ben, making small talk.


The pool. She had studied it endlessly on the website’s photo gallery over the past six months: on her phone, from her desk in the staffroom, in bed, in several pubs with countless glasses of wine in hand. Lapping azure water overlooking rolling fields of lavender and sunflowers demarcated by avenues of needle-pointed cypress trees: a Hockney air-dropped into Cézanne country. Effie stretched her thin limbs and aching joints in the car at the very thought, at the baptismal qualities she had projected onto it, and warmed in anticipation of unfurling beside it as soon as she arrived. She had been almost existentially cold for half a year.


‘Have you heard any more from Lizbet? How is she?’ Anna was asking from the front.


Effie stalled as the car flew along. She didn’t want to describe how their once bubbly, golden hair-tossing friend, whose white teeth were always bared in a shriek of laughter, had become sad-eyed and silent, a watchful lank-haired supplicant who wished only to rewind to before the break-up.


‘She’s doing okay,’ she replied, from the back seat. ‘Up and down. You know.’


Anna did know. She had picked Effie up only too recently, and Lizzie had done similar for her years before she had met Steve. Women spend half their party decade either in this coma or sitting at its bedside, Effie thought, waiting for their friends to wake up. When they do, the prescribed medicine is booze and solidarity, a pile of handbags on a dance floor. Rehabilitation comes in learning how to smile again, how to dine alone, how to talk to strangers. How to spend a Friday night in with only one’s soul for company.


They all knew the stunned desolation of broken-hearted grief, all felt their friends’ hurt like a memory of their own. At university, Anna and Effie had practically scraped Lizzie off the floor after one such rupture. For several days, Anna had coaxed soup into her mouth, while Effie persuaded her up and out of bed, into an exam hall to answer the questions that would move her life on in the right direction, past this painful and unforeseen bump in the road. Effie knew that Lizzie counted the favour she had done back then as above and beyond the call of duty. She supposed it had been – she had made Lizzie promise to tell no one, not even Anna – but Effie had done it gladly.


It hadn’t taken that long for them to come around from break-ups in their twenties, but in your thirties . . . Effie had found that it was different, more difficult. Once people began to swap their urban family of flatmates and pals for the cosy little biological units they were creating at home, there were fewer – if any – who could offer the necessary hours of vigil. The only single woman among her friends after the break-up, Effie often faced the prospect of a whole weekend devoid of plans, and it sent her spiralling into a breathless crouch of despair every time. She found solace in books and daytime cinema trips, but only had to imagine herself at the Singles ’n’ Salsa night in the pub at the end of her road and the panic would come again.


She knew she could always turn up at Anna’s house, where the background thrum of toddler patter, the washing machine, and something from Steve’s obscure vinyl collection might drown out the internal static for an afternoon. Effie delighted in Sonny’s company and lavished attention on him as though he were her own blood. Childcare came naturally to her, and she recognised a wistfulness in Anna’s gratitude.


But Effie also knew she was an addendum there. If she and Sonny played a game or painted a picture, he always wanted to tell Mama and Dada he had won, to show them what he had made. Effie yearned to be so crucial to somebody, at the centre of a little world. As much as she wanted the company, she didn’t like to highlight how much she needed it.


Effie had gone around to hold Lizzie’s hand the evening after the email. Dan had already moved out of their pretty garden flat on the most superficial level, meaning his underwear was no longer there but his books and CDs were. Effie remembered this stage from when James left: every well-thumbed page, creased spine, and half-remembered romantic lyric was a ghost in the room, each a soft-focus Then that existed in filmic palimpsest with the shitty, unflatteringly lit Now. She’d thought that stage was bad, but she had found the empty spaces on the shelves once they had been removed even worse.


‘Spray his belongings with your favourite perfume before you hand them over,’ Cosmo had educated them all as teenagers. ‘He’ll be overwhelmed with memories and want you back.’


It hadn’t worked for Effie; it had just made James cough.


Lizzie had been distant and distracted when Effie arrived – but that was to be expected. Effie knew how having your life cancelled without notice could change a person. She had tried her best to persuade Lizzie to come on the holiday with the rest of them, to spend what would surely be the most difficult week of her life with the people who knew her best – but Lizzie had been reticent. Even talking about the place she should have been married in had made her cry fresh tears.


‘I can’t, Eff,’ she’d sputtered into a tissue. ‘It would be all I thought about.’


‘But won’t you be thinking about it here too?’ Effie had gestured around the empty flat. ‘You’d be surrounded by your friends there – here you’ll just be by yourself, wondering when Dan’s next coming around to pick up his stuff.’


Eventually Lizzie had acquiesced: she would come with them to the Oratoire de St Eris, the place she had chosen as backdrop for her future with Dan now recast as square one in the new journey her life would take.


Effie had been glad. As the single elder stateswoman, she knew the importance of company, and she’d wanted to make sure Lizzie would have it on request. Before she’d left the flat that evening, Effie had even offered to stay the night, but her friend had waved her off from the front step. As she walked away down the road, Effie had guiltily admitted to herself that the prospect of one more friend – one more than none – whose future felt that little bit less mapped out had felt reassuring. It had been a little soon to make the point to Lizzie that they would have each other, just as it felt a little soon to press Ben on the specifics of whatever it was they had together.


Effie had gone straight from there to the pub to meet him – not that she had told Lizzie that. Effie knew that, eventually, Lizzie would be delighted for her and for Ben – she knew how difficult Effie had found the past six months; but the news that a friend is having depression-busting, chandelier-rattling sex with your ex’s best mate wasn’t exactly what Lizzie needed to hear right then. Effie felt more reckless and spontaneous with Ben than she ever had done with James; that night, flush-faced and with a corona of pillow-static hair, she had told him of the plan to whisk Lizzie away with them, to soothe the rawness of her hurt with the company of her oldest friends.


The last six months hadn’t been difficult for just Effie. She and Anna had noticed a transformation in their friend over that time too. Lizzie had always been strong-minded and successful; she spent her days making the sort of trailblazing adverts that talking heads ended up commenting on in state-of-the-nation clip shows. She knew her rights and her worth like she did her target demographics, but she had surprised both of them by diving into the planning of her ‘Big Day’ like a Victorian wallflower working on her trousseau.


These days, they met up less frequently than they had in their twenties and, just like their drinks when they did, their time together felt watered down. In recent months, Lizzie had been quieter than usual – withdrawn, almost – and, when Effie and Anna had managed to coax her out of herself, able to talk of little other than the wedding. She asked their advice about readings, place settings and favours, with none of the sarcasm Effie might have overlaid or Anna’s resentment at how much time her own nuptials had taken up. Lizzie was almost obsessive about the wedding – to the exclusion of her old personality, in fact.


But she didn’t seem excited about it, either. Lizzie’s wasn’t the sort of bridezilla monomania or self-importance that bulldozed or hijacked every other topic of conversation between the three of them. It seemed as though she couldn’t let herself talk about anything else, didn’t trust herself to. When Effie and Anna shared stories about what sort of day they’d both had, what their weekends looked like, Lizzie simply shrank into the cushions of whatever sofa they were sitting on or remained blank across the table they sat at.


Effie had first noticed it after the engagement party: Lizzie had become so bland, so docile. A blushing bride but somehow lacking in enthusiasm too. Lizzie was no longer mischievous; she no longer laughed. She had once called something ‘wedmin’ over brunch (Effie watched Anna repress a shudder), without even pausing to pull a face.


Lizzie had deployed the same determination she always brought to all things professional, and planned the wedding like an automaton: the dress had been chosen with minimum fuss (neither Effie nor Anna had been invited along); the venue – lavish and far away – decided on swiftly and without too much agonising. The invitation, a hand-finished fold-out card filled with multiple inserts detailing logistics and a single sprig of Provençal lavender, had arrived with little pomp and just the right amount of ceremony. Lizzie had diligently – robotically, even – got on with all of it.


So what had changed her mind?










Chapter 4


Anna


‘She didn’t want to talk about it.’ Effie’s voice from the back wavered slightly with an emotion that Anna knew her fragile friend shared. As much as her heart went out to Lizzie – Lizzie, who had stepped back from bride to mere woman again – it was Effie, still, six months on, who concerned her most.


The head of his own digital marketing agency, Effie’s ex-boyfriend, James, had constructed his entire identity around being ahead of the curve; James had always known the best bars, owned the best albums before anyone else did. He had a collection of prized T-shirts emblazoned with the inscrutable logos of cult Japanese fashion brands, of record labels and microbreweries – Anna could rarely tell one from the other – that reached out to the like-minded souls he passed in the red-brick Shoreditch streets near his office (sorry, ‘workspace’) and meant nothing to the pedestrians James considered to be beneath his notice.


She and Effie had both been through break-ups before, but this one . . . Anna pulled a strand of her dark hair in front of her face and rolled it between her fingers. This one had been life-changing. Effie had thought she and James would have children together, grow old side by side. He might not have been sold on getting married, but they had been together nearly six years; the rest of them had all assumed it was a done deal – despite the fact that they might privately have wished Effie could meet somebody who was more appreciative of her.


Instead, Anna had answered her phone during one of Sonny’s cute but terrifyingly brutal toddler football sessions one Sunday morning to hear Effie lowing like a dying animal.


‘He’s gone,’ she managed through the pain. ‘It’s over.’


Anna hadn’t even been able to get to her until two days later, and the fact had shamed her. In the old days, she would have been around with tissues and wine within the hour, but an inexcusably clichéd combination of childcare and court prep meant that the heartbreak Bat-Signal had gone unanswered for forty-eight hours solid. Effie had said she didn’t mind, that she had work to get through as well – but was that proof of how busy and grown-up they both were or of how dislocated they had become?


Between them, Anna and Lizzie had made time to check in on their friend but, as the weeks and months passed since the bomb had gone off in Effie’s life, Anna found she no longer had the stamina she once did for friend emergencies. She didn’t have enough evenings free, between the ones she spent either hunched low and late, scribbling at her desk, or rushing out of the office in case she could make it back in time for Sonny’s bath. She couldn’t keep in her yawns as Effie re-trod the shock, the incredulity, and the anger over bottle after bottle, well beyond Anna’s strict ten p.m. bedtime. She couldn’t manage the headaches the next day in the office as the love fermented to spite and the yearning distilled to fury. She couldn’t help Effie every minute of the day as they had all done for each other in the past. When they did manage to meet as a three, Lizzie had seemed barely able to concentrate on what Effie was saying anyway.


Anna felt Effie’s text messages buzzing in her pocket as she met clients, turned her phone face down when the calls came during briefing sessions with her juniors. How did she have time to ring during the school day anyway? After a decade of devotion to Coral Hill Prep and teaching its precocious pre-teen girls with the type of enthusiasm that couldn’t be faked, Effie was now one step away from being headmistress at one of the most prestigious primary schools in London. Anna couldn’t imagine the pushy mothers, for which that particularly leafy, south-west quadrant of the city was famous, standing for anybody being anything other than full Mary Poppins when in loco parentis with their highly competitive, socially engineered charges.


So Anna yelled her advice out over speakerphone as she danced around the kitchen with Sonny’s potato waffles or soaped the paint out of his hair in the bath. Each time, she acknowledged briefly to herself – and hated – that her life no longer felt broad enough to encompass all of Effie’s feelings as well as her own.


A text message more than two inches long was an indulgence to her parental mind, and further evidence that her friend’s was unravelling.


Married for a year longer than Sonny’s tiny lifespan and with Steve for three before that, Anna had forgotten how distant memories, unearthed emails, the gradual joining of dots could precipitate aftershocks of emotion that felt as new and disorientating as the original landslide of a relationship ending. She could no longer recall how thinking back over a conversation in a new light somehow intensified and renewed what had happened all over again. An entire relationship could be recast in a moment, a love story rewritten in a second – but Anna did not have the energy to talk Effie down every time.


Instead, her responses had become copy-and-paste jobs, her patience stretched translucent. But now that she saw Effie for the first time in a few weeks – really saw her – Anna realised that her friend was still struggling under the weight of a decision taken about her future that she had not been consulted on.


After James’s departure, Effie’s complexion, always light and prone to rosiness, had become a blotch of blue-toned grey pallor. Her baby-soft hair was thinner, her athletic build now nearly skeletal; her joints were bony hinges and her sternum a ridged xylophone beneath her T-shirt. In a past life, wearing the contented pudge that came of being in long-term, loved-up, if not exactly red-hot relationships, the two of them would have joked about the cheese-rind skin and wine-coated teeth that accompanied glamorous, emaciated sorrow, but now – one of them wasting away under her own sadness, the other bloated with domestic grudges – there seemed little to laugh about.


Anna was pleased to see that some of her friend’s former glow had been restored recently, but she still wasn’t back to full strength.


I’ll speak to her properly this week. This holiday will be just what we both need.


That was why she’d also begged Lizzie to come with them, so that she might lick her wounds in their company rather than alone, in the flat she used to share with her now former fiancé.


As Anna glanced out of the window and Steve began to slow to pull off for the exit towards the airport’s vast expanses of car park, there came the sound of two phones, hers and Effie’s, vibrating in unison as the same message arrived to them both simultaneously.


It was from Lizzie: ‘Are you at the airport yet? Running a bit late – eek! Can’t wait to see you both.’










Chapter 5


Effie


Ben was waiting there for her after the security checks. Broad and beaming with a nervous smile that made Effie’s own slightly jittery stomach lurch like a stalling car, he bent to kiss her cheek before greeting Anna and Steve. He had carefully saved a table large enough for the whole group, took coffee orders as the three of them schlepped their wheelies out of the way, and went to the bar as they settled in.
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