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Isn’t that how falling in love so often works? Some stranger appears out of nowhere and becomes a fixed star in your universe.

- Kate Bolick




1

A few months ago, in March

It wasn’t so much that Penny Bridge was unlucky in love as it was that love seemingly didn’t know she existed. It had been five years since her last proper relationship – five years since romance, prolonged passion, or even since a bloke had stayed interested for longer than a week. It was getting pretty hard to pretend it might ever be any different, and keeping positive was really starting to take its toll, especially after last night.

‘I just can’t believe I’m here again,’ she sighed, explaining to her head barista Stuart about the text she’d received after getting home from her date. It had read: 

Hey, so I didn’t know how to say this earlier but my ex is kind of back in the picture. I don’t want to string you along or anything, so I don’t think we should see each other again. All the best!! xx

‘Ah,’ replied Stuart. ‘That really sucks.’

Cristian had been a Romanian mathematician who worked for Virgin Galactic, and for their second date they’d gone to a very promising sing-along showing of La La Land at the Hackney Picturehouse and then next door to the Wetherspoon’s. Penny had already decided that it was the night to have sex with him – she’d shaved her bikini line especially, and changed her bed sheets – but on her way back from the bathroom at the pub she’d seen the familiar yellow interface of the dating app on his phone, and realized he was obviously messaging somebody else whilst she was having a wee. Why had he lied after? He didn’t need to say that his ex was making moves on him. She was a big girl. She could withstand the truth. Obviously he was just not that into her. But why? Why weren’t any of them just not that into her? And why hadn’t she called him out on his terrible etiquette right there and then instead of finishing her drink and making vague grumbles about it ‘getting late’?

She knew the answer to that, actually. It’s because it felt like she was in an episode of Sex and the City – the one where Charlotte screams at a sky that should have been raining men, ‘I’ve been dating since I was fifteen! I’m exhausted! Where is he?!’ Penny was too exhausted to teach Cristian about basic manners – that’s why she’d finished the drink she’d paid for and left without bringing it up. She simply couldn’t be arsed. His text message after was unnecessary salt in the wound.

What is so wrong with me that no bloke wants to be my boyfriend? she wondered. 

Last month she’d spent five nights in a row with Trevor, a deputy head of maths on half term who, once school started back up again, fell off the face of the earth until a random 1 a.m. text asking if he’d left his protractor at her flat. Before Christmas there’d been an Iraqi estate agent from Camberwell who’d really made her laugh – and she, him – but who was so inexplicably embarrassed by what he’d asked her to do to his prostate when he was drunk that he blocked not only her phone number, but everything across all social media, too. Before him there’d been a string of first dates that never seemed to become second ones, a summer off dating entirely, and three trips to the Skirt Club to sate her light bi-curiosity but that didn’t lead to much dating, either – Penny had figured out quickly enough that she was doomed with an attraction to men. (She did, though, get the name of an amazing seamstress in Canonbury, and made friends with two women who were now a couple and who she still saw every couple of months for drinks.)

Penny thought of herself as an entertaining date – interesting and interested. She had friends and family she loved, a business she was proud of, some fun stories and – so she’d been told – eyes that danced with mischief. Did she spit when she laughed, and nobody had ever mentioned it? Did she talk about herself too much? Was it her cup size, or her dress size, or her hair colour? Weren’t redheads supposed to be a novelty? Was it because she asked too many questions?

She didn’t know how to be anybody but herself, and yet herself, Penny Bridge, was apparently repulsive to all mankind because none of them wanted to actually be with her. She had half a mind to text Cristian back and ask him straight: why didn’t any of her dates ever pan out? If the definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different result, Penny was officially bonkers. She kept hoping that the next date might be different, that the next man might be different, but they never were. Maybe Cristian could tell her what needed to change. Would it be weird to ask him? He was, after all, one of the people best placed to make suggestions. What did the other women on the dating app have that Penny didn’t?

‘You don’t need to change a thing,’ urged Stuart, kindly. ‘You only have to get it right once. This space engineer is a fool if he’s blowing you off. A damned idiot.’

Penny sat across from Stuart at the serving counter, watching him arrange the grapefruit-orange crostatas and a goat’s cheese double crumb cake she’d just brought up from the kitchen. This was Stoke Newington, one of the more achingly bougie boroughs of North London, so he was using breeze-blocks as support for the charcoal slate trays, all at varying heights. It was terribly hipster but genuinely quite good to look at, so she let him do as he pleased. Bridges was her café, and she cooked, but his aesthetics defined the space where the customers ate.

‘But I’m so tired, Stu. I’m so sick of this feeling – of holding my breath to get some stupid validation from a stupid man, and then feeling like I need to eat a pint of ice cream and cry-wank to The Notebook when it doesn’t happen. Do I smell like desperation?’

‘You smell like burnt cream and boiled ham, Pen, like you do every day.’

‘Ha, ha. Thanks.’ She rolled her eyes at him playfully. She did smell, though – that was the life of a chef in a small breakfast and lunch café, to carry the faint odour of cooking from 7 a.m. until 4 p.m., Tuesday to Saturday. 

‘I feel like I really should plan to be single forever. Have a baby solo. I keep threatening to go for it. Maybe I should take the hint the universe or whatever is throwing at me. I just want to live my life, man. It feels pathetic to be somehow waiting.’ She sighed dramatically. Stuart didn’t need to know that before her cancer treatment she’d both harvested eggs and had them fertilized with donor sperm. Making embryos as a single woman with cancer had been a complicated decision, and one even some of her family hadn’t understood. She’d have to use a surrogate when she wanted kids, but that wasn’t the point right now. The point was, she really did think she might have to proceed without a partner by her side. So why shouldn’t she do that sooner rather than later? Evidently that partner wasn’t anywhere close to making himself known.

‘I could introduce you to some friends, you know,’ Stuart said, wiping down stray specks from around his display. Stuart was a twenty-five-year-old art school graduate who treated coffee like as much of a craft as his own pottery. Slim build and black skin, he wore straight-leg jeans rolled twice, socks on show, and bulky sneakers that seemingly never got grubby – as well as a t-shirt with two rolls of the sleeve and a single pierced ear. ‘If you wanted somebody pre-vetted for ghosting, or lying, or general romantic ambivalence.’

Penny stood and walked behind the counter to make another coffee, her third of the morning. ‘Aw, thanks. But I don’t think you should be setting your boss up.’

Stuart stepped out of her way. ‘You have too many rules.’

‘If I dated one of your friends – who, you know, let’s be fair, would be too young for me anyway – in three dates’ time I wouldn’t want to be running into him because he’s here to meet you after your shift, but had told me he had to move to Kazakhstan for a work assignment and that’s why he couldn’t be with me. When I get ghosted, I really do expect to never
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1

I was having the best morning of my life.

‘Annie-Doo, you look like a … princess. No. Wait. Better than that. You look like a queen,’ my little sister Freddie said in awe, as Asma put the finishing touches to my lipliner. Freddie had called me “Annie-Doo” since she was old enough to talk. She tilted her head to one side, assessing Asma’s work. ‘You look pretty but also … what’s the word when you’re like, the boss? Like you’re the one in charge of everything?’

‘Regal?’ supplied Asma.

‘Yeah! Especially with the flower crown!’

She gives the best compliments, my sis.

‘Come here, you,’ I said, pulling her tiny thirteen-year old frame towards me for a hug. We’d spent the night in the suite of fancy hotel in Mayfair, paid for by my soon-to-be in-laws as a girly treat. The three of us – me, Freddie and Asma – had arrived yesterday and settled in for gossiping and giggling and doing silly dance routines for social media in our matching dressing gowns as my last celebration as a single woman.

‘You can still stay over as much as you want, you know that don’t you?’ I told Freddie. ‘You know how much Alexander loves you.’

‘Even on Saturday nights?’

‘Bear, I don’t think you’re going to want to hang out with your fusty old sister on Saturday nights for much longer.’

‘I will.’

‘We’ll see about that.’

Asma downed her mimosa. ‘Are you year eight, or year nine, Freddie-Frou?’ She’d caught on quickly that nobody called each other by their proper given name in our world. Everyone was Doo this or Frou that, a bear or a bug or a piggy-poo.

‘I’m just starting year nine.’

‘She’s thirteen going on twenty-five,’ I said. Freddie was actually called Frederica, but when she learned about the gender pay gap in a Teen Vogue article had decided she wanted a name “where you can’t tell if I am a girl or a boy on my CV when I’m older, so they can’t discriminate.” She’s smart, Freddie. Smarter than me.

She folded into my lap and I inhaled the scent of the top of her head.

‘Thank you for being my perfect bridesmaid,’ I whispered into her loose curls. ‘You’re my best girl.’

‘You’re my best girl,’ she whispered back. ‘But have you got a Tic Tac? Your breath smells like alcohol.’ She screwed up her nose in distaste.

I squealed and went to blow a raspberry on the back of her neck.

‘Not the lip gloss!’ Asma laughed, lunging over to separate us. ‘That’s some of my best work!’ I went to chase after Freddie, interrupted – to her luck – by the arrival of my dad letting himself into the room with the keycard we’d told reception to give him.

‘Daddy!’ Freddie padded towards him. ‘We’ve had the best night. We had afternoon tea! And pizza in bed!’

Dad put his arm around her and grinned at me. He was wearing his favourite navy-blue suit and a fat red tie with a matching handkerchief in his top pocket. He already had a tiny flute lily in his button hole, made to match my bouquet.

‘So, this is you on your wedding day,’ he said as way of greeting, taking me in as I stood before him.

I grinned. Seeing his eyes glistening made my own get wetter. Unable to speak I simply nodded. Bloody weddings. You think you’ll be all nonchalant and not like all those other brides, and then bam: it hits you. You’re just as sappy and emotional as the next woman in white.

‘You look beautiful,’ he said. ‘Truly beautiful.’

Freddie tugged on his arm, slipping her hand into his. ‘I said she looked regal.’

‘Queen of the world,’ Dad smiled, and Asma waved a tissue in front of my face in anticipation of what was to come.

‘Dab, don’t wipe,’ she said sternly. ‘Gently dab or you’ll smudge it all.’

I took a big breath. My wedding day.

The dress was designer, Dad was walking me down the aisle, and I was taking Alexander’s last name in less than an hour. If you’d have asked me how traditional I’d be on a scale of one to ten before I started wedding planning, I’d have said a two or a three. But when it came down to it I found huge comfort in the age-old traditions of a conventional wedding day and gave in to almost all of them without much of a fight. I wanted the ritual of it all, the history and the expectation. My only outward feminist declaration was that I was going to give a speech at dinner before anyone else. At my friend Jo’s wedding she’d tapped the microphone and said, ‘Good evening. Thanks for coming today. My gorgeous father and wonderful best man and new husband are going to give their speeches in a minute—’ (at this point everyone roared and cheered). ‘But I’ll be giving one first, because over my dead body am I letting a bunch of men speak for me.’ (At this point everyone roared and cheered even louder.)

I’d thought she was hilarious. I wanted to do the same.

‘Right then, Mrs Francis, are you ready?’ Dad said. ‘Oh god, Mrs Francis. You’re not going to be a Wiig anymore.’ He turned to Freddie. ‘Don’t you ever get married, okay? You’re the next generation Wiig. We need you to carry on the family name.’

Freddie rolled her eyes playfully. ‘Daaaaaad.’

‘I know, Fred, but you won’t understand how it feels until you have your own kids who grow up and stun you with the woman they’ve become. It’s very affecting.’

‘I’m still a Wiig right now,’ I soothed him, reaching out to lightly rub the top of his arm. ‘And even when I’m not, I’m still your daughter.’

‘With the added bonus of giving me a son-in-law.’

‘Exactly. You’re not losing anything – you’re gaining.’

Dad bent his arm at the elbow and invited me to take it. ‘Let’s get a vodka shot on the way out,’ he said. ‘I need to steady my nerves. They should have some sort of special guide for dads on their eldest’s wedding day. I feel all … jangled up. Nervous.’

‘Nervous for you, or for me?’ I asked.

Asma gathered up the last of the things she’d need to keep me looking fresh and bridal for the rest of the day, and Freddie did a last twirl in the mirror and picked up her bridesmaid flowers. Mum had already gone ahead to the church to play hostess – she loves an audience, and being the centre of attention, so chose to do that over staying with us in the hotel last night. She said she’d only get in the way, and she’d be better on the day if she slept in her own bed the night before. Our relationship is … well. I try not to think about it. I looked from my dad, to my sister, to my best friend. The people I loved most in the world, here, for me, excited for me. I felt loved by Alexander, of course I did, but since we got engaged everyone had rallied around me and fussed over me and my plans and ideas and it’s been like being in a slushy, cosy cocoon of romance and well wishes. Thinking about it, and how when I return to the suite tonight I’ll be Mrs Francis – married! Me! Finally! – it makes my breath catch in my throat. I couldn’t imagine anything making today any more perfect. It’s like all my insides have been supercharged with electricity and so even simply existing is heightened. Colours feel brighter, emotions feel stronger. Everything is just so right.

‘Both of us,’ Dad said. ‘The shot is for both of us.’

I beamed at him. ‘Let’s do it,’ I declared. ‘Let’s go and raise a tiny toast to love.’

‘Me too?’ Freddie asked.

‘You can have a shot of apple juice,’ I said. ‘I need you on tip-top form.’

She rolled her eyes, making us all laugh. Asma ushered us all out of the room with a sweep of the arm, the door clicked closed behind us. We walked to my future, via the hotel bar.

When Jo got engaged, it really made me question what Alexander and I had. I’d seen it written somewhere before that funerals aren’t about the dead, they’re about the living, and I think weddings often aren’t about the couple at the front of the aisle so much as about the congregation. Have you ever been to a wedding and thought about anyone but yourself? I haven’t. I mean, obviously when Jo got married I was over the moon for her. She’d met Kojo on an app, swiping right on him one hungover Sunday morning, meeting him for the first time on the Tuesday night, and within a month was calling him her boyfriend which, I can’t lie, surprised me if only because the last person she was with was her girlfriend, and I just assumed she’d never date a man again for all she slagged them off. Humans exist to surprise us, I suppose. Who am I to write off a mate’s sexuality into a box just so that I can feel better about where they sit on the spectrum? It was wrong of me to assume anything. Anyway. Three months in, Jo and Kojo were saying I love you, and after six months rented a flat together. I wanted to be a good friend – we all wanted to be a good friend – and we tentatively approached the idea that it was all moving quite quickly. What was the rush? She didn’t freak out or get mad when I broached it, just smiled – I remember it really clearly, we were at Bridges Cafe in Stoke Newington one Saturday afternoon, eating quinoa and sausages, right as spring was starting. She’d shrugged and said, ‘This one just feels different. We want the same things.’

We want the same things.

That stuck with me, because by that point I’d been with Alexander for eight years and we still had separate flats, separate social lives, and even though we had fun together on date nights or the weekends he wasn’t playing rugby, we couldn’t quite seem to align with what we were working towards. I didn’t want to be a nag or That Girl. You know That Girl. The one issuing ultimatums about getting engaged or breaking up. I want all of you, or none of you! That sort of thing. I wanted to be cooler than that. And I was. For the whole of our twenties I was the cool girl, but then as my university friends got engaged, and then married, and then pregnant, bam-bam-bam, I went from being twenty-nine and happily ambling along to the other side of thirty, everyone moving on without me. In that time Brianna had met her boyfriend, too, and because of immigration stuff got married for the paperwork and only told us afterwards. Kezza had already started looking at adopting as a single woman, refusing to settle for a mediocre man to do the most important job of her life with. She said she was happy to go it alone and meet somebody later. Motherhood was more important than marriage to her. And that left me, out of the four of us. The Core Four, breaking off into different parts like a star hitting the earth’s atmosphere and cracking off into pieces in the sky.

It’s a lie what they say about friends being the family you choose. Friends pair off and go on to make their own families, and it did make me wobble, standing beside Alexander in the church as one of my favourite people committed her life to somebody she’d known just over a year. That’s when I finally brought it up with him – that we needed to think about our future. I think the wedding had moved him, too, because the next week he brought over all these bits of paper for houses his parents wanted to give us a deposit for. There’s no feeling quite like it, when somebody says out loud that you’re the person they want to build something with. I think the most uncertain bit of my life was turning thirty and feeling like everyone else had their life together and I wasn’t quite an adult yet. Moving in with Alexander made me a grown-up, on the same track as everyone else. I made him dinners and organized our furniture, and got weirdly into doing stuff I swore I never would – being the one to buy his mum’s birthday card, or suggesting dinner parties so I could meet the partners of his work colleagues and uni pals. I enjoyed it. Reveled in it. We finally wanted the same things, too. Or, at least, I thought we did.

When we arrived at the church it was a surprise to see the wedding planner outside waiting for us. She’d told me the night before to take all the time I needed to get out of the car, to fuss with last-minute touch-ups and pruning and to take a big breath. She was supposed to be waiting for me at the church doors, having made sure everyone had found their seat okay. Seeing her, I frowned.

‘Who is that?’ asked Freddie.

‘Chantelle,’ I muttered, my palms clamming up. ‘Something’s not right. She should be inside.’

Dad peered out of the window at her. ‘I’m sure everything is fine,’ he said, cautiously. ‘I can’t imagine why it wouldn’t be.’

Chantelle approached the car looking tired and wan, and instantly I thought that the minister had taken sick and we’d have to get married by somebody we’d never met before. That was the first thing that popped into my head. The second thing was that maybe something was up with the cake or we didn’t have enough ice for the champagne. But catering stuff was at the reception – a problem for later, not for now.

Maybe she’s come to tell me how excited Alexander seems.

Maybe he’s sent a message for me.

Maybe she’s come to tell me how much he loves me, how he wants me to get into the church as fast as I can.


‘What do you mean he’s not coming?’

‘Well,’ the wedding planner said slowly. ‘It seems he’s had … a change of heart.’

‘A change of heart?’

She looked at me with wide eyes, willing me to understand. ‘I did try to call.’ She gave an apologetic smile to my dad and sister. Asma had already run off ahead to nab a spot in a pew, which made me mad now. How hadn’t she understood what was about to happen? How had she been so optimistic even when Chantelle had looked so afraid? I needed my friend. I needed Asma to stand beside me and ask all the questions I couldn’t force out of my mouth myself.

Alexander wasn’t coming.

It was my wedding day. It was my wedding day, and the sky was blue and my dad was by my side and the wedding planner, who had a smear of pinky lipstick on her front tooth that made me instinctively run my tongue against my own in case I did too, had just told me my fiancé had text to say the wedding was off.

‘Sorry. I’m just trying to … get handle on all … this.’ I gestured to the air in front of me. ‘Just to confirm: did you try to call me, or him?’ My eyes felt itchy, my thoughts like they were being pulled through treacle.

The wedding planner blinked slowly and measured out her words for me. ‘I called him to begin with. When he didn’t pick up, I called you, but you didn’t answer either.’ She paused, lingering over what to say. ‘I’m so sorry, Annie.’

‘Can I see your phone?’ I said. ‘The message?’

I felt Dad open his mouth to say something, but he thought better of it. I bet he wanted me to be more polite. Instead he moved to put his hand on Freddie’s shoulder. She was my only bridesmaid. With Jo and Brianna married it seemed strange to ask them, and Kezza didn’t want to do it alone, like it was a big sign hanging over her that flashed “The Only Single One Left”. Asma said she’d rather die than walk down the aisle in front of everyone so could she not even be asked? Typical Asma, always shooting straight and to the point. And anyway. Freddie was my everything. Is it strange that a thirteen-year-old is my best friend? Because she is. She’s smart and funny and spunky and everything I wish I could be. I adore her. I could feel her staring at me, her bright eyes darting between all us adults.

‘Please,’ I added. My voice was squeaky and high. Strained. I took a breath and forced a smile at Freddie, trying to tell her not to panic. She scowled. I could tell she was worrying for me. She knew what today meant and had been so excited that I was excited. We’d made sure she was included every step of the way. I didn’t want her to feel like I was abandoning her. Mum can be … well, yes, difficult, and I felt as much responsibility towards Freddie as if she was my own daughter.

The wedding planner with lipstick on her teeth smiled back painfully, her face full of pity. It was something in her eyes. They’d narrowed as her face scrunched up in apology. I hate that look. The look when somebody feels sorry for you. She must have got it all wrong though, I reasoned. She must have been confused, must have misread his message. Alexander wouldn’t simply not turn up on our wedding day. That would be an awful thing to do. Unforgivable. Of course he was coming. We were engaged. People were waiting. I’d not eaten a full meal in six months, was fake-tanned to within an inch of my life, and had on his ring sitting snug on my finger. He’d given it to me on Christmas Day, right when we woke up, the box having appeared on my bedside table at some point in the night.

‘What do you reckon?’ he’d said, smirking, his naked torso stretched out as he lay on his side. All I’d done in reply was scream, slipping it on immediately. I’d never thought it was possible to want to faint from happiness until that point, but wearing it made me more delighted, more ecstatic, more everything than I’d ever been in my life. ‘I’m guessing that’s a yes?’ he’d said, and I promptly burst into tears, nodding and making so much noise his mum had knocked on the bedroom door of the shared Christmas cottage we were in to see if everything was alright.

The wedding planner unlocked her iPhone and pulled up a text thread. My hand was shaking as I took it. My mouth was dry. I willed myself to focus.

Chantelle, you’ve been amazing in sorting out today but I’m not coming. I can’t do it. Please tell Annie I’m sorry, and I hope she doesn’t hate me. I’ll be sure to settle your invoice in full by the end of next week. Thanks for everything. I trust you can handle the guests. Alexander.

People reckon that they feel like they’ve been slapped when they find out something shocking and it’s such an overused, cliched saying. But as I read the text again, and a third time, a fourth – desperate to find the hidden meaning in it, the bit Chantelle had misinterpreted or gotten wrong – a shock spread across my face like spilt milk oozing across the countertop. I was hot, and nauseous. His face flashed in my mind. Alexander’s grinning, handsome face. How could he do this to me? What the hell had happened since I’d seen him yesterday afternoon? Was there somebody else? Was it a joke? My brain couldn’t do the complicated math to understand it. The text was so short, so brief. I read it again: it was like I was an afterthought, my name appearing in between a compliment and a financial promise to a woman we’d known eight months. Alexander has known me ten years. Since the last year of uni. None of this made any sense.

My eyes filled and a tear fell to my hand. Just one. Not a steady of stream of them, no big wailing or crying or sobbing. I didn’t even throw my flowers against the wall, which on reflection, now, seems too subdued, not dramatic enough. If you’re going to get jilted at the altar the least a girl should get is advance warning so she can plan her movie-moment, a scene of high drama in front of the West London church where she hurls things across the room and pulls off her false eyelashes as she runs barefoot down the street alone. But, no. I didn’t throw them. I just absent-mindedly handed them to Freddie. I swallowed hard and handed back the phone to Chantelle. With both trembling hands free I could press my fingertips to just under my eyes, forcing myself to think. How do I fix this? How do I fix this? How do I fix this? I didn’t have my own phone with me, what with planning to spend the day with every single person I knew, who could possibly call me anyway? I couldn’t phone him or see if he’d phoned me.

He’d better have bloody phoned me.

I needed to hear his voice. He could fix this. He could explain, and then laugh at this terrible misunderstanding, and then we could pull Asma back out of the church and she’d touch up my face and we’d laugh that I ever got my knickers in such a twist.

Right?

RIGHT?

‘Dad, can you ring him? This can’t be happening.’

‘It can’t be, love,’ Dad said, setting his mouth into a thin straight line. ‘Let’s talk to him.’ He fished about his jacket pocket, scrolled to Alexander’s name, and hit the call button. I could hear the voicemail prompt playing immediately – there wasn’t even a dialing tone. His phone must have been switched off.

Hi there, you’ve reached Alexander Francis. If I’ve not picked up, I’m either in the lab or training for rugby. Either way, leave a message and I’ll get back you. Cheers.

He sounded so normal. So ordinary. How could a man who had left his bride waiting be somebody who could also sound normal and ordinary? Where the hell was he?

‘I’ll kill him,’ Dad said, finally. ‘This is unbelievable. I’m going to absolutely throttle him.’

Freddie looked up at me, all big brown eyes. In a wobbly voice she said, ‘Annie?’

And then that was it. I could be strong if everyone else was being stoic. I could hold it together to think or reason for as long as everyone was looking to me to decide what to do, how to be, how to act. But the anger in Dad’s voice and the fear in Freddie’s made it real: Alexander wasn’t coming, and everyone knew it.

‘Dad, can we go?’ I asked. ‘Freddie, get back in the car.’ The tears came then, and the hyperventilating, too. ‘Come on. Quickly. Quickly!’

 I needed him to take me away. I wanted him to put us all in the car and drive until we hit the motorway, and then the sea, and then I wanted him to drive the car onto a big boat that would ferry us all the way to another continent forever and ever and ever. Just the three of us.

‘I’ll let everyone inside know,’ the wedding planner whispered. ‘I really am sorry, Annie.’

I pushed into the back of the car – thank god it was still there, that the driver hadn’t headed off for a fag break around the corner or anything – Dad waiting for me on the curb and then helpfully lifting up the trail of my dress so it wouldn’t drag or get dirty. As if that even mattered now.

‘What will you say?’ I croaked, as I sat back down. Freddie clung to my arm tightly. This was the worst thing to ever happen to me.

The wedding planner issued a sad grimace. ‘Don’t worry. I’ve had to do this before. Unfortunately.’

She closed the car door and Dad wound down the window.

‘Thank you,’ he said to her, quietly.

‘Look after yourself,’ she directed at me.

I let Freddie sneak in under the crook of my arm and stared out the window and didn’t reply. The car inched away from the curb, and within seconds the church was a speck in the rearview mirror.

Nobody said anything as we drove across town. I couldn’t hold on to a thought. Things kept coming into my mind – questions, mostly – and then leaving as quickly as they arrived because a barrage of other thoughts elbowed their way in, and then some more.

Was this really happening?

Did he ever want to marry me?

Is it because I’m too fat?

Because my teeth aren’t straight enough?

Has he had an affair, and got somebody else pregnant, and he only just found out and thinks choosing her over me would be the more upstanding choice?

Is he gay?

Did I hallucinate him ever wanting to get married in the first place? Did I imagine the ring, the way he had thoughts and opinions about the invitations and the seating plan, how excited he’d been to discover the band from his cousin’s wedding had had a cancellation and so could play ours, now?

What if he changed his mind, and got to the church after I’d already left?

What if he’s waiting there now, sorry and ashamed, praying the driver will turn around the car and as we circle back around to the church he’ll be waiting, running up to the car, crying, overcome with his own stupidity and practically dragging me inside before either of us can screw it up again?

What will Mum say?

What will the uni girls say?

I wish Asma hadn’t already gone into the church.

I think Freddie wants to cry and is trying really hard not to.

I hate this. I hate this. I hate this.

I’m going to kill him.

‘Stop,’ I said to the driver. ‘Stop the car.’

‘Ma’am?’ he replied, slowing down and glancing over his shoulder. ‘Are you okay?’

I made for the door, grabbing at the handle before the car had fully slowed, forcing him to slam on the breaks. I elbowed my way out, somewhere near Kings Cross, tourists and buses and black cabs and shoppers slowing to watch me throw up all over my gown.

‘She looks like she’s having a bad day,’ I heard somebody say.



Can’t wait to see what happens next? Pre-order The Lucky Escape now!

UK readers: click here to find out more.

US readers: click here to find out more.

Canadian readers: click here to find out more.

Australian readers: click here to find out more.




Acknowledgements

Ever since I read Elton John’s autobiography I’ve been dying to try out acknowledgements like he did. At the end of Me he has one line that says, ‘Thank you to everyone who jogged my memory and who contributed to my amazing life.’ That’s it. How baller is that! Not to mention funny. However, on reflection, I don’t think I can pull it off like he does – and besides, a shout-out here is the least I can do when I stand on the shoulders of giants.

There’s a lot of work that goes into a book. Aside from the hours that stretch into days, weeks, and months wherein I sit at home eating biscuits and imagine various witty exchanges between friends and lovers – as well as the odd afternoon crafting a titillating sex scene – there’s scores of people who contribute to what happens after that. I want to list them all here because it’s the right thing to do, but also it could be interesting for you, or your daughter, or your nephew, or your neighbour, maybe, to know how broad a range of jobs publishing offers. I teach writing, sometimes, and it always comes up: that there’s more than one way to contribute to a book. Loads of publishing houses are now opening up regional offices, so you don’t even need to be London-based to pursue a career working in publishing. It can get lonely for me, working solo, but remotely becoming part of Avon, the imprint of HarperCollins this book is made under, has been like becoming a member of the most positive, accomplished, ‘can do’ team possible. I am proud to bear witness to their #BDE. (That’s one of those annoying private jokes we have. I apologize.) 

Anyway. To the credits.

When we published my previous book, Our Stop, it reached more readers than I could have ever imagined. Katie Loughnane is a commissioning editor who inherited me from her co-worker, and when that happens it can be a disaster for the author. Not with Katie. Right from the second we began working together she championed my work louder and harder than anyone ever has, and what Our Stop did is testament to the way she ran the gamut. Developing my first full novel with her, The Love Square, has been an honour, and I’m excited to work alongside her forever and ever. She writes notes that make me think harder, pushes me to be a better storyteller, and still, somehow, has the vim to get her colleagues excited about what we are making, too. She’s badass, and also very nice. I like that in a person: extreme competency and total thoughtfulness. Give the woman a raise!

Sabah Khan, head of publicity, is unrivalled in what she does. Thoughtful, committed and innovative, she magically sees opportunity everywhere. Every time her name appears in my emails I genuinely let out a little cheer, because I just love knowing her. Her author care is second to none – rare in the world of promotion! Combined with my straight-talking, deal-wielding, brass-balled agent, Ella Kahn, these three women make up the core of my publishing posse, making this wild a ride one in safe hands. Thank you, gang. 

To everyone at Team Avon: do you mind if I swear? Because fuck me are you good at what you do.

Beth Wickington – Editorial Assistant

Caroline Bovey – Key Account Manager

Charlotte Cross – Key Account Manager, International Sales

Ellie Pilcher – Marketing Manager

Hannah O’Brien – Marketing Director

Hannah Todd – Digital Commissioning Editor

Helen Huthwaite – Publishing Director

Molly Walker-Sharp – Assistant Editor

Oli Malcolm – Executive Publisher 

Phoebe Morgan – Editorial Director

Sanjana Cunniah – Marketing and Publicity Assistant

Tilda McDonald – Senior Commissioning Editor

Katie doesn’t so much speak highly of you as much as she does single out every single person’s contributions so that I know exactly the ways you’ve helped make my books what they are. The same goes for the folks working within the wider business:

Ammara Isa – Marketing Manager

Anna Derkacz – Group Sales Director

Ben Hurd – Trade Marketing Director

Catriona Beamish – Production Controller

Ellie Game – Senior Designer

Holly MacDonald – Deputy Design Director

Kelly Webster – Key Account Director, Digital Sales

Laura Daley – Digital Sales Manager

Melissa Okusanya – Publishing Operations Director

Mia Jupp – Film & TV Team

Rebecca Fortuin – Audio Editor

Robyn Watts – Production Assistant

Whether you’ve stayed late to work on proofs, been the one who came up with the ‘tagline’ (Holly, you understood the essence of Penny Bridge’s dilemma better than I did!), were in the room as titles were thrown around, bonus content ideas were floated, or cover designs fussed over … whether you were selecting actors for the audio, convincing bookshops to order more copies, leveraging brand partnerships or talking to journalists, know that I appreciate every single contribution and I wish there was a way to put all our names on the cover, because I meant what I said about standing on the shoulders of giants. I write the words but you get them read, and that’s what makes this worthwhile. Thank you.

To everyone in international sales and territories:

Ben Wright – International Sales Director

Emily Yolland – Rights Assistant

Iona Teixeira Stevens – Rights Manager

Zoe Shine – Head of UK Rights 

… and the HCUK Rights Team

Brigitta Doyle – Publishing Director, HarperCollins Australia 

… and the HarperCollins Australia Team

Peter Borcsok – Sales Manager, HarperCollins Canada 

… and the HarperCollins Canada Team

Emily Gerbner – Digital Marketing Manager, Harper360 

Jean Marie Kelly – Affiliate Publisher, Harper360 

… and the Harper360 Team

If the name of my game is to find readers who care about the same stories that I do, you’re the ones helping that to happen beyond the UK. To think these books get to go global – that is staggering to me, and anytime you need me to take a business trip to, say, Toronto or Sydney or NYC, you just let me know. It’s the least I can do to say thank you for representing worldwide! (That’s partly a joke, and partly a plea to rack up some airmiles to places I’ve never been before … International book tour, anyone?)

When I was developing The Love Square my planning coincided with fundraising for my grandmother’s nursing home. I auctioned off the chance to have a character named after anyone who donated £1 or more, and the winner was Sharon Harris. Sharon, I hope Sharon in the book is the kind of woman who does you proud! Thank you everyone who contributed to that, too – I wanted to raise £500 and we ended up raising over four times that. What a feat!

Thank you to Jamie Varon, for being my beta-reader and fellow Gemini-psyche-exploring-other-women-aren’t-the-competition soul sister who knows just what to say to get me to push myself that last little bit. Lauren Mahon, thank you for sharing your stories as a breast cancer survivor with me. Google her brand GirlvsCancer! Lauren was served lemons but made lemonade after her own diagnosis, and she inspires me madly. Thomas Hardy – I loosely borrowed the plot of The Love Square from Far From the Madding Crowd, and Penny Bridge is absolutely modelled on Bathsheba Everdene, so a big shout-out for representing complex and three-dimensional female characters all the way back in 1874.

Finally, there are the true loves of my heart: the booksellers, and the book bloggers. I hope I’ve made a book you like here, because the way you had my back with Our Stop made me so grateful, and I want to please you forevermore. Writing reviews online or in stores, putting what I made in window displays, on tables in the middle of the stores, pressing it into people’s hands when they asked for advice on what to buy or sending them to a blogpost you did … You’re the most important piece of the publishing puzzle. Thank you for every kind word, social media tag, email. Thank you for making me feel like I’m okay at this gig.

And to you, the reader. I never thought I’d end up writing books about women’s love lives but the truth is, it fascinates me. Our romantic lives reflect our wider lives, so when we talk about feelings of self-worth, self-respect, fears of being seen, the need for our friends, how our relationships with our primary caregivers impact our adult behaviours … What we’re really talking about is love, period. Romantic love, yes, but familial love, platonic love, sexual love, love for the self. I suppose what I mean is: ‘women’s fiction’ is just human fiction, and I love having the space to explore that humanness. Thank you for buying my books, for telling your friends about them, for leaving reviews on booksellers’ websites, for posting about them on Instagram, and for coming out to events to say that you, too, enjoy exploring humanness. It’s a funny old thing, isn’t it, trying our best day after day. My characters and I are right there in the trenches of learning with ya.

Here’s to having the self-respect of Francesco, then, and the curiosity of Thomas. I want to strive for the emotional insight that Priyesh has, the humour of Sharon, and the open-heartedness of Clementine. Mostly, I want to forever allow myself to right a wrong path, like Penny. Deciding what we want in this life and then making it happen is the best way to know we’re not just living – but alive. Because of these imaginary friends of mine, I feel a little bit more ready to give the world hell. My hope is that you will, too.

Don’t forget to check your boobs,

Laura x




Keep Reading …

Nose in armpit.

Elbow in back.

Not every romance starts with flowers …
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If you fell head over the heels for The Love Square, then you’ll love Our Stop – a not-quite-romance of near-misses, true love, and the power of the written word.

Click below to find out more.
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