



[image: ]








RUNNING AWAY FROM
RICHARD


 


Chris Manby


[image: ]


www.hodder.co.uk






Also by Chris Manby


Flatmates


Second Prize


Deep Heat


Lizzie Jordan’s Secret Life


Getting Personal


Seven Sunny Days


Girl Meets Ape


Ready or Not?




Copyright © 2001 by Chris Manby


First published in Great Britain in 2001 by Hodder and StoughtonAn Hachette Livre UK Company




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


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


Epub ISBN 978 1 848 94806 8Book ISBN 978 0 34083 721 4




Hodder & Stoughton LtdAn Hachette Livre UK Company

338 Euston Road

London NWl 3BH




www.hodder.co.uk




For Clare Elson




Acknowledgements


People sometimes ask if writing is a lonely job, but, fact is, there isn’t a book in the shop which is really the sole effort of the person with their name on the spine. From the people whose stories inspire me to the eternally cheerful gang at Hodder who get the finished product from tatty manuscript to swanky paperback, there are plenty of people to thank.


My Auntie Gwenda and cousin Clare Elson have both faced the big ‘C’ this year and it was their courage, and Clare’s story in particular, which led me to create the character of Brandi, whom you’ll meet in these pages. I have tried to give a realistic portrayal of breast cancer care in the United States and am very grateful to Barbie Casey and Brandy Jones of the Susan G. Komen Breast Cancer Foundation for their help with my research. Likewise, I am indebted to Nicky Brian and her colleagues at the Imperial Cancer Research Fund and to breast cancer survivor Marcia Hobbs for sharing her inspirational story. Any bloopers within are the author’s, but I hope that I have at least been able to accurately convey some of Clare’s and Marcia’s positivity.


For the facts and more information about breast cancer, you can visit Imperial Cancer Research Fund’s website: www.imperialcancer.co.uk


Or write to:


Imperial Cancer Research Fund, PO Box 123, Lincoln’s Inn Fields, London, WC2A 3PX


email: cancer.info@icrf.icnet.uk


Onto the usual suspects . . . I need to thank my eternally supportive family, Mum, Dad, Kate and Lee. Thanks to Marty Beal, for letting me turn his LA flat into the British embassy during the spring. To Chris Hobbs and Greg Sachs for letting me infiltrate the Bachelor Pad. To Jenn Matherly, bad influence, for being the first trusting fool to let me drive her car on the wrong side of the road! To Cynthia Harding and Vicki Arkoff for making me an honorary California girl. To Fiona Walker and Jessica Adams for keeping all the GNI balls in the air while I worked on my tan . . . I mean, my novel. To Nikki Jones for all those cups of tea during the final stages. To Tom, Barfy, Baz and Fergs, for putting me up in Sheffield (you will all be in the next one!). To Kate Lyall Grant and the gang at Hodder for their enthusiastic support and a wonderful launch party. To my agent Ant Harwood, for taking the telephone tantrums. And to Rob Yorke, who survived the real ones – Nightmare on Fourth Street and the LAX Incident. Next time, just go fishing!




1


There’s only one thing worse than being jilted on the day of your wedding and that is being chucked a week before you have to be your best friend’s chief bridesmaid.


At least if you’re the jilted bride herself, you don’t have to go through with the ceremony. As the recently dumped chief bridesmaid, however, you don’t have the luxury of locking yourself in your bedroom and sobbing your heart out at that moment when you should have been listening to the organist strike up ‘Here Comes the Bride’. Oh no. You still have to walk down the aisle with your head held high, choking back the tears so you don’t smudge your mascara, and you can’t even choose the bloody horrid outfit you have to do it in.


That’s right. Being the just-dumped bridesmaid is infinitely worse than suffering a very late broken engagement, or even being left right at the altar. Trust me, I should know. Because that’s what happened to me.


My name is Lizzie Jordan. I’m an actress. And just over a year and a half ago, I thought I was on the fast track to ‘happily ever after’. I had recently graduated from drama school and though the casting agents weren’t exactly camping on my doorstep with offers from Spielberg or the RSC, I was optimistic that it was only a matter of time. I had received rave reviews for my dazzling performance as the fairy queen Titania in my graduating class’s version of Midsummer Night’s Dream and had got down to the last two in an audition for the grown-up daughter in the new Bisto ad. Though I had yet to earn a penny from my acting, getting my name in lights still seemed less of an ‘if’ than a ‘when’.


In the meantime I was doing a bit of temping to pay the bills, telling myself that the difficult people I met in London’s overheated offices would help inform my performance when I played a secretary turned secret agent in some Hollywood action film. The sun was shining. It was an unusually gorgeous London August. And I was very happy to be living with my boyfriend Richard, a portrait artist, in a cosy little flat in Tufnell Park.


Though life wasn’t exactly a whirl of parties and excitement that summer, I found myself feeling strangely content as I sat on the bus in the mornings. I had started smiling at women pushing prams instead of cursing them for trying to fit a double buggy onto a rush-hour bus. I had started to appreciate the things my mother had always said about ‘settling down’.


‘It isn’t “settling down” at all,’ she said. ‘It’s all about “settling up”.’


Settling up. That’s what I thought I was doing. Life didn’t have to be a constant round of fireworks and fiery passion to feel good. Stability was soothing, not stagnating. If Richard and I spent another Friday night in front of the television watching comedy reruns, I didn’t worry that I was missing something exciting in Soho’s newest bar. I was happy. Happy as a turkey the day after Thanksgiving. Happy as a turkey who hasn’t yet heard about Christmas.


But Richard seemed happy too. He spent his days at the little studio space he had rented in an old East End warehouse, working on a set of pictures that had been promised hanging space at one of the hottest galleries in town. His work was in demand, as I had always told him it should be. He had been featured as an artist to watch out for in a couple of the glossier Sunday newspaper supplements. He no longer had to beg people to sit for him. The beautiful people were coming to him and happily joining a waiting list.


Life felt good. We were a golden couple. At least, that’s how it seemed to me.


You can’t see the cracks until you look back.


When the break-up happened, I remembered the moment nine months earlier when Mary called me at the accountant’s office where I was working as a temporary receptionist and said, ‘Lizzie, I am going to make your day.’


I waited eagerly for my best friend to tell me that she’d managed to procure a pair of Jimmy Choos in exactly my size. Mary is a talent agent, with a variety of clients from actors who want to be pop stars to pop stars who think they ought to be actresses. In fact, it was Mary who put me in touch with my own agent, Useless Eunice.


Before she became a talent agent, Mary had been a fashion PR. She still got freebies from the designers she once represented, in the hope that she might be able to match an ocelot jacket to an Oscar winner. Except that Mary’s clients rarely saw any of the exclusive gifts intended for them. She gave me first refusal on anything she thought might suit me – providing it didn’t fit her – which is why I was justifiably excited whenever she called me during working hours. The only thing that could have made my day that day was a pair of designer flip-flops. But that wasn’t what Mary was offering.


‘What is it?’ I asked.


‘You’ll never guess,’ she said.


‘A little something from Calvin Klein?’ I said hopefully.


‘No. Better than that,’ she assured me.


‘Tickets to Leo DiCaprio’s latest premiere?’


‘You wish. It’s nothing like that. Guess again.’


‘Bill’s given you the clap.’


‘Oh, please, Lizzie. That’s disgusting,’ she sighed.


‘Then give me a clue.’


‘Big day. Big dresses.’


‘You’ve got tickets for an outsize fashion show?’ I asked.


‘Noooo! Oh God, I’ll just tell you. I can’t wait for you to work it out. I want you to be my bridesmaid,’ she said.


‘Yeah, right,’ I said. ‘You are joking, of course.’


‘I’m afraid I’m not,’ she spluttered.


‘Oh, Mary. No!’ I shrieked. ‘No! No way!’


‘Yes! Yes! Yes, way! Yes! Yes! Yes! Can you believe it?’ she giggled.


‘Frankly? No,’ I replied.


‘Well, it’s true,’ she gabbled. ‘It’s absolutely true. He asked me on Saturday morning. I would have told you sooner, but I had to tell Mum first. I had a feeling something was up on the drive down to Cornwall. He had this really weird expression on his face all the way out of London. Like he was building up to say something important and he was getting really nervous. I thought he was going to chuck me, can you believe? I felt so ill when we got to Padstow. I was ready to throw myself off a cliff when he ended it. I nearly fell over when he pulled out that ring.’


‘Must have been wonderful,’ I said.


‘Oh, Lizzie, it was. It really, really was. Bloody hell,’ she sighed. I could imagine her sinking back into her padded leather swivel chair. ‘To be honest with you, I’m just so relieved I could cry. What with my twenty-ninth birthday coming up next month and everyone we know lining up to drop babies like it’s the new aerobics, I thought I was never going to get there myself. Bill wasn’t showing any sign of buckling. You know, I actually cried at Emma’s wedding reception last month because I thought I’d never be able to have one of my own. Now I’m really going to. I can’t tell you how happy I am.’


‘You certainly sound ecstatic,’ I said.


‘I am. So, you will be my bridesmaid, won’t you? Please, Lizzie? Pretty please? I promise I won’t make you wear anything vile. In fact, you can even choose the colour of the dress if you want. And the style. Though I’d really like deep pink for my flowers if you can think along the lines of something that would match that.’


‘Deep pink?’ I suggested resignedly.


‘Perfect. That would be nice. We could start looking on Saturday, if you’re not too busy. Oh, God, I’m so pleased. You’re pleased for me too, aren’t you, Lizzie?’ She didn’t pause for my answer before adding somewhat incongruously, ‘You don’t feel a little bit weird about it all?’


‘Weird? Why should I feel weird?’ I asked.


‘Well, because,’ she hesitated. I heard her tap her pencil against her teeth. It was a nervous affectation she’d had since college. ‘You know, you’re the same age as me and you and Richard . . . well, you’ve been together officially for even longer than Bill and I have, if you think about it, and yet you still aren’t really showing any signs.’


‘Signs? Signs of what?’ I asked.


‘Of tying the knot yourselves,’ she whispered. ‘Lizzie, I don’t want you to think I’m abandoning you to singledom.’


‘Mary!’ I laughed. ‘I hope you know you are utterly ridiculous. I’ll pin him down one day. If I decide that I want to. Unlike you, I’m not desperate to be rescued from the shame of my maiden name before I hit thirty. And in the meantime, I’d be happy to be your bridesmaid.’


‘Yippee!!’ said Mary. ‘I’ve never been so happy in my life. I’ve asked Bill’s sister if her little Trinny can be a flower girl,’ she continued.


‘What? Little Trinny with the ringlets?’ I asked.


‘That’s her,’ Mary confirmed. ‘The sweet one.’


‘You mean, the sweet one who filled my shoes with fromage frais at your birthday barbecue? The sweet one with the howl like a randy tom cat and the extraordinarily sharp teeth? The sweet one who has to be kept off orange squash with additives in case she kills other children?’


‘Yes. She’s really looking forward to it,’ said Mary as if she had missed all that. ‘You’ll be able to keep her under control.’


‘Am I allowed to use a cattle prod?’ I asked.


‘Oh, Lizzie,’ said Mary. ‘You love kids. You know you do.’


‘I couldn’t eat a whole one,’ I told her.


Mary had to hang up on me to talk to some soap actress client of hers (who was having histrionics because she’d just discovered that her character was about to snog Ian Beale and have a fatal car accident) but not before we had made arrangements to meet that weekend and choose her dress. I spent the rest of the day at work feeling faintly shocked.


Though I had known Mary for ten years and we were both nearer thirty than twenty, I just couldn’t quite get my head around the idea of her and marriage. It struck me that afternoon that no matter how long you know someone, it’s almost impossible to see people as anything other than what they were when you first met them. That’s why you usually have to change companies in order to shake off the office junior image and get promoted. It’s why your mother and father will always think of you pooing your nappies even when you’re telling them you’re shacking up with your boyfriend or you’ve just been elected MP. And it’s why I would always picture Miserable Mary in the tattered black Bauhaus T-shirt she treasured all through college and not in an Elizabeth Emmanuel fairytale wedding special. Shocked? Of course I was. It was as if Eddie Izzard had just announced that he was pregnant.


I told Richard about the impending wedding that evening.


‘When is it?’ he said.


I told him the date.


‘I think I might be doing something that weekend,’ he told me, without looking up from the newspaper.


‘How can you know that?’ I asked him. ‘It’s still nine months away yet.’


‘I’m joking,’ he said.


‘You’d better bloody be.’


Saturday morning. First stop, Blushing Bride. Mary would be having her wedding dress custom made of course, but she wanted to get a general idea of current trends by hitting the high street first. My dusty Caterpillar boots looked somewhat incongruous on the red carpet that led from the front doors to the area where the wedding dresses were kept. I felt like the Tin Man en route to Oz, not believing that we would ever get there. Mary, however, was like bloody Dorothy, racing up the staircase to be the first blushing bride that day to benefit from the shop girl’s attentions.


‘Which one of you is the bride?’ the girl asked. As if it wasn’t obvious from the fact that one of us was normal and the other one needed to be sedated.


‘Me, me, me,’ Mary shouted.


Apparently, a former air hostess set up Blushing Bride’s chain of wedding emporiums. The shop assistant certainly looked as though she had learned her make-up application skills from one and I was slightly amazed that she was allowed to handle white dresses while sporting so much sticky brown slap. But Mary cooed as the assistant led her to a pink upholstered gilt chaise longue and handed her a brochure from which to pick the dresses she would like to try on.


‘What is it exactly that you’re looking for?’ the assistant asked.


‘Think pavlova without the raspberries,’ I suggested irreverently.


Mary looked at me with pursed lips before she told the assistant herself. ‘I want something classy. Not too fussy. Not too full.’


Which is why it was a shock that the first dress Mary chose to try on might have made Marie Antoinette wonder if it was perhaps a little outré for the next state ball. Its taffeta skirt was so wide that Mary wouldn’t have been able to fit down the fruit and veg aisle at Safeway, let alone down the aisle at the tiny chapel where she was actually getting married. My mind boggled at the thought of the dresses she might have tried on if she had decided to push the boat out and go ‘fancy’.


‘I like it,’ she said, fingering the gold embroidery on the bodice. It was thicker than the piping on a guardsman’s jacket. ‘But what would I wear on my head with this?’ she asked.


‘I have just the thing,’ said the assistant.


She presented Mary with a headdress that looked uncannily like the Blue Peter advent candle-holder of our childhood. You remember. They made one every year. It was fashioned from two coat hangers and a string of golden tinsel.


‘That’s lovely,’ Mary murmured.


I turned to share my Blue Peter observation with the shop assistant, but I couldn’t catch her eye. She was staring at the headdress as though it were as rare and wondrous a thing as King Tutankhamun’s funeral mask.


‘What on earth do you think you look like in that?’ I asked Mary. After our ten-year friendship, we could generally be honest with each other when trying on something crap. Only that month, Mary had nearly choked with hilarity at the sight of me in a pair of leatherette hipster pants in Top Shop. I wasn’t terribly pleased at the time, but I knew it was a best friend’s duty to prevent you from looking a twat. I was only returning the favour. But Mary didn’t take her eyes off the crown.


‘Like it?’ asked the assistant.


Mary sighed. ‘I think it’s wonderful.’


Wonderful? Call Mulder and Scully! My best friend’s body had been inhabited by a bridal body-snatcher. Mary Bagshot, aka Miserable Mary. Arch cynic. Cutting Queen. A woman who knew her Versace from her Armani. A woman who could spot a fake Prada handbag at three hundred feet. A woman who only did ‘tacky’ when she was sticking Post-it notes to artist contracts that could have the head of any television network in tears. Stick a ring on her finger and her sense of style fell away like a wart that had been frozen off by the doctor.


I could only look on in horror as the shop assistant stepped forward to help Mary adjust the tinsel tiara until they thought they had achieved the perfect virginal angle. Then they smiled and cooed at each other like two little pea-brained birds.


‘This is so exciting,’ said Mary, actually clapping her hands together. I’d never seen her do that before. Never. The creature inhabiting her body clearly had a propensity for twee body language gestures as well as a complete lack of style.


‘Do I look OK?’


The shop assistant nodded happily, the big soppy grin never leaving her face for a moment. ‘Of course you do,’ she told my friend. ‘Mary, you look incredible.’


And she did. She looked like a bloody loo-roll holder incredible.


‘I feel pretty,’ Mary sang as she skipped around the red-carpeted changing room swinging her voluminous skirts. ‘I feel witty and pretty and ga-a-ay!’


‘Oh no, not gay,’ quipped the shop assistant. ‘You’ve bagged your man now, Mary! You’ve done it.’


‘Yes, I have bagged my man, haven’t I? I’m getting married,’ said Mary again, as though she still couldn’t quite believe it. Except I knew that a more accurate description of her tone was that she believed it only too well, but wanted to sound modest while she repeated the fact of her fast-approaching marriage for my benefit and her own amusement. She grinned at me now as though she had taken a draught from some secret happiness river that only the engaged can have access to.


‘It’ll happen to you too one day,’ Mary promised me.


‘Who says I want it to?’ I snorted.


‘We all want it,’ said the shop assistant, as though she was preaching salvation. ‘It’s every little girl’s dream made reality.’


I felt like the last remaining human being caught at a WI meeting with the Stepford Wives.


Mary reluctantly changed back into her street clothes. Honestly, it was like trying to persuade a six-year-old to change out of her fairy outfit for bedtime. As we walked towards the tube station to catch the next train home, she linked arms with me and tried to engage me in a discussion on the merits of satin versus silk dupion.


‘You’ve gone all quiet,’ she said accusingly when I had nothing more to add to the debate.


‘No I haven’t.’


‘Yes you have. You went all quiet as soon as we stepped in the shop. You’re not jealous are you, Lizzie?’


‘Why should I be jealous?’ I asked her. ‘It’s not as if I haven’t got a man of my own.’


‘Yes, but . . .’


‘What but?’ I sighed. ‘We don’t want to get married, Richard and I. We’re happy as we are. I’m still slightly shocked that you’re going for the whole horse-and-carriage bit yourself.’


‘Why?’ Mary asked.


‘Because I didn’t think you believed in weddings. All through college you said you couldn’t see the point in marriage when your own parents were so miserable in theirs. Didn’t you once claim that you’d rather have a new bathroom fitted than spend ten thousand pounds on a meringue dress and a round of prawn vol-au-vents for the distant relatives you’ve been avoiding for years?’


‘Did I say that?’ Mary asked me.


‘Yes, you did.’


‘Ah well. That was before I met the right man. I guess that getting married is like having a baby. You don’t know that you want one until you’re actually having one, then you forget about the varicose veins and the constant peeing and the stretchmarks and just look forward to the christening. I think I was so scathing about weddings because I didn’t think anyone would ask me. I wanted everyone to think that I didn’t care so that they wouldn’t feel sorry for me when it didn’t happen.’


‘Ah well. Now you’ve been suckered you may as well make the most of it.’


‘You are jealous, aren’t you?’ said Mary, poking me playfully in the side.


‘No. I’m not. I really don’t need a wedding ring and a dress with more ruches than my mum’s Viennese kitchen window blinds to know that Richard loves me,’ I assured her. ‘We’re happy as we are.’


And back then I was convinced that that was the truth. Which was no mean feat, even for a woman who’d been born long after the advent of feminism. Hell, my mum burned her bra! (Admittedly, it was under the influence of a vodka-laced cheese fondue back in 1973.) But when you’re brought up on a diet of fairytales that always end in a white wedding to a handsome prince, it’s hard to believe that there’s any kind of perfect love except the one that ends that way.


Richard and I were sophisticated people, however. An actress and an artist. We could do the unconventional thing. In fact, back then I thought that weddings were for the insecure. I had seen it happen so many times. After four or five years together a couple run out of things to say to one another. They should split up, but they’re afraid of being alone, of never finding anyone better than the person they’re starting to despise. Basically, they’re scared of never ever getting another shag. So they do the exact opposite of going their separate ways. They decide to get married. And for the best part of a year – or however long it takes to assemble two hundred people for a chicken dinner – they have something to talk about again.


I’m not saying that I thought that was always the case. I didn’t entirely disbelieve in the notion of real enduring love with a fancy certificate to prove it. But Richard and I didn’t have to get married just because everyone else was doing the ring thing. Our mere co-habitee status didn’t mean that we loved each other any less than Bill loved my best friend Mary. Did it?
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Looking back to the horrible events of last summer, I can see now that sometimes Richard was a little fractious. But I just put that down to the fact that he was working so hard; leaving the house at six in the morning and sometimes not getting back until the early hours of the next day with oil paint smeared across his furrowed brow. I joked more than once that he must think I lived in my pyjamas. It seemed that I only ever saw him in the bedroom, either as he crawled into bed hours after I’d given up waiting up for him or woke me later in the morning as he crawled back out again.


But I really didn’t see it coming.


The end.


The morning of the dreadful day seemed just like any other. Richard had set his alarm clock for six. It went off. I tried to persuade him to stay in bed for an extra quarter of an hour. He said he couldn’t and staggered blearily in the direction of the bathroom. I praised him for his dedication and pulled the duvet back over my head. On his way out of the house to the studio he brought me a cup of tea made just how I like it, in my own special mug, and planted a kiss on my cheek. He muttered ‘I love you’ into my fringe and then he was gone.


I got up two hours later and began an ordinary sort of day. Went into the advertising agency office where I had been temping for a couple of weeks, sneakily called Useless Eunice at ten to see if anyone wanted me to audition for the lead role in a remake of Casablanca or, failing that, a cornflakes commercial. They didn’t.


I had lunch with one of the girls from the office. She talked about her forthcoming wedding. I talked about Mary’s wedding which was just seven days away now. We talked about hen nights. I gave my office pal the number of the stripper I had hired to dress, or rather undress, as a fireman for Mary. I did another afternoon at work, calculating the amount I was being paid per minute as I inspected my spots in the ladies’ loo. I read that week’s copy of Hello! beneath my desk when I should have been making speculative phone calls to new clients. I went home.


Nothing about my day prepared me for that evening. Except, if I were superstitious, I might say that I’d had an omen. Though of course, I didn’t know it was an omen at the time.


As I turned into the street where Richard and I lived in his scruffy little flat, I heard the sound of a blackbird in distress. As I reached our flat, I saw a female blackbird plummet from the branches of the ornamental cherry tree that overshadowed our bedroom. She was quickly followed by a jay, swooping straight to the ground after her like a hawk. As I looked on, the bigger bird took the poor female blackbird by the neck and by the time I realised what was happening, the jay had shaken the blackbird’s head clean from her tiny body.


The jay flew away when I got too close. And the pathetic sight of the dead blackbird made me catch my breath – Richard had once likened me to a blackbird, all bright-eyed and busy, he said. But the horrible spectacle didn’t stop me from going into the flat like always, making myself a sandwich like always and settling down in front of the television to wait for Richard’s return as though it were any other Friday. It was something to tell him about, I thought. The blackbird killed by a jay. What an awful thing to happen to such a gentle creature. I had no idea that the next time I saw that poor bird’s frail body would be as I stepped over it with my bags the next morning, feeling as though my own head had been wrenched from my neck.


Richard came home relatively early that night. He poured me a glass of wine from the bottle he had picked up at the off licence en route. He muttered ‘Fine’ when I asked him how his day had been. I reminded him that the next day we had to find him a suit to wear to Bill and Mary’s wedding. Simply had to. He’d been putting it off for weeks. I threatened to go into Marks and Sparks without him and have him kitted out in brown tweed if he refused to cooperate now. And that’s when he told me, ‘Lizzie, we need to talk.’


Those words.


‘We need to talk.’


Those little words that men are supposed to be so scared of. It was the first time either of us had said such a phrase in the course of our happy-go-lucky four-year relationship and ironically, it wasn’t going to presage a deeply soothing heart-to-heart at all. I soon surmised that it wasn’t so much that Richard thought that we needed to talk, more that he needed to tell me something. And he did.


That night Richard simply told me that he didn’t think he could see us growing old together. He’d been thinking about it for a couple of months, he said. And now he’d decided that we were all but over and he wanted out. Or rather, he wanted me out. Of his flat and his life. As he delivered the killer blow I merely gulped like a landed fish. I couldn’t find the breath to argue with him. I couldn’t even cry. By the time I regained the ability to speak, to protest my case, to say that I didn’t believe him, he had already announced that he was going to sleep in the spare room that night and locked himself away from me.


So I moved out first thing next morning. What else could I do? Richard made it clear that he didn’t want to discuss the other possibilities. A weekend apart might make him feel differently, I suggested. Perhaps we could stay together as a couple but go back to living in separate flats? I understood that he needed space, I said. Everybody needs space sometimes. But when I pleaded for a chance to talk things through properly he merely covered his ears like a child who doesn’t want to hear that it’s bedtime.


And next night I found myself more than a hundred miles away from him, back in Solihull, sleeping in my parents’ house again, in the bedroom that they had last decorated in honour of my twelfth birthday. As I stared at the faded ‘Diary of an Edwardian Lady’ wallpaper that had been so popular in the early eighties, I felt as though I had forgotten how to breathe. The shock of Richard’s sudden announcement had yet to really hit me. Every time the phone rang – and it rang all the time since my mother had become coordinator of the local neighbourhood watch – I was certain that it would be Richard calling to tell me that this was all some big, bad joke. Or if not a joke exactly, then just a minor aberration in our otherwise perfect life. Our relationship over? That couldn’t be right. We loved each other, didn’t we? We could fix it.


Now that I thought about it, I remembered that he had gone quiet every time I mentioned Bill and Mary’s forthcoming wedding. At one point he had even said, ‘I don’t know why anyone still feels the need to get married in the twenty-first century.’ Perhaps that was it. Wedding angst. It would explain why he had been so reluctant to buy a suit for the occasion. He didn’t want to have to go to Bill and Mary’s wedding because he might feel under pressure to be the next one to propose. Obvious.


I thought I had worked it all out. That thought comforted me through one night. If I told him that he didn’t have to come to the wedding and promised that I didn’t ever ever expect him to propose to me, perhaps he would come to his senses and let me come back home. I called him as soon as I thought he might be awake next morning. But he wasn’t at the flat we had shared. I got him on his mobile instead.


‘It’s five in the morning,’ he said grouchily.


‘Where are you?’ I asked. ‘I called you at the flat.’


‘Why does it matter?’ he retorted, instantly defensive.


‘It doesn’t,’ I said, ready to grovel. ‘I just . . . I just wanted to talk to you, Richard. I mean, for heaven’s sake, you can’t just throw away four years like this. You couldn’t honestly have expected me to leave the flat and not want an explanation.’


‘I suppose not,’ he admitted, very grudgingly.


‘So, I’ve been thinking,’ I began, ‘about what might have caused this change in your feelings for me. Is it just that you don’t want to get married yourself? Did you want to get out of going to Bill and Mary’s wedding? Is that why you had to cause a row yesterday? You don’t have to propose to me just because I’m the chief bridesmaid, you know.’ I forced a laugh.


Richard sighed.


‘Am I right?’ I asked.


‘I don’t want to talk about this now,’ he said. ‘I’ll call you later.’


He hung up.


He had never put the phone down on me before – not without saying ‘goodbye’ and blowing a half dozen kisses first. And suddenly I realised that I wasn’t about to wake up and find myself back in our double bed with him smoothing my hair across my nightmare-ravaged forehead and telling me not to worry. This was no nightmare. This was real.


As soon as I had replaced the receiver I went into the bathroom and was sick. I retched until my ribs ached. And then I cried until I felt sure that if I cried any more my desiccated bones would crumble when I tried to stand up again. When my mother and father got up at seven-thirty, they found me collapsed on the floor in the bathroom, my head still resting on the toilet (I had the imprint of the pine seat on my cheek for the next eight hours). And that’s pretty much the best I could manage for the next five days.


Believe me, I would have stayed with my head on the toilet seat for a lot longer than that. Had I been able to, I would have locked myself in that bathroom until I starved to death. I’d just been told that my hopes of a long-term commitment to the person I loved more than any other in the world were simply ‘my reality’, entirely unreasonable given the harsh facts which had just come to light about Richard’s feelings, or rather lack of them, for me. But that week, the most awful week in my life ever, was also the most important and marvellous week in the life of my best friend Mary.


You see, while I was dying from the inside out, Mary was preparing for the happy ending to her own grand romance. At three o’clock on Saturday afternoon she would walk down the aisle of the chapel at the college where we had first met and promise herself to Bill, her sweetheart since our student days. And when she took that momentous step towards eternal happiness, she was expecting me to be standing right behind her. When I could finally bring myself to pick up the phone to tell Mary that Richard wouldn’t be coming to the wedding, the first thing she said was, ‘For heaven’s sake, Lizzie, that completely messes up the seating plan.’


She quickly segued into a diatribe about the evil florists who had just called to tell her that the floral arrangements would cost twice their original quote because of a worldwide outbreak of greenfly. I had heard about the unreliable caterers, the horribly expensive wedding-list gifts that had been sent by mistake to an address in Devizes and the fact that Mary could hardly walk in the shoes she was supposed to be wearing down the aisle before I managed to break in and tell her exactly why Richard wouldn’t be attending the wedding.


Mary fell silent.


I sniffed in the soundless void.


‘Oh, Lizzie,’ she said. ‘You’re not about to tell me that you can’t be my chief bridesmaid, are you?’


Of course I was. It was what I had been gearing up to. Mary would understand, wouldn’t she? I mean, even without a dumping, being a bridesmaid when you’re over the age of fourteen is a nightmare. It’s the twenty-first century. They could send an all-female shuttle crew into space. Women around the world are discovering cures for diseases and settling wars and writing thought-provoking novels that might one day change the face of humankind; but when a girl walks down the aisle behind her best friend, in a dress better suited to a six-year-old, no one gives a toss about her achievements. They won’t care that she’s just been promoted to head of her department or signed a three-book publishing deal. Everyone in that church will want to know what’s so wrong with her that she hasn’t managed to bag her own man.


And I had just been dumped. Dumped! It wasn’t just a common or garden dumping either. I had been dumped by the love of my life. My soul mate. My one true love. There was no way Mary could expect me to be the second most stared at woman at her wedding, given the circumstances. Dumped girl in crimson puffball dress? It would be torture. Amnesty International would be horrified. I knew I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy.


‘Mary,’ I began, feeling faint before I even started. ‘I really don’t think I can . . .’


I didn’t get a chance to finish the sentence. Mary shrieked into the phone, ‘That selfish, selfish bastard. How could he do this to me?’


‘Er, Mary. He’s done it to me,’ I tried to point out. ‘I’m the one he’s abandoned.’


‘I’m getting married on Saturday,’ she continued regardless. ‘Doesn’t he know how stressful that is? I’ve just been told I need to re-mortgage my house to afford the flowers I asked for, the caterers are trying to tell me that I want salmon instead of prawns because they cocked up the ordering, my off-white satin Emma Hope shoes are full of blood where they’ve given me blisters and now you ring me up to tell me that you’re not going to be my bridesmaid because that selfish bastard Richard has dumped you. I should have known he would try something like this,’ she rumbled on. ‘He always hated me, Lizzie. All the time you were going out with him he kept making snide remarks about me behind my back. Don’t try to deny it. He wanted to ruin my day. Well, I’m not having it. He’s not going to spoil my wedding. You’re going to walk down that aisle behind me if I have to drag you to the chapel by your hair.’


She was pretty resolved.


‘But I look terrible,’ I whined.


‘Oh for God’s sake, Lizzie,’ Mary tutted. ‘Bridesmaids are supposed to look terrible. I’ll pick you up for the rehearsal at two o’clock tomorrow.’


And then she hung up on me. Presumably to finish haranguing the caterers.


That was it then. I knew I was going to have to wear that puff-sleeved dress or risk losing my best friend as well as my lover. Retiring to my bedroom, I lay on the bed for another staring competition with the ceiling. Mum brought in a bowl of chicken soup at five o’clock. I took a spoonful while she watched and forced it down my aching throat.


‘What did Mary say?’ she asked me.


‘She says that she’s picking me up for the wedding rehearsal at two o’clock tomorrow.’


‘Oh. You’re still going to be her chief bridesmaid then?’


‘She said she’d have me killed if I didn’t.’


Mum patted my hand cheerfully. ‘Well, she did spend a lot of money on having the dress made,’ she reminded me. ‘In any case, you don’t want to miss the reception, darling. Chief bridesmaid gets pick of all the single men at a wedding.’ She threw out her arm in an expansive gesture as if to show me a hoard of hotties in morning dress lined up along my bedroom wall.


‘Thanks, Mum,’ I sighed.


Pick of the single men? It was my mother’s answer for everything. Lost one man? Get another. But how could I even think about having my pick of the single men at Mary’s wedding? Losing Richard wasn’t just like putting a ladder in a pair of tights. There wasn’t going to be another neatly cellophane wrapped Richard at my local Marks & Sparks, looking, feeling and tasting exactly the same as the last one. A quick snog with a new pair of spot-rimmed lips might have been the answer to a broken heart when I was twelve years old and pining for the under-fourteens’ cricket captain, but it was not a solution I could consider now.


‘Who knows,’ Mum continued blithely. ‘You might even end up with the best man!’


‘Mum!’


Now that was even less likely. If only because the best man was another of my ex-boyfriends. Brian Coren had been at university with Bill, Mary and me back in the early nineties. These days he lived and worked as a banker in New York – which was where he had grown up. He was flying in to the UK especially for the wedding. With his very own fiancée in tow.


‘Well, eat your soup,’ Mum finished defeatedly, realising that she wasn’t going to be able to cheer me up with the promise of fresh totty that day. ‘You’re looking thin.’


‘I can’t eat,’ I told her. ‘I just want to die.’


‘You can’t die, Lizzie,’ she said in a businesslike tone I recognised from my last suicidal phase (back when I was taking my GCSEs in the summer of 1990). ‘You’ve got a wedding to go to. Try not to think about that awful man.’


That awful man. My Richard.


Mum left me alone again and closed the bedroom door behind her. I resumed my stare-out match with the ceiling.


My Richard. How was it possible that we weren’t together any more? How was it possible that I was staring at the ceiling in the bedroom I had slept in as a child while the man I had shared the last four years of my life with was probably lying in some strange bed in London with someone else?


Someone else?


Please, no. My stomach lurched at the thought of that.


Like a CD stuck on repeat, I played over our last conversation in my mind. Richard, the man who had once told me that he loved me on a nightly basis, had closed our last conversation – one which admittedly I forced him to have at three in the morning – by telling me that these days he thought I was ‘square and common’. Infra his dig. He had told me that I had imagined the depth of his feelings for me. He had even tried to say that the fact that he had told me that he loved me on the morning of the dreadful day was irrelevant. That was then, as the saying goes.


Hadn’t I seen the clues that should have told me that his love for me was long dead?


What clues? I asked myself afterwards.


Clues like the huge bunch of roses he sent on the fourth ‘anniversary’ of our first date? Clues like the beautiful framed sketch he surprised me with on Valentine’s Day? Clues like the birthday card he had sent to me less than a month before the break-up into which he had scribbled, ‘Here’s to another wonderful year together’? Not even Sherlock bloody Holmes could have seen the harbingers of doom in that.


All alone in my childhood bedroom, I felt like the little girl in the fairytale who loses her best friend to the snow queen when a shard of the frozen bitch’s shattered mirror gets in through his eye and pierces his innocent heart. My lovely Richard, the man who had made me laugh and sigh, who cheered with me when life was good and comforted me when life seemed too tough had been replaced by a doppelganger; a man who looked and spoke and even smelled the same as Richard but whose heart was made of ice.
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‘I want to die,’ I told my reflection next morning.


I certainly looked as though I was about to. Another night without sleep. Another night spent picking through the smoking rubble of my bombed-out relationship, looking for that single sharp-edged crystalline moment when everything went wrong. I was torturing myself with those ‘this time last week’ thoughts. This time last week, Richard and I were sharing a bed. This time last week I was happy.


At about four fifteen a.m. I had seized upon the possibility that Richard had gone off me when I spilled a glass of wine over an important art dealer he had been trying to impress at some gallery opening. I phoned him right away to ask for confirmation that this was indeed the case and to promise that it would never happen again. I didn’t find out that night. Richard had taken the phone off the hook and thoughtfully set his mobile to divert.


Later that day, Mary picked me up to attend the wedding rehearsals. She made the round trip from London specially – no doubt to make sure I didn’t go AWOL – and told me in the car that I had the length of the journey from Solihull to the chapel in Oxford to tell her everything that had happened that weekend. After that, she said, with all due respect to my bottomless grief, she was going to have to suspend usual best-friend duties to go about the business of worrying about her big white wedding. I had about an hour and a half. I made the most of it.


I wanted Mary to agree with my diagnosis that Richard just had wedding fever and that the thought of watching me walk up the aisle, albeit from a seat behind one of Mary’s numerous cousins, had made him flip and panic.


‘He’s not into marriage,’ I said as confidently as I could manage. ‘That’s all this is about. I think that’s the reason why he ended things when he did.’


‘He’s just not into you,’ was Mary’s far grimmer explanation.


‘I bet you he calls me tomorrow night, when the wedding’s safely out of the way,’ I said hopefully.


‘I bet you his mobile phone is buried under a pile of some other girl’s underwear until Wednesday at the very earliest.’


‘I need you to give me some hope,’ I pleaded.


We had reached our old college. Mary had circled the building several times, looking for a big space into which to drive her Mercedes, but now resigned herself to the fact that she would have to do some reverse parking.


‘I love you, Liz,’ she told me, crunching the gears into reverse. ‘And I want to be able to offer you some hope,’ she continued as she struggled to align her car to the kerb. ‘But anything that I say to you today is not going to sound like hope at all. It’s going to sound like all the things you really don’t want to hear right now. Richard dumped you a week before my wedding. You say that he’s afraid of marriage. I say, that didn’t even cross his mind. The timing of the dumping is irrelevant in the big scheme of things. Though it shows how little he thought of both you and me that he didn’t wait another seven days to do the dirty deed.


‘No man is really afraid of marriage,’ she continued. ‘What is there to be afraid of in the prospect of having sex on tap, a smiling face to come home to and dinner on the table night after night? Nothing. But all men are afraid of doing it with the wrong person. Let’s face it, women are too. It would be hell to marry the wrong one. And you’re Richard’s wrong person. That’s all. Right, time’s up.’


She had backed the car into a space that was far too small for it, left the nose sticking out into the traffic and sprinted into the college chapel, dragging me behind her.


I hadn’t been in the college chapel since we graduated. In fact, I hadn’t been in a religious building of any type since we graduated almost a decade before.


Stepping through the chapel doors, however, it was as if I had never been away from St Judith’s. The smell of the polish they used on the pews. The dust motes eddying like tiny fairy dancers in the shafts of sunlight from the stained glass windows. The oil stain on the flagstone floor where one daredevil student had ridden his leaking motorbike right down the aisle to the altar in 1957. It was as though no time had passed at all.


But so much had happened.


And the chaplain was eager to know what.


‘Lizzie Jordan,’ he beamed.


I was surprised that he remembered my name. I hadn’t exactly been a regular attendee at his services during my time at Oxford. Sunday mornings had been for hangover maintenance, not singing hymns, when I was a student.


‘How lovely to see you! Have the years treated you well?’


‘Well enough,’ I began. ‘Until last week . . .’


‘Is Bill here yet?’ Mary interrupted me. I had promised her that whatever happened that day, I would not talk about my break-up in the place she had chosen for her marriage. Very bad karma, she thought.


‘I think Bill went to buy some cigarettes,’ said the chaplain.


‘He’s giving those up once we’re married,’ Mary retorted. ‘Oh for heaven’s sake . . .’


The chaplain blanched.


‘Sorry, Reverend. I mean, where the heck is he?’


Is ‘heck’ blasphemy, I wondered.


‘We need to get on with this,’ Mary continued irritably. ‘I’ve still got to try to find a spare pair of flesh-coloured stockings once this rehearsal is done.’


Bill arrived just in time to save himself from being jilted.


‘OK,’ began the chaplain, rubbing his hands together to signify his readiness to start. ‘Who do we have here? Bride, groom, bridesmaid. Bride’s father?’


‘Arriving tomorrow morning,’ Mary told him. ‘Got some unmissable match at Lord’s this afternoon.’


The chaplain nodded.


‘Best man?’


‘Arrives Heathrow Terminal Four at 6.30 a.m.,’ said Bill. ‘God willing.’


‘Well,’ said the chaplain. ‘Let’s hope that England go out and that air traffic control don’t, eh?’


‘What do you mean?’ said Mary snappishly.


‘I was trying to make a joke.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Mary softened. ‘It’s just I’m quite incredibly stressed out. They tried to get me to agree to yellow buttonholes,’ she told Bill desperately. ‘Yellow buttonholes! Can you believe it? White roses dead all over Holland apparently. It’s the greenfly.’


‘Uh-hmmm,’ the chaplain interrupted. ‘Shall we crack on? Groom, you stand here.’ He hustled Bill to the right of the altar. ‘Bride and chief bridesmaid, up to the back. The verger will be with you in the vestibule tomorrow afternoon to make sure that everything runs smoothly. When the organist strikes up “Here Comes the Bride” I want you to wait three bars before you start your procession down the aisle. Slowly. Don’t want you to trip over your skirt on the way down. Assuming that you’re going to be wearing a long dress, Mary. Had a bride in trousers last week. Very modern. Not entirely sure I approve but I suppose I should be happy to see some of these people in the chapel at all . . . So, walk slowly. But not so slowly that you run out of music before you get to me.’


‘Run out of music?’ asked Mary in horror. ‘Does that happen often?’


‘Not very,’ explained the chaplain. ‘The aisle is only twelve feet long.’


‘But if it does happen, surely the organist can just go into a reprise?’ Mary persisted. ‘I don’t want to be walking along and find I’ve run out of accompaniment.’


‘Yes, but then if the organist starts from the beginning again you might have the problem of finding yourself standing idle at the altar for an extra verse. It could be more awkward.’


‘Can’t the organist just fade the music when he sees me get here?’ Mary asked him frantically.


‘Mary, it won’t be a problem,’ interrupted Bill. ‘You’ll get up the aisle in time. The music will finish perfectly.’


‘Yes,’ said Mary as she flounced up towards the vestibule, pulling me behind her. ‘And they said that I would be able to have white roses for the buttonholes as well. You can’t guarantee anything these days. Doesn’t matter how much money you throw at it. Everything’s going wrong. It’s going to be a disaster.’


‘It’ll be all right on the night?’ tried the chaplain.


Mary snorted. ‘It had better be.’


‘OK,’ the chaplain shouted. ‘Everybody ready. Here comes the bride. Wait three bars. Der-der-der-der . . .’ He hummed the appropriate tune.


We processed towards the altar at breakneck speed.


‘You can walk a little more slowly than that,’ said the chaplain when we arrived at the altar. I was almost panting.


‘I know,’ said Mary. ‘And tomorrow we will do. But today I just need to get through this rehearsal as quickly as possible and find a spare pair of tights. Is there late opening in Oxford on a Friday, do you know?’


Unable to confirm whether Debenhams would still be open at half past six, the chaplain raced through the ceremony. Turn here, kneel there, say this, say that, swap the rings, sign the register . . .


‘Got that?’ asked Mary, turning to me.


I had no idea what was going on.


‘So the vows,’ began the chaplain.


‘You’ve taken out “obey”?’ Mary barked.


‘He’s taken out “obey”,’ Bill assured her.


‘Well, he better had . . .’


‘Presumably you want him to leave in the bit about love?’ Bill interrupted.


‘Oh Bill.’ Mary turned towards her future husband and visibly relaxed. ‘I’m sorry. I’m being a completely neurotic cow again, aren’t I?’


‘That’s the girl I fell for,’ Bill sighed.


‘I’m sorry.’


Right then, the love between them was palpable. As Bill took Mary’s hand in his to mime the exchange of rings, he smiled as though he had just taken possession of the most precious jewel in the world. The tenderness he felt for her shone out through his unmistakably tear-filled eyes. Their shared gaze was so intense that I expected to see laser rays shoot from Mary’s eyes into his at any moment.


This was love.


And it was only the rehearsal.


Seeing two people so deeply into one another might be sick-making when you’re in the frozen food aisle at Sainsbury’s, but watching Bill and Mary practise exchanging their vows at the top of this aisle suddenly felt like a privilege. For a moment I too was lost in their love.


But then the nagging pain of my own loss was back, like a nail in the bottom of a flip-flop.


Had Richard ever looked at me like that? I asked myself while Bill and Mary cooed their words of love. Had he ever looked at me as though he might die with happiness? As though the world could fall down around us and he just wouldn’t care as long as he had me safe inside his arms? As though he loved me?


I couldn’t remember.


‘And at this point,’ said the chaplain, interrupting my reverie, ‘I’ll say, “You may now kiss the bride.”’


Bill fell upon Mary’s lips hungrily.


‘Uh-hm,’ the chaplain cleared his throat again. ‘You’re not actually married yet, you know.’


Mary pushed Bill off playfully.


‘Sorry,’ she said.


‘Oh, don’t be sorry. It’s wonderful to see two young people so obviously meant for each other.’


It was. Even the two separate pieces of my broken heart agreed.


‘Is that it?’ Mary asked.


‘That’s it,’ said the chaplain. ‘Any questions?’


We shook our heads.


‘Wonderful. Then I’ll see you at three o’clock tomorrow afternoon.’


We stepped out into the sunlight. Mary, still flushed from Bill’s kiss at the rehearsal, was suddenly stressed again.


‘Oh my God. It’s nearly five o’clock already. I’ve got to get those stockings before the shops shut. Bill, what have you done with the rings?’ she asked. ‘You have put them somewhere safe, haven’t you?’


He patted his pocket. Then looked horrified to discover that he was patting nothing but emptiness.


‘Bill!!!’ Mary shrieked. ‘Where are they?!!’ She punched him in the stomach.


‘Oooof !’ Bill staggered backwards onto the grass in the centre of the quadrangle – the grass you weren’t supposed to step on unless you were a don. Landing on your arse in the middle of it when you only had a BA Hons was strictly not allowed.


‘They’re in the safe!’ he told her as she rained blows on his head with her black Gucci handbag. ‘I put them in the safe at the hotel.’


‘Well,’ said Mary unrepentantly. ‘That punch is for teasing me when you know how stressed out I am today. And this one is for buying cigarettes when you were supposed to be ready for the rehearsal. I can’t believe I’m marrying such an insensitive, selfish . . .’


At which point the chaplain emerged from the chapel.


Mary linked arms with her future husband and hauled him back onto his feet. ‘Just horsing around,’ she muttered for the chaplain’s benefit. ‘You ready to help me find those tights?’ she asked me.


‘I’ll be a couple of minutes,’ I told her. ‘I think I left my purse on one of the pews.’


Mary didn’t question it. ‘OK. I’ll wait for you here.’


I left Mary checking that Bill really did know where the rings were (by twisting his ear until he told her the hotel safe’s lock combination) and scuttled back inside the empty chapel. There I took a seat on the very front pew, although my purse had been safely in my pocket all along.


As a student at this college Mary had studied psychology, cut up a real human brain, pranced around the neuro-physiology lab using a spinal cord for a skipping rope and convinced herself and me – an impressionable English Literature student at the time – that there was nothing more to the miracle of life than the reaction between sodium and potassium that sent electrical impulses running through nerve cells. The human being was a bundle of elements no more magical than a lump of coal, said Mary. Emotions were an accident of chemistry, she said. As was love.


But that hadn’t stopped her from falling for it and right then I too needed there to be something more to life than carbon and sodium and a dash of H20. I needed some magic. I needed to pray.


‘Dear God,’ I whispered. ‘If you’re up there.’


No thunderbolt to suggest that he was.


‘I know I haven’t spoken to you in a long while and I know I haven’t been to church for even longer,’ I continued. ‘I don’t suppose I’ve got too much credit in my celestial bank account, but right now I really need a miracle.’


Still no sign.


‘My best friend is getting married tomorrow and I’ve got to be her bridesmaid. But my heart’s just been broken and I don’t think that I can get through the day without dying. Please, God, I know I should probably be asking for something bigger and more important on a global scale like world peace and an end to disease and famine and war, but all I want right now is for Richard Adams to want me back again. I know I can make him happy and he’s the only person who can make me happy enough not to ruin my best friend’s day. Bring him back to me before tomorrow morning and I’ll never ask for anything again. I’ll believe in you forever. I’ll donate all my money to charity. My spare money,’ I added quickly. ‘I’ll stop making jokes about the fish symbol sticker on the back of a car meaning “I ignore the highway code” . . .’


I would have carried on pleading but I heard the chapel door creak open. The collection funds clearly didn’t run to a can of oil.


‘Have you found what you were looking for yet?’ Mary asked me impatiently.


‘I hope so,’ I said, scrambling to my feet. ‘God, I hope so. Whoops, sorry God,’ I added. ‘For blaspheming.’


‘Were you praying?’ Mary asked me, eyes narrowing.


I nodded, unable to shake off the feeling that I should be embarrassed.


‘No need to ask what you were praying for,’ she sighed dramatically.


I nodded again.


‘Oh, Lizzie,’ she said. ‘You are hopeless. How can praying change things? You might as well write your wish on a piece of paper and send it up the chimney to Father Christmas.’


‘How can you say that?’ I whispered in horror. ‘You’re getting married here tomorrow.’


‘For the pictures,’ she explained wearily. ‘We’re doing it for the pictures. Who wants a registry office in the background of their wedding photos?’


Indeed.


I spent the rest of the afternoon following Mary from department store to department store with all the goodwill of a seven-year-old looking for school shoes. Of course, Mary found the right pair of stockings in the first shop we went to but that didn’t mean that the search could end early. Oh no. Mary needed a compare and contrast session in at least another eight shops before announcing, ‘I’m going to go back to Debenhams and get the first pair I saw.’


In the hosiery department of John Lewis, Mary shared her frustrations with another bride-to-be. The right tights were the least of it, apparently.


‘Nobody understands,’ said the stranger, shaking her badly highlighted hair. ‘They think you should be beaming all the time from the minute you get engaged. But there’s so much trauma involved in planning a wedding. If you can find the venue that you want you can guarantee it won’t be available on the right day. Then there’s your dress. And the bridesmaids’ dresses. Another ordeal. If you’ve managed to pick a bridesmaid without falling out with all your friends in the first place! Then there’s the catering. Don’t talk to me about the catering. And the wedding list.’


‘I know,’ said Mary, sighing dramatically. ‘The wedding list. That is such a nightmare!’


The wedding list? A nightmare? Excuse me, but going around Harvey Nichols with a clipboard, ticking off everything you want and then asking your friends to pay for it, didn’t sound much like a nightmare to me.


While the two brides compared tribulations, I felt a thin layer of ice grow around my own heart. While Mary moaned that it was ‘a mystery’ how anyone ever found the right florist, I began to think that the only real mystery here was how these two ridiculous whining women had persuaded two half-decent men to marry them in the first place! What had happened to my fabulous best friend? What was it about an engagement ring that could turn a previously sane, fun-loving, successful career woman into a spoilt, brain-dead complainer whose only topics of conversation were buttonholes and marquee frills?


‘Look at me,’ I wanted to scream. ‘If Richard had asked me to marry him, I would have grinned from the engagement to cutting the cake. I wouldn’t be moaning about getting the wrong sugar bowl from Great Auntie Kate because of a cock-up at the John Lewis Brides’ Book. I never moaned at Richard. I never nagged. I never told him that he’d have to miss watching England versus Germany in the final of the World Cup because I wanted to be married on the same Saturday as my parents had back in 1966. Why am I only the bridesmaid again? Why do you two deserve to get married and not me?’


I was horrified by the bile I suddenly found inside me. A week earlier I had been the world’s best bridesmaid, endlessly patient with the invitation wording worries and the trivial tiara tantrums. I had organised a hen night to end all hen nights (or at least a hen night wild and debauched enough to have parties of single women banned from half the nightclubs on Oxford Street for the next ten years). But an engagement ring suddenly seemed like a life jacket and I coveted one twice as desperately now that my life had hit an iceberg. What’s more, I could feel the nastiness inside me heading for the resulting hole in my brittle all-too-human hull.


‘I am never going to put myself through this again,’ said Mary’s new best friend. ‘I’ve had nobody to support me. Nobody understands me. And I know I won’t get any thanks from his relatives at the end of the day. It’s terrible. Just terrible.’


And the bile broke through.


‘You’re getting married, for God’s sake,’ I told her then. ‘You’re having a wedding, not a funeral. It’s a happy occasion. No one’s died. No one’s been injured. Keep on moaning and you deserve to get divorced before your first anniversary.’


‘Lizzie!’ Mary breathed in horror.


The other bride just stared.


‘I can’t believe you just said that,’ Mary mouthed at me.


‘I can’t believe I did either,’ I assured her. I put my hand to my mouth in horror. Those words hadn’t really come from me, had they?


I ran from the shop and slumped, crying of course, against the automatic door. The automatic door that wouldn’t remain closed while someone leaned against it. I fell back into the shop to the great amusement of a couple of schoolboys.
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