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One month later

‘Read me the menu again would you, I’ve totally forgotten what we’re having for main course,’ Jonathan said, swinging his gleaming silver Mercedes lustily around a corner, precariously close to a dry stone wall. 

It always took Harriet aback that Jon’s driving was completely out of step with every other aspect of his demeanour. Put a steering wheel in his hands, and mild-mannered, cautious Jon became flamboyant, even cocky. 

Harriet unlocked her phone, scrolled to the relevant page and read aloud.

‘… Aged Yorkshire venison … heritage carrot … ramson … miso cashew cream.’

‘What’s a ramson when it’s at home? And I’m pretty vague on the properties of miso cashew cream, truth be told.’

‘To think you work in the food industry.’

‘Not at the miso cashew cream end.’

Harriet prodded at the handset to google it, briefly bracing her free palm on the car door to ward off motion sickness.

‘It is a bulbous perennial flowering plant in the amaryllis family. Garlicky, by the sounds of it.’ 

‘Good-oh. And we told them about my special condition?’

Allergic to lettuce. Harriet sometimes thought that was Jon in three words. Who on earth is allergic to lettuce? Imagine the shame at the inquest. Cause of Death: radicchio. 

‘Your mum said she’d do it.’

And if she decides she didn’t say that, I have the texts as receipts. 

Harriet treated dealings with her in-laws like running Churchill’s War Rooms. You napped with one eye open around Jacqueline Barraclough. 

Harriet pushed her phone back into her handbag and fiddled with the volume on ‘Missing’ by Everything But The Girl. 

‘Actually, can we have it off, please, Hats? I’m getting one of my headaches,’ Jon said.

‘Sure, pull over in a lay-by.’

‘What?’

‘Have it off. Never mind.’

Jon threw her a baffled glance. He was one of those people who thought he had a great sense of humour. His GSOH was more like a burglar alarm: might work if he turned it on, but he often forgot.

‘John F. Kennedy had to have sex several times a day or else he got headaches, you know,’ Harriet said.

‘Inconvenient, given his workload. Would ibuprofen not do the job?’ Jon said.

‘Nope, had to be Marilyn Monroe.’

‘Ah.’

Harriet could tell she was irritating him slightly. She couldn’t say this sort of thing in front of his tightly wound parents, and they were close to entering their planetary atmosphere. Jon, already on his guard, wanted Harriet to behave accordingly. Like an actor getting into character on set, before they shouted ‘action’.

‘Presume they’re whipping up chicken nugs and chips for Joffrey Baratheon?’ Harriet said. 

Jon gave her a sideways look, and tutted. ‘Oh, he’s not that bad. He’s twelve soon, entering adulthood! We’re all allowed a grotty phase as a kid.’

Harriet said nothing more because Jon’s mother, Jackie, his father, Martin Senior, elder brother, Martin Junior, his wife, Melissa and their eleven-year-old son Barty (Bartholomew for tellings-off, which Harriet thought were all too scarce) were all in one big rolling grotty phase.

Jon dwelt in an odd mental space, as regards his family – he never denied they behaved like an absolute shower, because it was pretty hard to pretend otherwise. But he could never go so far as to attribute malice to them either, which Harriet thought left him a day late and a dollar short in terms of having their measure. 

They always meant well.

This wishful claim of Jon’s had [citation needed] after it. It was as if their true personalities had locked-in syndrome, in Jon’s analysis, given their tragic inability to make their inherent kindness known.

‘Nearly there,’ Jon looked at the clock on the dash. ‘An hour to shower and change, I reckon, and then a gin and tonic in the bar.’

‘Sounds good to me,’ said Harriet, in tacit peace-making, and Jon beamed.

In typically generous fashion, Jon had booked dinner and an overnight stay for all of them at a country house hotel in the Dales for his parents’ fortieth wedding anniversary.

Harriet had agreed to it with the usual sense of dread, but, you know, you couldn’t pick your boyfriend’s family. You also couldn’t stop Jon spending his considerable salary in such expansive ways.

‘No roof racks on hearses, Hats,’ he’d say, riffling her hair. 

He was MD of a division of a supermarket chain, developing upmarket ready meals. Harriet’s best friends, Lorna and Roxy, called him Captain Gravy, a nickname he didn’t find funny.

It’s not just gravy I’ve got responsibility for – it’s all sauces and luxury pouched condiments! he’d lightly fume, bewildered to be increasing their mirth. 

Harriet had never experienced money the way Jonathan had money. It landed in huge snowdrifts in his account every month and could build up to unwieldy, drain-clogging fatberg size if not dealt with efficiently by lashing on Parker Knoll furniture, spendy meals and five-star weekends away.

Despite his protestations, Harriet had always given him proper rent since she moved into his mansion in Roundhay. She’d maintained basic hygiene and not let him pay for most things – she had her own income, a lifestyle she could afford and self-respect, but with Jon’s profligacy, it was like sharing a bathtub and trying to keep the hot water separate.

Dating him for the last two years had been an education in good living. Maybe money couldn’t buy you happiness; however, it was still a mood-altering, life-changing, addictive substance. It could purchase you not only pleasure, Harriet had discovered, but ease, patience, convenience. A kind of sunny outlook and frictionless existence where your path through any difficulties could always be smoothed by its liberal application. 

In choosing the original venue for this celebration, for example, Martin and Mel had carped about the awkward location, and his father had objected to the trendy ‘plant forward’ cuisine. (‘The photos looked like things they’d fling at monkeys at Chester Zoo!’) And Jon simply flipped the booking to another hotel without even checking how much it cost. Everyone should be pleased, that was Jon’s religion, and Jon could facilitate that pleasing, so he did.

He was, Harriet always said to herself and others, an incredibly, ludicrously nice guy. So, given her increasing doubts, what did that make her?
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They pulled through gateposts that owls perched upon and followed a gently twisting drive to park up in front of a sprawling stone country house hotel. Warm yellow light flowed from leaded pane windows onto an immaculate lawn dotted with white canopied picnic tables, in the crisp early dusk.

Jon’s mother emerged from the main door and walked out to meet them, Harriet’s heart sinking at the inevitability of their having arrived first. Jon’s dad was someone who would leave at dawn for any journey. 

Jacqueline was in a candy-pink striped shirt with upturned collar, pearls and white jeans, pushing her bouncy salon blow-dry out of her face with her fresh manicure, fingertips like shiny coral beetles. She was always groomed to within an inch of her life, the snowy Mallen streak in her blonded silver hair giving her a pleasingly appropriate look of Disney villainess, to Harriet’s eyes. In turn, her dismay at Harriet’s ‘curiously tomboy style’ (© Jacqueline) was barely concealed. 

After Harriet had met them for the first time, she was sitting next to Jonathan when he got a text from his mum. It was very Jon to have neither the deviousness nor the common sense to not open it in Harriet’s eyeline. 

We thought Harriet was a lovely girl, JJ. Terribly pretty face, like the sidekick girl from the detective show where he’s lame with a cleft palate. But why on earth does she wear those awful glasses?! Last seen on Eric Morecambe! Such a shame. Given contact lenses are widely available, you presume she’s making some sort of cross feminist statement.

‘What the …!’ Harriet had exclaimed, cupping her hand to stop herself spitting BBQ flavour Walkers Bugles. ‘What’s wrong with my glasses, and why say something like that?’ 

‘She thinks you’re beautiful!’ Jon said, blushing, with what Harriet at first took as embarrassment and later realised was in fact a swoon at what he’d taken as straight praise from his mother.

‘She’s only saying that so she can go in hard on the “four-eyed feminazi frump” angle, Jon. That’s a “paying twenty pence so you can use the toilet” move.’

‘You really can’t cope with compliments, can you?’ Jon had said, absurdly fondly. Harriet gave up trying to translate it for him. Like trying to wake a sleepwalker.

‘At last!’ Jacqueline said, as they climbed out of the seats, straightening stiffened limbs and grinning awkwardly. ‘We were about to send out the search parties!’

Jon and Harriet weren’t late.

‘Hit a sticky bit of traffic on the B6160,’ Jon said, ‘Hi Mum, how are the digs? Acceptable?’

‘Fine, though your brother asked them to change the pillows on his bed, they’re like rocks.’

Of course he did. Martin Junior, a chest-puffed humourless little pigeon of a man, always led with a complaint, to make it clear he was superior to his surroundings. Harriet suspected he liked Jon picking up the bill but was also hugely insecure about it. 

‘Harriet, how ARE you?’ Jackie cooed, with that oddly sarcastic intonation that passed for good manners among affected people.

‘Very well, thanks. And you?’

‘Oh, you know. Can’t complain.’

Bet you do though.

Harriet had really tried to bond with Jackie, at the start. She once told her over too much wine in girl talk that she had irregular periods. The following week, Jackie rang Jon and told him that he should send Harriet for a fertility test.

‘We’re going to check in, head up to change and meet you in the bar at six?’ Jon said.

‘I should hope you are going to change!’ Jacqueline said, in fake-merriment, giving Harriet’s standard t-shirt and jeans and Doc Martens an up-and-down pained look. ‘Tell me you’ve packed something smart!’ 

‘I’m always smart-casual, mum!’ Jon said, imagining this was maternal fussing, rather than a blatant jibe at Harriet that Jacqueline was very thinly disguising by pretending she was referring to the pair of them. 

Somehow, no matter how much she remembered that Jon’s family were a trial, their manifold horrors always dazzled her afresh in person. A thunderous measure of Bombay Sapphire could not come fast enough.

Their ‘Estate Room’ was more Dalston than Harriet had anticipated for the Dales, a collision of countryside and town – William Morris Strawberry Thief print quilt on the bed, Edison bulbs hanging on a cluster of cables as a modern chandelier. There was a vast copper freestanding tub with matching jug near a marble fireplace, as a whimsical cosplay of the privations of a previous century. The walls were a dramatic shade of Farrow & Ball smoky grey against toothpaste-white cornicing.

Harriet was a veteran of fancy hotels thanks to her job, and this one still stood out as exceptionally luxe. The kind of scene you were near obliged to put on Instagram with a moody filter, captioned #dontmindifIdo or #todaysoffice. (Harriet was an Instagram refusenik. ‘Busman’s holiday!’ she told her best friends Lorna and Roxy, when they exhorted her to join in.)

‘Bloody hell, Jon, this must have cost a fortune,’ Harriet blurted as she twirled her trolley case to a halt, then regretted her words as a bit crass and grasping, rather than grateful. It must have, though. 

‘It’s not Travelodge prices, but, then again, it’s not every day you’re forty years married!’ 

Harriet tensed as she watched him do that thing – where he saw tissues on the bedside table and immediately had to seize one, and start blowing his nose astonishingly loudly, like he was trying to bring brain matter out through his nostrils. Her stomach churned, like it was mixing a Slush Puppy of freezing cement. 

‘I’m so glad you’re here,’ Jon said, folding Harriet into a hug, and she squeezed back, mumbling, ‘Thank you for inviting me.’

‘Dur, of course I invited you! You make it sound like you’re an optional extra. You’re one of the family. You’re more my family than they are.’

‘Hah, I hope not,’ Harriet said, disentangling from an octopus grasp. ‘That would make this incest. I’m going to have a shower, if that’s alright?’ 

‘Have at it!’ Jon said, accepting her subtle non-compliance with the moment he wanted.

He began prodding at the remote control for the television. What was the unspoken rule that all men in hotel rooms had to immediately put CNN on at a slightly-too-loud volume and lie on their bed watching it, in their socks? Harriet had so often found herself brushing her teeth in a gorgeous suite, listening to a newsreader booming the violence and looting continued through the night as community leaders appealed for calm through the door.

She unzipped her case and rifled through it for her eveningwear and her clean bra and knickers, silently cursing the way Jackie made her want to mulishly reappear in the same t-shirt. Actually no, reappear in a t-shirt with the slogan BEAST MODE: ACTIVATED and a pair of Union Jack Crocs.

In the floor-to-ceiling white metro-tiled bathroom, like a sexy sanatorium, Harriet stood under a showerhead the size of a dinner plate, in a pleasingly scalding gush of water. Her hair was gathered off her face into a drooping bun. Harriet had an incredibly thick, strawberry-blonde mane which some might think a blessing, but it meant it was unmanageable worn any other way than up in her trademark long, high, bell pull of a plait. She’d tried cutting it short in her teens, but it stuck out from her head like a box hedge. In a science class at school, they’d examined strands plucked from their own scalps under the microscope, and hers looked like an ear of wheat.

Once dry and in her underwear, she picked up her dress from the armchair upholstered in chinoiserie fabric in the corner. Bathrooms with armchairs: mad fancy.

Harriet didn’t buy many dresses, but this one had called to her from the window of a boutique in a picturesque village, a few months back. She’d had an hour and a half to kill before Andy and Annette said, ‘I do,’ and had gone in to touch the fabric. Naturally, she was swooped upon by a bored assistant who was adamant Harriet would look absolutely stunning in it, and that was that.

It was a deep emerald-green cheongsam that buttoned high at the neck and clung so tightly to her calves it meant she had to take baby steps. She’d not necessarily wanted to wear something so showy to tonight’s dinner, but she also had few options in her wardrobe, and it had cost her almost £200. 

She also had to concede her beloved black-rimmed spectacles didn’t really go with it. Harriet would have to infuriatingly oblige Jacqueline, and wear contacts. She gingerly applied mascara to her exposed eyes and wound colossal handfuls of hair into a bun, securing it with Kirby grips. She turned her head from side to side to check her handiwork. It looked like she had a huge cinnamon pastry on her head, but it would have to do. She dropped the necklace she always wore, with the small key, down her neckline. 

As she exited the bathroom, she saw Jon standing naked in the tub, dousing his head with the jug, spluttering as he swallowed water. She hadn’t expected to come face to face with a penis this early in the evening and let out a small yelp, covering her eyes. 

‘And good evening to you too!’ she said.

‘You have seen it before!’ Jon said, in jolly fashion, and set about aggressively towel-drying his hair, so his face was obscured while his member flapped gently at her, like a windsock in a weak breeze.

Jon was the image of a solid catch – solvent, dependable. He had a catalogue-model handsomeness, tall, with neatly clippered dark brown hair, unthreatening and well-ironed, and a slim build softening around the edges. And that was a perfectly adequate size of penis. As Lorna always said, the extra-large ones were only a recipe for constant cystitis.

What kind of monster wouldn’t be satisfied with a man like Jonathan Barraclough?

‘Wow!’ Jonathan cried, mercifully having wrapped the towel round his waist by the time he’d blinked away sufficient water that Harriet swam into view. ‘My girlfriend, the supermodel!’

‘Hah. Thanks,’ Harriet said, tugging black velvet heels on, which were otherwise only used for funerals. She’d never worked out why comfy flats were disrespectful to the departed. ‘Not too much?’

‘Not at all, seriously, you look stunning,’ Jon said, staring as he stepped out of the tub, with some effort given it was the size of Gibraltar. ‘Really. Wow. I don’t know why you don’t dress up more often, given you’re such a knockout.’

‘It’s not really me.’

‘It is you; you just can’t see yourself the way others do. Stand up, I want a proper look at you.’

Harriet embarrassedly got to her feet, while Jon whistled and waggled an imaginary Groucho Marx cigar. 

‘I’m the luckiest guy in the world!’
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‘… And I tell you this, I wouldn’t live in Bristol if you paid me to. A hotbed of troublemakers and scruffy malcontents.’ Jonathan’s father Martin Senior was holding forth with characteristic vim as Jon and Harriet found them in the private dining room, which had tartan shot-silk curtains and a mounted stag’s head.

‘Evening all!’ Jon said. ‘Is Dad off on one already?’ 

‘Your cousin’s moving to Temple Mea— Oh my God! Harriet, can that be you?’ said Jacqueline, clutching her chest and reeling back in simulation of heart attack, while Jon’s dad, Martin, said: ‘Well! Wonders will never cease!’ 

Jacqueline leapt up from her seat to come and tug at the fabric on Harriet’s hips, twitching it into place. Harriet went stiff at the uninvited physical interference.

‘There! Perfect.’ She added, ‘So nice to see you in a frock for once.’ 

The ‘see the praise you get when you actually make the effort’ triumphalism in his mother’s tone made Harriet wish she’d made a cross feminist statement in stout trousers after all. You don’t negotiate with terrorists.

‘Thank you. Happy anniversary,’ Harriet smiled at Jacqueline, and then Martin Senior, who looked right through her. He was a husband and a consigliere, with the flushed House of Lords look of someone who had dined and drunk well for many decades. His main role in matrimony seemed to be sinking expensive booze and muttering quite right Jackie, absolutely abysmal behaviour to punctuate any of Jacqueline’s stories about the many wrongs they had been done. 

Jonathan’s brother Martin Junior and his wife Mel walked in behind them, with a scowling, skinny Barty in shirt and tie. He went to a private school and his parents dressed him so smartly he looked like a kid from another era, who might buy sweets with shillings and play conkers.

‘My goodness, Harriet?! I didn’t recognise you! I thought Jon had a new woman!’ Martin Junior said, double taking.

‘Isn’t it extraordinary!’ Jacqueline chimed in. It?

‘Seeing you in a dress is so unfamiliar it’s like … like you’re in drag,’ he said, chortling, and Harriet was momentarily speechless at the rudeness, as everyone fell about. 

‘Yes, doesn’t she look incredible?’ Jon said, deploying his selective hearing. Why did she feel so undermined by Jon? I’m not asking for their approval.

‘Why is Aunt Harriet in fancy dress?’ Barty said, looking up at his mother, and everyone whooped at this precocious wit. 

The standard Barty MO was to direct borderline offensive questions about the company to his parents. Why don’t Uncle Jon and Aunt Harriet have children? was a supposedly innocent query last Christmas, over the prawn cocktail starter. 

‘Because they’re not married,’ was the snaky answer from Barty’s grandmother, which Harriet itched to correct. Harriet had no moral objection to marriage; she just had no interest either. Doing it purely as a favour to someone else, and to meet society’s expectations, seemed wrong. She’d been quite clear with Jon on this from the start, before he got the chance to start dropping hints. And whenever the subject came up again, she reiterated her stance: nope, not for me. Not now. Not ever. It wasn’t personal to Jon, but it was personal to her. 

‘Harriet says you told them about the green threat,’ Jon said to his mum, as they took their seats and marbled ham hock terrines were placed in front of them, Jon’s absent of its decorative leaf of Little Gem.

‘Oh, so it’s blame mother if they forget, is it?’ Jacqueline chortled in more faux-merriment, shooting Harriet a look. 

‘Jon asked me if I’d told them and I said you said you’d do it,’ Harriet said. 

‘I’m only joking, goodness!’ Jacqueline chided, waving her hand at Harriet as the waiter topped her glass up. Sniping passed off as humour, Harriet characterised as over-sensitive if she defended herself? The Jacqueline Barraclough bingo card would be fully dabbered tonight.

‘A toast, I think!’ Jon said, picking up his Malbec, once everyone had theirs, and Barty was noisily sucking on a Coke with a straw. ‘To our wonderful mother and father and their marvellous achievement of forty years of happy marriage. Your ruby anniversary! May we all be so fortunate. And so patient, hahahaha.’

As they raised their glasses, Harriet could see Martin Junior’s slapped-bum face at his brother hogging the limelight.

‘Perhaps Dad wants to say a few words?’ Martin Junior said, pointedly, but his father paused in swilling the grog to say: ‘My wife speaks for me, that’s how we’ve made it forty years,’ so his gambit failed.

‘Thank you for organising this. I have such wonderful sons!’ Jacqueline said.

‘Time for our gift, I think?’ Martin said, and gestured with a head nod at Barty. ‘Go on!’ 

Barty looked stubbornly blank until Melissa leaned down and whispered urgently in his ear. Barty slid off his seat, walked to the back of the room and collected a gift-ribboned shiny rectangular package. Amid much cooing, he handed it over silently to his grandmother. 

‘For me?!’ Jackie said.

‘What do you say, Barty?!’ Mel trilled from the far end of the table.

‘Happy anniversary, Grandma,’ Barty mumbled sullenly, before stomping back to his chair.

She tore the paper off to reveal a framed photograph of their wedding day, a young Martin and Jacqueline stood on registry office steps. Martin with a thatch of hair, then dark brown; Jacqueline in an unusually tasteful, simple Eighties wedding dress in pale mocha satin, a long veil fixed to her head with an Alice band.

‘Oh Marty! Melly! And Bartholomew, of course. You shouldn’t have!’ 

Barty looked like he agreed.

‘Look, look what they did for us,’ Jacqueline said, turning the picture to face Jon and Harriet, as if they didn’t witness the gift-giving.

Harriet said: ‘You look gorgeous! That dress really suited you,’ glad to be able to be both honest and positive. 

‘You’d have loved my going-away outfit, Melissa, I had this super little swing coat,’ Jacqueline said, to make it clear she only had one stylish daughter-in-law.

‘Yes, didn’t Mum look bloody smashing on her big day?’ Jon said, and put his hand over Harriet’s, looking at her with proprietorial adoration. 

That was the moment Harriet felt a whisper of strange foreboding, a psychic disquiet, that she chose to ignore in favour of more wine.
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They made it to a chocolate marquise in raspberry coulis with a quenelle of tonka bean ice cream without controversy, until Martin Junior said: ‘How’s the wedding photography going, Harriet?’ 

His tone put scare quotes around ‘wedding photography’, as if it was an implausible front for escorting. Perhaps it was all the nice red wine, but Harriet could feel her diplomacy waning by degrees: many of the times she’d thought she was at the end of her tether with her in-laws, she was actually somewhere in the middle of her tether. 

Two years of being fastidiously polite to them all, and for what? She was as much a disliked outsider as ever. Whatever the code was to crack their safe and become accepted by the Barracloughs, the magic numbers stubbornly eluded Harriet. 

‘Good, thank you,’ Harriet said. 

‘Busy? Lots of bookings? Business booming?’

‘Yep. People are determined to keep marrying. The soaring divorce rate never puts anyone off.’

‘That’s a rather cynical observation,’ Martin said, pouncing. There it is, Harriet thought.

‘I was joking. I think it’s romantic that it doesn’t put anyone off.’

‘You never seem very keen on weddings, to say you’ve made your career out of them.’

‘You’d probably not love them either if you went to two a week.’

He swilled the wine in his glass, holding the stem between forefingers, as if he was considering the grape on a vineyard tasting tour.

‘Why do it, if you don’t have a passion for it?’

‘I don’t think that’s Harriet’s attitude, actually,’ Jon interjected limply, and was ignored.

‘I am passionate; I’m passionate about doing a good job for the couple.’ Harriet paused. ‘You’re in property, it doesn’t mean you want to move house every month.’

‘Tell them about the wedding last month, Hats,’ Jon said, slightly desperately. ‘The groom who legged it.’ He looked around the room. ‘Seriously. Everyone was there at the church, the bride pulls up in her Roller, only to be told he’s been and gone and done a Lord Lucan. Minus murdering a nanny. Dreadful! Can you imagine?’

Melissa gasped. Harriet squirmed at using someone else’s ordeal as a thrilling anecdote to dig herself out of an unpopularity hole. 

‘That was it really, I don’t know much more,’ she said, carefully. ‘He got to the church, changed his mind, and left. The bride was told when she arrived. I’ve no idea what happened or why he went.’

‘What an absolute creature,’ Jon said. (He never swore in front of his parents.) ‘Shattering a young woman’s life like that.’

‘Presumably they lost a lot of money on it too,’ said Jon’s dad. ‘You’d not get refunds, cancelling on the day.’ 

Everyone nodded, sadly, murmured: ‘Terrible.’

‘Why would you change your mind at that moment?’ Melissa said. ‘It’s so …’ She grasped for what Harriet thought might be insight – ‘… random?’

It was the very opposite of ‘random’, Harriet thought, it was an utterly intentional and conscious decision based on a specific prospect. Which is why it was so hurtful. Harriet couldn’t stop wondering about how ruthless you’d need to be, how heartless, to abandon someone you were supposed to love like that. To set them up for a fall from that height. 

‘Perhaps it was like that film,’ Jacqueline said. ‘What’s it called, you know. The old one, with Dustin Hoffman?’

‘Rain Man?’ Martin Junior said.

‘No, the one where he runs in and stops the girl getting married … The Graduate, that’s it!’

‘I didn’t see anyone else,’ Harriet said. Although maybe the someone else wasn’t physically there, but the groom couldn’t stop thinking about her? Or him? No, don’t dignify a horrifying episode by giving the man some sort of high-concept romantic comedy motivation. 

Had Kristina ceremonially burned her wedding dress, watched it go up like a white flag in the garden? You’d have to aggressively own an experience like that, in order to conquer it. Like incorporating a pirate scar. 

The dessert dishes had been cleared away and she saw Jonathan making emphatic faces at someone in the doorway. He’d not told her of any cake presentation or similar, and she wondered if he and his brother would now be locked into escalating displays of devotion. They’d be frogmarched outside to watch a biplane fly past with a banner.

The room fell silent as a waiter strode up to Harriet and, with exaggerated ceremony, placed a plate in front of her, covered by a silver salver. Harriet glanced around. No one else had one? 

He leaned down, whipped the cover away. On a large white plate sat a small, square, royal-blue velvet box.

Harriet frowned. She looked up. Not only did no one else have Weird Plate With Tiny Velvet Box, they were all riveted upon her in a way that suggested they weren’t similarly confused.

‘What’s this?’ she said. 

‘Open it!’ Jon said, practically vibrating with gleeful anticipation, and Harriet felt woozily nauseous. It was impossible that Jon could be this reckless, this tactless, this INSANE? Please no, please God no: what was happening?

She picked up the box and pushed; it snapped open heavily. A diamond ring sat on a white silk lining – one square gem flanked by two smaller ones, set on a platinum band.

There was a beat of silence, which felt to Harriet like a yawning void she could tumble right into.

‘It’s a ring?’ she said, because she had no other words, and the held-breath of the room erupted in hysterical laughter.

‘Not much gets past Harriet!’ Martin Junior whooped.

‘It’s a ring,’ Jon agreed, his eyes scanning her face for reassurance in her response. ‘Let’s do this properly.’

He took the box from her damp, lifeless hand, and pulled his chair away from the table to create the necessary space to go down on one knee.

‘Oh JJ!’ bleated Jackie in the background as he steadied himself on the carpet, overjoyed to see her youngest play Mr Darcy.

Looking at Jon’s earnest expression, Harriet honestly wanted to be sick. Imagine that. Imagine responding to a proposal by vomiting on someone. Eat your heart out, runaway groom. 

Her head was spinning and her heart was pounding, and not in the good way.

‘Harriet Hatley, you already make me the happiest man in the world. Will you make me this happy for the rest of my life, and agree to marry me?’

The two silent seconds that followed this question felt like a whole cultural era had passed. Harriet desperately calculated what to do for the best, what she should do, with no time to do so.

‘Yes,’ she squeaked, eventually, in a minuscule and defeated voice. ‘Yes of course.’

The moments that followed were a blur, the small thunder of the room’s applause, of Jon landing a clumsy kiss, half on her lips and half on her cheek, of Martin Junior bellowing: well, this calls for champagne! and picking up a brass bell and jangling it – a sound which resonated inside Harriet like an alarm – to summon minions, so he could demonstrate his largesse by sticking bottles of Moët on Jon’s tab. 

Jon grabbed Harriet’s left hand and slid the ring onto her finger, gabbling: ‘Do you like it? It was my grandmother’s. Maternal grandmother’s. Mum found it by chance in the attic two months ago, and got it restored. It’s Mum you have to thank for giving me the idea I could use it, in fact!’

Oh, I bet.

‘Overcome your aversion to weddings now, eh!’ gloated her father-in-law-to-be, pointing at the ring, and before Harriet could reply, Jon said: ‘It’s different when it’s your own. Right, Hats?’ 

Was Harriet a voiceless chattel from a bygone age?

Harriet glanced over at her mother-in-law-to-be, who was smiling at her like a large pedigree cat who’d eaten a crow.

‘Yes, it’s beautiful. Thank you, Jacqueline.’

‘Welcome to the family, Harriet.’
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Over the next hour, Harriet clung to the phrase: There’s so much to think about! like a life raft. Like a barrel going over Niagara Falls.

‘Where will you look for a dress?’ Jacqueline demanded. No idea, so much to think about! 

‘Would you prefer a reception venue in the city, or out in the countryside?’ Jon’s dad asked. Ooh, I don’t know, so much to think about!

There really was, so much to think about. Like, what if she’d said no? She internally remonstrated with herself for her cowardice – but even if she’d been prepared to make that scene and deal with the fallout, she now knew for sure that it was only half the size of the conversation she and Jon needed to have anyway.

She had no choice but to perjure herself for the next hour and a half, repeatedly and fulsomely. To agree she was now a fortunate woman with a sky’s-the-limit budget to plan her society nuptials, and wasn’t Jonathan’s gesture tonight wonderful. 

‘I’d guessed he was going to pop the question,’ Martin Junior offered. ‘Well, you’re thirty-four, aren’t you? Thirty-five, it’s a watershed.’ He tapped his nose, glancing at her stomach, and Harriet truly wanted to throw her champagne in his face. 

At least she could honestly say she’d had no premonition that Jonathan was going to use this evening to propose. She left out the part where she’d failed to anticipate it because she’d thought there was no way he was so off his chanks to think that doing it in front of his parents, brother, sister-in-law and nephew was remotely fair, romantic or appropriate.

‘It’s so lovely to think your wedding anniversary is our engagement date,’ Jonathan said to his mother, practically simpering, and Harriet wondered if what she’d seen as dutiful benevolence was in fact appalling arse-licking. She’d been dealt such a blow she couldn’t tell what was analysis, and what was raw anger.

As they finally all started yawning and agreeing well, what an incredible evening but maybe time to turn in, Harriet didn’t know how to feel. What had happened was torrid; what was to come was likely worse.

‘I keep catching sight of the ring on your finger and my heart explodes,’ Jon said to her, grabbing her hand to hold it as they walked up thickly carpeted, shallow stairs to their bedroom. 

She was quaking at the prospect of what she was building up to do – it was going to be unutterably awful, but he’d really left her no other options. Harriet didn’t even have the comfort of feeling one dominant, defining emotion – fury at Jonathan, and pity for him were fighting a tumultuous war inside of her. However much he deserved what was coming next, he didn’t deserve what was coming next.

Harriet had a fear that he would try to kiss her, and she’d have to push him away, so she dropped his hand, swiped the key card and strode assertively through the door. She moved swiftly across the room, sliding the ring from her finger and placing it on a French chest of drawers, then turned and folded her arms. Jon, seeing this, looked unperturbed.

‘Don’t fret about safety?’ he said. ‘It’s worth a bundle but I’ve already put it on the home contents, which would see us covered for loss or damage here, too. So put it back on and come here, my stunning fiancée.’

He looked like a kid at Chessington World of Adventures who’d been told the rides were free.

‘Jon,’ Harriet said, in a voice so low and grim, it didn’t sound like her own. ‘What the hell did you do that for?’

Jon’s expression changed abruptly, and yet he remained motionless, scenting for danger like a vole sensing a predator in the undergrowth.

‘… Should I not have agreed with my mother she could be involved in the dress fittings? I will rein her in if you’d find it too much, don’t you worry. I know you don’t like fuss.’

‘No!’ Harriet shrieked in disbelief he’d still not grasped what he’d done, and Jon recoiled. She realised she’d have to keep her emotions in some check in case they were overheard. ‘I mean, why did you propose? In front of your bloody family?!’

‘That’d be because I very much want to marry you,’ he said, balancing one elbow on the mantelpiece, the smile creeping back onto his face. She could tell that he was fairly drunk, and so elated, so awestruck at the idea he was looking at the future Mrs Barraclough (Junior) that he had enough happiness for her, too. Her mithering would not be able to withstand the juggernaut that was Jonathan’s joy. Surely she couldn’t help but be infected with his ecstatic certainty of their bliss? As if infatuation was a communicable disease. 

‘I’ve always said that I’d never want my own wedding. You know that. I didn’t leave it in any doubt?’

‘Errrr. Then … why did you say yes?’ Jon said, and even though Harriet guessed this was coming, she still had to dig her fingernails into her palms to stop herself shouting.

‘Are you serious? What choice did you give me? In front of your PARENTS? Have you got any idea how agonising that was?!’

Jon stood up straighter, processing this. But Harriet could see he was also frantically assessing: OK, she’s really upset, Work Brain Mode, conflict resolution, how do I apologise sufficiently for misjudging the manner of proposal and soothe her, make her feel heard? Until we can make up, spoon in bed, and perhaps even chuckle about it? What am I like! 

‘Oh God, sorry, Hats. You’re completely right. I’d not thought of how that might feel. I got so excited that my mother had the ring, she said she’d give it to me here, and of course I couldn’t wait, and a plan formed. My mum was insistent it wouldn’t be stealing their thunder, bless her.’

The incaution of praising his mum for her key role in this shitshow was typical Jon. Jackie wasn’t guileless like her son, she’d have known it was interfering, taking family ownership of what should be a private event. She had no doubt hatched the plan as soon as she found the ring, and stage-directing her son wasn’t difficult. If Barty was Joffrey in their Game of Thrones, Jacqueline was Lady Olenna Tyrell. Tell Harriet. I want her to know it was me. 

‘It was a bit of a runaway train. I see now that you feel you’ve been put on the spot.’

‘I don’t “feel” it, I was put on the spot. I don’t want to get married! You know that about me. We’ve had explicit conversations about it?’ 

‘Yes but …’ he raised and dropped his arms, in a gesture of baffled futility. ‘People say things all the time, don’t they? I say I’m going to pack my job in to become a paddlesport instructor every summer. I thought you were being irreverently witty! You’d got a bit jaded about them because of your work. I thought if you could do a wedding your way, that—’

‘My way? You mean once you’d offered to pay for one, I’d grab it? My convictions are that shallow?’

‘No!’

He did, he thought his wealth carried all before it. That if he was prepared to roll out the red carpet, in return, he could have what he wanted. Jon wasn’t a cynical person, but this was the calculation.

‘You thought once I was permitted to plan a party, all my silly little feminine objections would magically fly away? It was one of those little lady ideas that don’t really matter in real actual life?’

‘Come on, Hats, I’d never think your opinion doesn’t matter, you know that. You’re being a bit mischievous here,’ Jon said, and she tried not to scream. ‘I suppose I thought … As ridiculous as it sounds, I thought no harm in asking. “Shy bairns get nowt.” That you could say no.’

‘Except, if you ask with an audience, Jon, that’s not quite true, is it?’

A hostile audience, at that. 

This, more than anything, seemed to pierce his bubble of satisfaction, and he took a step towards her, hands up, beseeching.

‘No, no. Oh, fucking hell. I’ve made a pig’s ear of this.’ 

Harriet said nothing. It still didn’t sound nor look like real contrition to her. She didn’t think he even believed her. Harriet had presented him with a hurdle he’d have to navigate, that was all. If they left it here, by tomorrow, the fantasy would have reasserted itself, such was its power. He’d be cheerfully whistling and secretly scheming how to incorporate an expurgated version of their exchange tonight into his speech. What was I like!

‘So … Do you want to officially break off the engagement, or simply put the idea on hold, say we’re doing a long engagement? Please keep the ring, though. It looks perfect on you. We can call it a commitment symbol or something.’

The ring. After everything she’d said, he was fretting about a piece of jewellery. Harriet felt an electric prickle up her spine, and for the second time today, rollercoaster-drop nauseous. How did she end up here? What was she like? And suddenly she knew, with crystal clarity. The thing that her gut had been telling her for a while. She’d been letting those messages accumulate like unopened bills, and now the bailiff was at the door.

She took a deep breath into her lungs. 

‘I don’t want to be with you anymore. This is over, Jon.’ 
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He stared at her, eyes wide, skin turning a terrible lime-white colour, chalky, like the paintwork. It was his spirit dying, in real time.

Eventually he said: ‘You can’t be serious …? You’re breaking up with me?’ 

‘Yes.’

‘… Because I botched a proposal?! Harriet, this is ridiculous. You’re quite right to be angry but let’s not turn this into a full-tilt drama.’ He paused. ‘I don’t need any more punishment to understand how upset you are.’ 

She hard-gulped, as the tears surged up. ‘I’d hardly say this and not mean it, to punish you. That would be vile.’

‘Then why say it now?’

Harriet said, thickly: ‘You’ve kind of forced the issue tonight.’

‘So you weren’t happy before I proposed?’

Deep breath. Say it.

‘No.’

Jon said: ‘Really?’ in a broken voice, which was a small stab to her heart.

‘Yes.’

‘You don’t love me?’

Harriet closed her eyes. ‘Not in the way I need to.’

‘What the hell does that mean?’

‘Just … what I said.’ She opened them again. It was as if Jon was shrinking inside his clothes. She hated herself.

‘How do you love me then? Like a hamster?’

‘… I feel this has run its course.’

‘Oh, all the lazy cliches coming out tonight! What’s up next, you love me but you’re not in love with me?’

Harriet said nothing.

She realised she had on some level known that this conversation would be barely any less traumatic
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