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‘Wonderfully assured’


The Times


‘Lovely novel. Highly recommend’
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‘Beautifully written’
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‘It’s heart-breaking … beautifully written’
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‘A beautiful story’


Laura Pearson


‘Brilliant’
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‘Beautifully written’
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‘Ley took my breath away. Exquisitely written’
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‘It becomes still more difficult to find
Words at once true and kind,
Or not untrue and not unkind.’


from ‘Talking in Bed’ by Philip Larkin.


‘There is really nothing in the world that can be compared to red shoes!’


from ‘The Red Shoes’ by Hans Christian Andersen







Star



6 a.m.


Star’s final twenty-four hours begin. She surfaces from sleep and – for thirty woozy but delicious seconds – has no idea where she is. She opens one eye, and then both, to see a counterpane of dawn sky stretched overhead, gold percolating blue. She’s outside?


Star blinks and the previous night’s excesses intrude: lager, wine of different colours, a shot of tequila and a creamy cocktail studded with a maraschino cherry that she told herself would pass for supper. Her brain is sodden two-ply tissue and her intestines twist, familiarly enough: Star is not unused to mornings after nights before. But when she swallows, the back of her throat is raw, and her right arm throbs.


Ah, yes. The door. That’s right. Star rolls onto her side on the sunlounger where she has slept and looks over at the bifold doors, a concertina of glass. It’s still shut. Locked from within, the wide handle turned upwards. Star falls backwards with a groan.


Last night, after she realised she was trapped outside, she made more fuss than she ever has before in her life. She howled and hammered her hands, eventually throwing her full weight against the glass, bruising the skin of her upper arm. But nobody came to set her free and eventually she had to conclude that the remaining party guests couldn’t hear her over the music – thudding hip-hop that spilt like oil into the night.


Eventually, she gave up and returned to the sunlounger where earlier in the evening she’d had that awful conversation with Cal, and lay down, tipping into unconsciousness.


Now, a new day unfurls. Her surroundings are stupidly luxurious: a penthouse roof terrace of property daydream, on top of one of the city’s most desirable high-rises, with its exclusive views of the Opera House and Harbour Bridge. It’s the tallest poppy in the skyline, not overlooked by anyone, aside from wheeling gulls. Star is twenty floors up, lodged in the sky, with the salted breeze and tender strips of pink cloud.


Along with the sunlounger and its twin, the roof terrace hosts a selection of sculptural plants in tubs and an enormous barbecue, its exoskeleton as glossy as a beetle’s. Star reclines on cushions stitched from outdoor fabric in an indeterminate beige that she thinks of as Corporate Oatmeal. She is unwitnessed, a most unusual state for her. She stretches her arms, points her toes inside the sparkly tights that encase them, rolls the back of her skull against the black cradle of her hair.


Above her, a plane tracks across the purplish sky, tail lights on, jewels in the dawn. Star watches its underbelly for a second and sits up suddenly, with another groan. How could she have forgotten? Later today she has to catch a flight herself and her future depends on it.


She stands, heads back to the door and tries the handle again. It’s still locked from within and she presses her forehead against the glass. She can’t see anything. After Cal stormed back inside and shut the door, he pulled the curtain across, and the interior of the apartment is hidden by a wall of heavy, lined fabric in yet more Corporate Oatmeal, that tonal spectrum favoured by the rich.


If nobody comes soon, she will miss her flight home. That would be a disaster. She’d like to think that Lucas will understand if she doesn’t turn up, but she knows Lucas and he won’t. He is too clever to have made his words sound like the ultimatum they were, but Star understood the meaning that lay behind them.


This is her last chance.
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Riad Mousseline, Marrakesh


Friday afternoon
Twenty years later


From where she lay, sprawled on her back, Molly could see a spray of bougainvillaea and a slice of sky, framed between the interstices of unfamiliar buildings. The sky was a different type of blue from at home – purer, more trenchant – and she was tempted to continue lying on the dust looking at it. Perhaps forever.


The moped had come from nowhere, a mosquito-whine along the narrow, high-walled alleyway, causing Molly, in wedge espadrilles she had bought especially for the weekend, to reel, then topple backwards. The youth who’d felled her hadn’t stopped, merely glanced over his shoulder with an apologetic wave and grin.


Molly rolled to her side and clambered up, reddening at her own absurdity. She brushed her palms over her clothes and smoothed her hair, relieved that nobody had seen, then reached for her wheelie bag, surrendered as she fell. She closed her eyes for a second, letting her shoulders sink and her heart rate normalise. London was already starting to chill, leaves crisping, but this city’s air remained syrupy. Despite the anguish of the previous week, the indignity she’d just suffered, she had vowed to register any splinters of pleasure that presented themselves.


She must almost be at her destination; the dot pulsing on her phone was just round the corner. Left, or was it right, at the end of this alley? Once there, she could regroup.


The side street that she turned onto was nondescript, and Molly made her way to an arched, wooden door, dotted with studs and set into the high, putty-coloured wall. To its right, a discreet brass plaque pronounced Riad Mousseline. Her destination appeared unremarkable, but Molly knew that this must be deceptive. Lucas and Alice didn’t stay anywhere but the very best and this trip had been planned for almost a year. She reached her hand to the doorbell and took a step back to wait as it chimed deep within.


‘Mol!’ Alice swung open the heavy door as if she owned it, extending her arms in greeting. The colour of every part of her seemed dialled up: tanned skin, a kaftan in grassy silk, and her hair, the roots near black, the tips a yolky blonde. Molly knew herself to be washed out in comparison. Alice wasn’t quite beautiful – the length of her face and pronounced arch of her brows made her look like a naughty caricature – but she had a quality, always had, of drawing the eye. ‘You made it! Lucas is upstairs on the roof terrace, but I’d just nipped downstairs to talk to the cook. Fatima. She’s making fattoush for later. Where’s Noah?’ Alice looked up the alleyway beyond Molly. For a second, Molly followed her friend’s gaze as if she might be surprised by her own husband.


‘Last-minute change of plan,’ said Molly, gathering herself. ‘A work thing tonight. He’ll probably come tomorrow.’ She pressed her cheek against Alice’s clavicle, scented with the sort of figgy, expensive perfume that verges on the unpleasant: that way, Alice couldn’t see the expression on her face.


‘No problem,’ said Alice, not missing a beat. ‘It’s just so wonderful to have you here.’ She squeezed both of Molly’s upper arms, making eye contact. Molly submitted to the familiar thrill of Alice’s appraisal. ‘You look pale, Mol. Was the journey a pain? Come in, come in. You must just dump your bag and head straight up to the roof. This place is incredible,’ added Alice, taking Molly’s right hand and drawing her inside.


‘But I wouldn’t expect anything less,’ said Molly, the comment sounding less playful than she intended.


She followed Alice into the dark corridor, the floor soft with a millefeuille of rugs, the walls covered with reportage-style photographs of spice stalls and date palms in the very streets Molly had just walked through. The passage opened into the razzle-dazzle of a central courtyard, in which stone pillars wrapped in jasmine surrounded a compact fountain, its water a dribble of glitter. On the left, an orange tree bore bright globes, while to the right its counterpart was a fig, curvy leaves as wide as dinner plates. There were several different seating areas, wicker chairs set around low tables on a floor covered in black-and-white tiles, a chessboard smoothed by the footsteps of all those who had come before.


‘Wow,’ said Molly, impressed. ‘Would you look at this? It’s such a contrast to how plain it is outside.’


‘Not bad, is it?’ said Alice, looking around and then up, hands on hips, to the sky above the courtyard, a square this time, of the same unknowable blue. Then, in a familiar tone of affectionate dismay, stepping forward to pluck a twig from Molly’s back, ‘Mol, you look like you’ve been rolling on the ground. What are you like?’


A corner of the courtyard concealed a staircase to the next floor, the building unfolding as an Escher maze; all unexpected alcoves, chaises begging to be prostrated upon, shelves lined with the well-thumbed, yellowing paperbacks of earlier guests. On the landing they emerged onto, there was a heavy smell of incense, a stick glowing to ash from a small alcove in the wall.


‘This is your room. Just come and find us upstairs when you’re ready,’ said Alice, as they arrived at a door, a smaller version of the heavy one at the riad’s entrance, with the same pattern of studs.


‘Don’t I need to check in or something?’ said Molly. Alice laughed, shook her head and walked away with her familiar sway.


Molly turned the handle. Inside was a four-poster bed made of dark wood, inlaid with sprigs of bone flowers. Through the open door to the bathroom, she glimpsed a sunken bath, set in a sheet of burgundy marble and almost big enough for doggy paddling. A window to the street outside was cracked open, letting in a thread of exterior air, and the white sheets were strewn with rose petals, as if for honeymooners. Molly relinquished her bag. She was almost glad that Noah wasn’t there to see such splendour. The contrast between the room’s sensual possibilities and the reality of how they would inhabit it would bother them both in different ways. For Noah, sex was like plastic bread, a staple he could consume with reliable, yet profound, enjoyment.


Molly exhaled. The space was hers alone. It surprised her what a relief that was. She eased her feet out of the espadrilles, which had started to rub against her heels, leaving discs of carpaccio skin, and launched herself face-first onto the snowy bed linen. She pressed her features onto the cotton and let out a muffled roar, her shoulders shaking. An observer might have struggled to tell if she were crying or laughing.


After ten minutes, Molly stood and made her way to the minibar, located in a carved cupboard opposite the end of the bed. It took some effort to ignore the miniatures, but she chose a packet of crisps, which she took back to the bed with her and munched, her legs stretched out in front of her, contemplating those feet, so veiny now that she sometimes caught a glimpse of them and couldn’t believe they belonged to her.


The roof garden was larger than Molly had anticipated, segmented by trellises and cacti, alternately skinny and bulbous. It was also full of surprises – a terracotta urn, mirrors, a wire sculpture that looked like a toddler’s scribble and several small pools laid with mosaic tiles – and offered a view of Marrakesh’s Tetris skyline – blocky buildings stacked upon one another in the Rose City’s regulation brown-pink. Molly wove towards the sound of conversation.


‘Molly.’ Lucas stood to greet her, courteous as ever, leaning in to kiss her on both cheeks. Lucas: marathoner, senior partner, committed father, aesthete. Alice didn’t rise, for she was ensconced in one of the pools in a bikini, a glass in her hand stuffed full of ice cubes and torn mint. ‘Where’s Noah?’ Lucas added, gesturing for Molly to sit down. His sandy hair was clipped close and he wore a T-shirt with a picture of a skateboard on its front and pristine trainers, air bubbles pinioned in their soles. The older Lucas got, the more youthful his clothes; a corporate lawyer who had scarcely seen natural light for the last two decades, but who favoured streetwear in his downtime, his rimless glasses perhaps the only tell. His body had also become markedly leaner as the years passed. Once a bear, he was now – thanks to a gruelling regime of running to and from the office – something rather more sinewy and insubstantial.


‘Last-minute change of plan,’ said Molly. ‘He’ll come tomorrow.’ She was grateful for the sunglasses shielding her bloodshot eyes. She wasn’t certain if Noah was going to come at all. Or even if she wanted him to. After the week they’d endured, Molly had hardly felt like it herself, but couldn’t see how she could let Alice down – after the months of planning and anticipation – without grievously injuring, possibly ending, their friendship. Despite everything, she didn’t want to do that, Alice too significant a figure in the landscape of her life. But she always found the date of Lucas and Alice’s anniversary difficult anyway, even after all these years.


As for her husband, she could try laughing off Noah’s absence, but the others knew them too well. She and Noah seldom argued. Or not in public. Of course, their relationship had a hidden side – which relationship that had lasted for more than twenty years didn’t? But in front of others their interactions had always been characterised by a calmness she prized – another reason she had made her choice all those years ago. Noah brought out the best in her, or at least he always had.


‘Have a drink,’ said Lucas, gesturing at the glass on the low table in front of him. ‘We’re on cocktails already. The most amazing margaritas you’ve ever had, I swear.’ Everything Lucas did had to be definitive.


‘No booze just yet,’ said Molly, sinking to a cushion on the banquette and glancing across at Alice. She hadn’t drunk any alcohol for a week, since the night she had found out: the evening that Noah had made his broadcasting debut. Molly shut her eyes for a moment. She had drawn blood with her fingernails, tiny rubies mixed with the stubble on Noah’s jaw. She had never committed such an act of violence, not even in the days when her life had been so much more exciting.


‘Really?’ said Lucas. ‘No trouble. I can get them to make you a non-alcoholic one.’


‘Sure, OK then,’ replied Molly. She knew Lucas would want her to sample the riad’s splendour in full. Her role was to be wide-eyed at the luxury to which Alice had long grown inured.


Lucas tinkled a brass bell, and a young, unsmiling man appeared.


‘Mohammed. A non-alcoholic version of this, please?’ said Lucas, lifting his glass. ‘No alcohol,’ he repeated.


Mohammed nodded and disappeared. Five minutes later, he was back with a drink for Molly. She smiled in gratitude and took an extravagant suck from the straw, but it was disappointingly sweet, grains of sugar grazed her teeth.


‘What a place, eh?’ said Lucas. As if he weren’t the one paying for the weekend. Mousseline, a courtesan, opening her thighs for the highest bidder.


From the muezzin in his tower, barely twenty metres away, the call to prayer. The three paused their drinking for a moment, heads cocked. Mindful for a minute, Molly imagined, or perhaps pretending to be, of the difference between their afternoon and that of so many others. Alice glanced down at the water; Molly twisted her face towards the minaret, while Lucas let his gaze rove over the roof garden.


Molly wondered how long it was appropriate to wait before taking another sip.


‘Come on, time to get in.’ Alice let out that whoop that Molly knew so well, and flicked a skein of water that sizzled on the sun-warmed tiles. Lucas smiled, habitually indulgent towards his wife, ever the firestarter.


‘Nope,’ said Molly.


‘Spoilsport,’ said Alice, but chuckled, evidently satisfied, and submerged her two-tone head under the water. The pool wasn’t large enough to swim in, designed only for wallowing; it held jasmine flowers whisked into it by the wind.


‘Give me a chance,’ said Molly. The truth was, a dip was exactly what she wanted after the previous night. So many interminable hours next to Noah wondering who exactly he was, this man she had lain beside for so long, who had twice sieved her shit out of a birthing pool and brought her a cup of tea almost every morning for decades, but had recently proven himself unknowable.


After unexpectedly coming to Marrakesh on her own and navigating her way on foot through the narrow streets, she ached for release, longed to wash away the particulate pollution of her own city, the streak of sweat in the small of her back, her own confusion.


But she didn’t fancy the casual scrutiny. She was accustomed to seldom thinking about her body any more, beyond servicing its basic needs. Most of the time, this was a blessing. The gnawing sense of her own shortcomings had dissipated, even as her midsection had expanded. This, then, was a rude reminder that her form could still be objectively judged, that so could the rest of her, outside the carapace of family life, in which a certain quality of translucence served her best. She was there, but not completely as herself, for her children.


They shouldn’t care, these old friends. They were changing, too – slipping and creasing despite their astonishing stamina, all the boot camps, the intermittent fasts, the chunky watches slapped on wrists, recording every step and exhale. And yet.


Molly paused. In the previous week’s looping debates, Noah had returned often to her lack of spontaneity. As if it were a crime.


‘Oh, go on then,’ she said. ‘Let me get my cossie.’


The water was blood temperature and, once she was safely submerged and beyond scrutiny, Molly felt her muscles soften.


‘See?’ said Alice, grinning at her expression. Molly nodded. ‘I told you you’d like it.’


‘You did,’ said Molly, resting against the side of the pool. Alice was always up for it, their fulcrum. Molly had always been grateful for Alice’s certainty, happy enough to be bullied into new experiences, although in recent years her friend’s drive seemed more frenetic, as if all the things she’d acquired and the memories she’d accumulated still weren’t enough – a committed seeker, not in a spiritual sense, but the experiential.


This weekend was one of her most lavish yet. Some party! Two nights in Marrakesh for her and Lucas’s twentieth wedding anniversary. No dependants allowed. An excuse for the friends to reconnect and relax, to let their hair down and remind themselves of how they had bonded in the first place, through a commitment to hedonism as keenly developed as their more conventional ambitions; their lodestars of pleasure and personal advancement.


There was that other thing too, that Molly knew Alice craved still: the desire to prove their alliance was legitimate. That how they had behaved hadn’t been because they were inherently bad, just young and foolish. They were good people, the kind who stayed friends, who looked out for one another.


Best not to dwell upon those they’d lost.


‘We just don’t see enough of each other any more,’ Alice had said. ‘It’s going to be amazing.’


As the years had passed, professional choices, initially almost arbitrary, had driven a wedge. It had been subtle at first, as Lucas and Alice moved to a different area, less multicultural, replacing chicken shops and sirens and fossilised vomit splatters on the pavements with hushed, tree-lined avenues and shops that sold glittery notepads. Then they had defensively announced that they were sending Edward to private school, despite what Lucas had long argued during late-night discussions, an abrupt volte-face that they made clear was never to be discussed.


‘When it comes down to it,’ Alice had said once, half-cut, ‘everyone is just going to do what’s best for their child. And if they don’t – they bloody well should.’


As time had gone on, extreme wealth – and the absence of it – had shaped identities: politics, diets, dress senses and educations. You are what you do.


As if the Mousseline herself weren’t enough of a lure, Alice had jokingly promised A Big Surprise for the main party on Saturday night, by which point the others should have arrived.


‘What kind of surprise?’ Molly had asked, on her mobile in the staffroom, tapping her pen on the Formica tabletop in front of her. A parade of imagined delights had cartwheeled into her brain, in contrast to the shabbiness of her familiar surroundings: the stained carpet, the fridge full of colleagues’ Tupperware, the stale reek of coffee and endeavour.


‘Oh, you’ll see,’ Alice had said. ‘You won’t believe it. Truly.’


And so. Here they were. Back in the realm of towels folded into swans and afternoon massages, a place that had once fleetingly seemed Molly’s birthright as a twenty-something, now a tentative dry run for the years ahead, perhaps, when her children had left.


‘Have you got sunscreen on?’ asked Alice. Her skin was already that rich teak from some other holiday.


‘Yes,’ replied Molly. She was careful these days. Her freckles had recently transfigured, treacherously revealing themselves to be blotches of pigment.


‘Noah would love this,’ said Alice, twisting herself.


‘He would,’ agreed Molly. Noah was usually the first to enter any body of water.


Molly turned her face up to the sky. The thrum of the Jemaa el-Fna, out of sight but startlingly close, was muted by the heat of the afternoon. Yet there was still a coil of smoke rising, the sound of drums, an occasional shout. The phut-phut-phut of all the little mopeds ridden too fast along narrow streets, like that one that had knocked her over.


Molly wondered what it would be like if Noah were sitting next to her in the pool. Away from the cluttered lower maisonette they had lived in for so many years, from the streets so familiar they scarcely saw them, the corner shop where they bought emergency milk, the local park with its leggy rose garden and wrought-iron railings. Perhaps she would even reach for his hand. Maybe a weekend like this would put everything back on track.


‘We are going to have so much fun,’ Alice said. She lifted one of her feet out of the water and dropped it back down again, the splash emphatic punctuation.


‘Definitely!’ said Molly, trying to project enthusiasm. In truth, she would consider the weekend a success if she could get through it without breaking down. Flashes of the previous week had surfaced intermittently, both on the plane and during the taxi ride from Menara Airport to the medina, where she had been dropped to make the last bit of her journey on foot. The view of Noah from where she had slumped against the dishwasher; the unsure planes of his face from that angle. The tone of her own voice as she had repeated, ‘I don’t know any more. I just don’t know.’


Yet such upset retreated against the magnificence of her current situation: the breeze carrying its rasp of nearby desert, the rhomboids of sunlight falling through the trellis onto Lucas’s shoulders, the swill of warm water around her skin.


Perhaps she would be able to enjoy herself a tiny bit?


‘Viv is getting here tonight,’ said Alice. ‘With Iona.’ Viv only latterly having come out, this her first proper girlfriend, certainly the first she’d introduced to them.


Alice leant her head back, replete, shutting her eyes against the sun. But only for a moment.


‘Lucas. Take our picture,’ she instructed.


Molly grimaced. She knew that the photograph would promptly be uploaded, Alice’s competitiveness finding a perfect outlet in the modern requirement to vaunt one’s life. Alice would come out of it looking exceptional, while she, Molly, would be the foil of ordinariness.


It was always disconcerting to recall the accident of their coalescence. University, then the flat above the Vietnamese restaurant which served as a focal point, although Molly herself had never actually lived there; that dingy palace replete with a rodent problem, the floating smell of pho, the view of the abandoned railway track which had rewilded itself into a kind of Elysian garden, full of fronded grass, foxes and only the occasional topless, staggering drunk.


But, with hindsight, it was what had happened to Star that had really cemented them, a sense of free-floating complicity linking them in perpetuity. She was one of them, whether they chose to admit it or not. Star’s fate had been so shocking and unlikely that even people who hadn’t known her remembered the story twenty years on. Something about the circumstances had stuck in the public imagination, or perhaps it was just Star’s cabaret beauty; in death, she achieved the renown she had so longed for in life.


Molly had found herself running past the old flat a few months earlier, on one of her long Saturday afternoon routes, upping the mileage in the desperate quest for endorphins. Since having Bella, she had avoided the area. It was too painful, too redolent, its bustle and throb the antithesis of parenthood’s more measured pace. It was best not to recall how thrilling life could be, Molly had found, or memories could taint your early nights and family suppers with an unproductive yearning.


The restaurant still existed, but its frontage was smarter, the whole area sanitised, as if it was finally aware of its proximity to the Square Mile. Molly had paused, panting, outside.


After a minute, a young woman had emerged, clopping onto the pavement and neatly shutting the door behind her. She was dressed for attention, a short shift and cork-heeled clogs, the backs of her knees vulnerable. The girl glanced either side of herself reflexively, wondering who had noticed her now. Molly, Star and Alice had been just like that, once. Just waiting to be noticed. Chosen.


Startled out of reminiscence, Molly had run on, not mentioning to Noah where she had been when she got home.


‘And what about Tommy?’ said Molly to Alice, then, touching upon the absentee that it was acceptable to mention. Their scapegoat.


‘I asked him, of course.’ Alice was casual. ‘He was non-committal. Said something about showing for the party tomorrow night. I think he’s actually off it all at the moment, would you believe?’


‘He is,’ said Molly. ‘Almost a year.’


‘Impressive,’ said Alice, with a nose wrinkle that suggested otherwise. ‘I’ll still be amazed if he shows up. There is still one room unaccounted for, but I think it’s unlikely. You know what he’s like. But we had to ask him, of course.’


‘Better for everyone if he doesn’t,’ added Lucas, taking a sip of his drink, one arm stretched out expansively. In front of him on the table was a slim edition of The Waste Land that Molly knew he would soon pick up and frowningly read. Lucas’s wealth now surpassed even his own wildest dreams, but he still earnestly hoped for credibility in other regards, both sartorial and literary. Noah would have certainly teased him for the book. Ribbing Lucas was a well-rehearsed routine, usually received in good humour. Yet in so many ways, Lucas had had the last laugh – graciousness just one of the many things he could afford.


‘Luc,’ said Alice, standing out of the pool and shaking herself, like a terrier. ‘Don’t be mean. It would be great for Tommy to come. But I can hardly twist his arm.’ She strode over to the seating area and took a sip of her husband’s drink. ‘Nobody can make Tommy do anything.’


‘It would be a bit hard on him. That’s all I’m thinking,’ said Lucas, shrugging. Lucas had always worked hard at not letting Tommy get to him.


‘I don’t know about that,’ Alice countered and unfurled a yoga mat that had been leaning against the side of a seat. ‘Leaving him out is worse, surely? And if he really is doing so well … Although I’ll believe that when I see it.’


Alice moved through a sun salute. Then she put her elbows on the mat and placed the crown of her head between them, shifting her weight forwards and then drawing up into a headstand, muscles flexed beneath the fabric triangles of her bikini, toes projected towards the sky. Inverted, Alice’s breasts were neat gelato scoops, her hair a caramel puddle.


Molly rolled her eyes but looked; it was hard not to. After a few minutes, Alice scissored her legs above her head and dropped out.


‘Show-off,’ said Molly.


‘You should try it, Mol. It’s so good to get that head rush,’ Alice replied, grinning, pulling on her kaftan over her head. ‘Anyway, now. A walk? To the square? Come on. Let’s explore.’ She had always had to keep moving, Alice, chasing something she might miss. It was the quality she’d had in common with Star. So similar in some ways, yet so different when it came to it.


‘I’m going to nail this,’ said Lucas, picking up his book.


‘As long as you don’t end up doing work emails,’ said Alice. ‘Molly?’


‘Yeah, all right,’ said Molly. She didn’t mind being instructed, had always found it soothing submitting to someone else’s slipstream.


‘I’ll meet you on the ground floor,’ Alice said, and Molly rose out of the water, swaddling herself swiftly in a towel.


Back in her bedroom, she removed her phone from her bag and placed it on the side table next to the bed. A statement of intent. She could go and explore without constantly checking it. If Noah wanted to get hold of her, he would have to wait.


That morning, her taxi five minutes away, she had gone to kiss her daughters’ foreheads where they lay still sleeping in their teenage nests, before going down to the kitchen, where Noah was looking out of the window at the garden, the lawn quilted in end-of-summer brown and yellow. His Italian stovetop coffee pot, the one she always considered an affectation, bubbled on the hob. Neither had slept.


‘You really aren’t coming?’ she had asked.


He had looked at her and shook his head. ‘How can I, Mol?’


‘This is important to them,’ Molly had said. ‘It’s not about us, this weekend. Whatever is happening between us can wait. And you know what she’s like. I’m the one who will get it in the neck if you don’t turn up.’


Noah had rubbed his jawline but said nothing.







Star



7 a.m.


Since waking up, Star has lapped the roof garden three times and finds herself well acquainted with every corner of it, so different in daylight: the oiled decking, the plants, the sunloungers. She sits down again. The inescapable fact is that there is nowhere to go; the terrace is surrounded by a glass balustrade topped with a railing of tubular steel. To get out of here, she is reliant on the flat’s owner – a middle-aged man called Pete – rousing himself and opening the doors. If he’s sleeping off his hangover, that could take hours.


Star still feels a little drunk herself, but she knows that – soon – this soft buffer will start to wane. She glances at her watch and runs her tongue along the front of her teeth. They are starting to fur; her mouth is sour. The sun has definitively risen now, but it’s chilly. She hears that they are having an extended late-summer heatwave in England – just in time for the wedding, trust Alice’s luck – but in Sydney, it’s winter. Luckily, she wore her jacket when she came out here last night, or she would be freezing.


Star pulls her collar closer and regards her and Cal’s half-empty glasses, on the side table between the two sunloungers. Her handbag rests alongside them, a cotton pouch with an elephant embroidered on the front which she bought in Bangkok. It has spilt its contents: a golden lipstick cartridge, the keys to the house she shares, the strip of passport photographs of her and Molly that they took in Angel Tube station on their break and that Star has kept with her ever since.


Even here, Star has made a mess. But her possessions confer a certain normalcy. This is welcome, because as the minutes have ticked by, the seam of horror in her core thickens.


She should never have come to the party last night. It was a huge mistake.


Her flight is at four. Ideally, she would be at the airport by two, but Star is an expert at being late and she knows she will be fine as long as she is there by three and mounts a full-on charm offensive at the check-in staff. But she has to go back to her room first, in a run-down Victorian villa in Alexandria Park, to get her backpack and her passport – she estimates that the latest she can leave this penthouse and still get there in time is half past one.


It should be fine. Someone will definitely let her out before then, Star tells herself. She tries to relax.


If she catches her flight, she will touch down in Heathrow twenty-fours later, at 5 a.m. English time. Even if everything goes smoothly, that will only give Star a few hours between landing and the time that Alice is set to walk up the aisle, resplendent on her father’s arm. A brief window to see Lucas and hear him out. She will need to head directly from the airport to the hotel where he is spending the night before the wedding. If what Lucas said on the phone was true, he won’t have slept and will be waiting for Star, consumed by the enormity of what he plans to do.


What they plan to do.


But if she misses her flight … well, that doesn’t bear thinking about. She has a horrible feeling that Lucas will go through the motions, not wanting to let down the querulous trifecta of Alice and his parents. Star shakes her head, dislodging the idea.


She focuses on her immediate senses, that old anxiety-quelling trick. She can see early boats with rainbow-coloured sails racing across the harbour, bath toys from this vantage point. The harbour bridge’s fretwork soars above the water, waves capped with white crests. She can smell the ocean, a hint of car exhaust and the eucalyptus in one of the nearby planters, can hear a hum from the wind at such a height. She touches her fingertips to the silk of her dress, running them down to the rougher texture of her tights.


Star stands again and returns to the barrier at the edge of the terrace. She spots a jogger moving across the boardwalk, far beneath her. An ant in a luminous gilet. In this city, people run for pleasure in a way that remains incomprehensible to her.


‘Hey,’ Star calls, banging the glass. ‘HEY!’ But it’s no use. She is so far up and invisible behind her protective, reflective screen, her voice whipped away by the wind. She is on her own.
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Marrakesh


Friday afternoon
Twenty years later


‘I’ll give you twenty dirhams,’ Alice said to the stallholder.


‘Madame,’ he said, with ersatz affront. ‘They cost more than that to make.’


‘Fine,’ said Alice, placing the bangles back on the table decisively and sighing. ‘Come on, Mol, let’s get out of here.’


‘How about thirty?’ said the man, his palms turned upwards, his smile fixed. ‘I can do them for that?’ Molly admired his luxuriant moustache.


‘OK. You’ve got a deal.’ Alice pulled out her card. ‘Have you got contactless?’ He nodded, and as they finished the transaction, Molly leant back against the carpet that was hanging against one wall of the flimsy shop, the tufts of wool soft against her spine. She looked out at the souk. The stall opposite was full of replica football kits. Arsenal. Tottenham. Real Madrid. Some were sized for babies, and Molly wondered about buying one for her teaching assistant, Mina, an unlikely but ardent Gooner, who was bovine in late pregnancy and about to go on maternity leave.


For so long, Molly had been jealous of pregnant women, about to have their first child; envious of all that milky bliss, the press of a bundle against the chest. But lately, as childbirth retreated in the rear-view mirror of her life, she only felt sorry for them. For herself. They had no clue what they were getting into. The older she got, the more courageous and foolhardy reproduction seemed. She had always assumed she would get to a point where she didn’t constantly worry about Bella and Eve, was only recently starting to realise that perhaps it would never come. That her own mother’s habitual detachment was probably a survival mechanism. She would choose motherhood again, she thought, most likely, but perhaps had been too quick to discount the importance of freedom in her calculations.


Star would never have made the same mistake.


Molly looked back at her other friend. Alice wore denim cut-offs, and her hair was pulled back in a plait under her baseball cap. Even at their age, she attracted glances from the people they walked past.


‘Shakira,’ someone had hissed, catching a glance of Alice from behind. Smooth calves and neat ribcage. That buttery, copious hair. Alice had turned, and he withdrew, bowed his head, backtracking at the realisation that she was old enough to be his mother. Alice had only smiled broadly, undaunted. Molly had watched her friend deal with male advances so many times. Alice had always been the one to catch attention. It never made her flustered; she took it as her due.


‘Pretty, aren’t they?’ Alice said, holding her wrist out to Molly as they continued through the souk, past more stalls with floor-to-ceiling rows of leather goods: slippers, key fobs, belts and satchels, shiny as conkers and all emanating a strong smell of their curing solution.


‘Gorgeous,’ Molly agreed. Alice was a magpie. It didn’t matter how many shiny things she had at home, she always, always wanted more – cheap bangles when she already had Cartier ones. ‘They remind me of the kind of stuff Star used to wear.’ Molly wanted to take the words back as soon as they fell out of her mouth.


‘Oh yeah, you’re right, I suppose,’ said Alice, glancing down. Once upon a time, Star had been one of their favourite topics of conversation, arriving in their lives as she had, seemingly overnight. Star’s style had been idiosyncratic: she favoured vintage clothes but had offset them with a riotous tangle of jewellery, dressed herself up, like a Christmas tree, as Molly’s father, Alan, would have put it. A turquoise cocktail ring in bubblegum blue, friendship bracelets, an amber pendant around her neck which held a suspended prehistoric midge.


‘I can’t believe that it’s been so many years,’ said Molly.


‘I know,’ said Alice. ‘How is that even possible? I think there’s a rip in the space-time continuum.’


‘Yeah, maybe.’ Molly smiled, weakly.


‘I’m just so pleased you’re here,’ said Alice. ‘We’ve got so much to catch up on.’ She squeezed Molly’s hand before dropping it. ‘We just don’t get to see enough of each other at home.’


‘I’m around,’ said Molly, working to keep any defensiveness out of her voice. It was Alice and Lucas who were busy – with client dinners, skiing weekends, governorship committees, personal training sessions. The heavily diarised lives of the wealthy. Molly enjoyed teaching most of the time; it had been a better choice for her than journalism. Noah loved his research and, thanks to the documentary, was finally being rewarded with the attention he deserved. They stood by the decisions they had made. Yet sometimes, the sheer lifestyle disparity brought her up short. As they had left the riad, she had overheard Lucas musing about buying somewhere like the Mousseline for weekends in retirement, as if it was an imminent prospect. Work stretched ahead for years for her and Noah, perhaps forever. And yes, they enjoyed it. Mostly. But she was tired. The rewards for doing the right thing seemed scant. She had always imagined she was progressing towards something, some understanding, but had begun to realise this wasn’t the case.


There was also the chasm between Molly’s supposed intimacy with Alice, her old friend, and the reality. She couldn’t be honest about the constant arguments with Noah of the preceding week. And, despite all the time that had passed, Molly knew that she and Alice wouldn’t honestly talk about how they felt about what had happened to Star. Despite the performance of closeness, all the things they wouldn’t discuss stretched between them.


With the afternoon shifting into early evening, the central square was stirring into frantic life once more. Jemaa el-Fna. The place of annihilation. Shaped, actually, more like an octagon. The stink of horse pee, charcoal and sweat rose in the air; the pulse of drums and clack of castanets a background heart arrhythmia. There were stalls offering argan oil, henna tattoos, packets of mysterious herbal teas. Molly even spotted some dentures for sale on a table, proudly placed alongside a collection of combs.


Nearby, a troupe of acrobats worked their patch; dressed in red pantaloons and yellow waistcoats, they somersaulted and cartwheeled before stacking themselves into a human pyramid. To their left, in front of a fruit stall stacked with pomegranates, a monkey wrangler and his charge watched them impassively. Carts moved forwards containing piles of cast-iron staves and struts, steel grilles and trestle tables, pushed by youths hurriedly throwing together food stalls. A man stepped out in front of them with a laminated plastic menu.


‘Ya, Gazelles! Thirty-seven takes you to heaven!’ he called out coquettishly to the women. He was much younger than they, wearing a Yankees cap and a basketball top, his arms heartbreakingly muscular and smooth.


‘No, thank you,’ said Alice. She squinted at the menu and smiled. ‘Ox hearts. My favourite. We aren’t hungry just yet.’ Holding Molly’s arm, she leant into her, a pulse of amusement moving through her torso.


‘Come back later!’ he said, a boy really, laughing eyes the palest brown. ‘Remember, thirty-seven takes you to heaven!’


Molly couldn’t tell what he thought of them. It had got to that point now. She could no longer assess if she – or even Alice – retained any erotic capital for men younger than themselves. She rather suspected that they didn’t, that they were increasingly the subject of a kind of sly primal mockery, their attempts to make themselves alluring – the smears of lipstick, multiple ear piercings, threads of gold looped around their necks – increasingly pathetic. This realisation induced panic for what lay ahead, for the mouldering and disintegration that winked at them. Molly had only grudgingly accepted middle age; she couldn’t bear being truly old.


‘You know what I fancy?’ she said to Alice, pointing at a drinks cart in front of them stacked with glass bottles of fizzy drinks. ‘One of those Fantas. They look as though they’re so full of E-numbers they would glow in the dark.’ Of all life’s consolations, sugar seemed the most enduring.


‘Great idea,’ said Alice, as Molly had known she would.


The women stopped and bought their drinks, then chinked their glass bottles and lifted them to their lips, sipping in unison.


‘Oh, that’s lush,’ laughed Alice. ‘Well done, Mol.’


‘Sugary drinks always taste better on holiday,’ said Molly, grinning. ‘The bubbles are going up my nose.’


They walked for a few minutes before becoming snagged in the small crowd beaded around an older man, blindfolded above his white beard. He stood on his tiptoes with outstretched hands, telling a story. Behind the strip of black fabric, his face was hashtagged with the grooves of someone who has spent a lifetime outside.


‘And then the jinn snaps the lid on the bottle, and Abdul is trapped,’ he said, with a flourish. The audience applauded. ‘Come back later for more,’ the storyteller enthused. ‘This is better than Netflix, I’m telling you.’ He bowed with a sweep of his hands, gesturing towards the clutch of dull coins already in the tin laid out by his feet.


He looked up in the direction of Molly and Alice. Molly stepped back. Despite his blindfold, it was as if the man could see precisely where she stood.


‘You want a story, ladies?’ he called out indisputably to them. ‘I tell good ones. The very best.’


‘We’re OK,’ called Alice. ‘Thanks.’ She waved her Fanta bottle and turned to go.
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