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Praise for Sarah J. Naughton


‘I thoroughly enjoyed Tattletale, sympathetic characters and neck breaking twists – highly recommended.’


Jenny Blackhurst, author of Before I Let You In


‘A perfect example of how a psychological thriller should be written – intricately plotted and full of shocking surprises.’


Lisa Hall, author of Between You and Me


‘Delivers suspense, twists and sharp writing.’


Lisa Jewell, author of The Girls in the Garden


‘Deliciously clever. The characters were massively addictive and more so because they defied traditional convention.’


Emma Kavanagh, author of The Missing Hours


‘Gripping, electrifying, heartbreaking.’


Erin Kelly, author of He Said/She Said


‘Sarah Naughton expertly creates claustrophobic menace at the heart of the place that’s meant to be safest of all – home.’


Louise Millar, author of City of Strangers


‘Like any great mystery, Tattletale would, at every twist, lead me to think I’d almost put the pieces together – only to turn the puzzle upside down.’


Grazia




For my sister, whose perfect wedding I ruthlessly stole and made evil.
Thanks, Flissers.
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What a beautiful place. The spread legs and arcing belly of the cave, with its neat sapphire bellybutton open to the sky. The grey walls, shimmering with mica and feldspar, sweeping down to the sand where scattered rocks and pebbles warn that this won’t be here for ever, that all beauty must decay. One day, thousands of years from now, this shell of stone will crash down into the sea. Or perhaps it will fall in the next storm.


The sun sparking off the waves blinds me. It has all the glitter of glamour magic: that sleight of hand that has you looking one way, while the real trickery is happening elsewhere, in the dark beneath the surface. When we came here I was afraid of the sharks, the stonefish, the stingrays that could drive a barb into your heart. But it was you I should have been afraid of all along.


In nature, beauty is a warning. The multicoloured bands on a coral snake, the rich pigments of a poison dart frog, the rainbow frills of a cuttlefish that tell you it’s death to touch. Why shouldn’t it be the same in humans? Your perfect face is nothing but a mask. I thought I could read your thoughts in those blue eyes, but they were just mirrors reflecting my own desires.


It’s so peaceful, with the murmur of the sea and the light breeze singing through the skylight. The water laps at my toes, skin-warm. The sun is directly overhead. If it wasn’t, if we had tipped over into afternoon, I would see your shadow growing in front of me, dulling the glimmer of the sea. You’re coming up behind me. I can hear the whisper of your feet sinking into the wet sand. But I can’t get up. You’ve made sure of that.


I fumble for the opening of the bag, the mouth of it pulsing in my vision, as if it’s trying to tell me something. That you are a liar and a killer and I must save myself. All I can do is try, but you have taken so much from me already, and now even my strength is gone, my co-ordination. I cannot tell whether my fingers have closed around the knife or my pen or even the empty water bottle. They are thick and numb: sausages on a butcher’s slab. But there’s no more time. I have just slipped the thing that might be the knife into the pocket of my shorts when your hand descends on my shoulder.


I turn my head and am just able to make out your familiar shape. My vision may be blurred but my eyes are open. At last.




PART ONE
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FV Hospital, Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam


Monday 3 October


I’m underwater. But there’s no need to panic. I can breathe normally, like a mermaid. There’s a sensation of pressure on my body, as if I really am very deep. And yet it isn’t dark. I can see daylight through my eyelids. Perhaps I’m looking up to the surface. It’s cold down here. I want to swim back up. I kick my legs.


There’s a metallic rattle and a shudder passes down my body.


I’m lying on my back in bed. Not our bed. Ours wouldn’t shake like that. So, where? I try to remember last night. My mouth is bone dry and I’ve got a splitting headache so I must have been very drunk. Why aren’t we at home? Has something happened? I experience a sickly sensation of dread. Did we argue again? Did I storm off?


Then I remember. We got married. We must have been out celebrating. Then what?


I frown but only half my face seems to move. The left side feels stiff and bruised, as if someone’s punched me. Did I fall over? It wouldn’t be the first time, although I haven’t been that drunk since my early twenties.


‘Ollie?’


My voice is a croak, barely audible, and is choked off by a coughing fit that sends lightning bolts of pain across my left temple. How much did I have? Is Ollie in the same state?


I feel for his warm body next to mine but my hand blunders across the cool sheet and slips off the edge of the mattress. He’s already up. Hopefully getting me some toast and a strong coffee. The daylight has turned my eyelids crimson. It must be late morning. I should open my eyes but I know it’s going to hurt, so I just lie there. It’s only a hangover. A coffee and some painkillers will sort me out. Ollie’s gone to get them.


And yet, that sensation of dread.


I feel like I’ve done something bad. What have I done?


I concentrate, trying to remember. Flashes of the wedding come back to me. Ollie and I cutting the cake on the lawn, the cool wood floor under my bare feet as we dance, picking pearls out of my hair one by one. And then other images. Stuffing slippery lingerie into the side pocket of my suitcase. Looking down on cotton-wool clouds.


Our honeymoon. We’re on our honeymoon. I’m in a hotel bed.


Wincing, I peel my eyes open a sliver. Daylight blares through the crack. I blink and blink, each clunk of eyelid making my head throb, until my surroundings finally start to take shape.


The room is pure white. There are no ornaments, no detritus of human habitation, just bare white walls, a white lino floor and white ceiling tiles, bisected by a single fluorescent strip. The most minimalist hotel room I’ve ever seen. Painfully I turn my head. Take in the equipment, the monitors, the dials, the tubes and wires.


It’s not a hotel. It’s a hospital.


What have I done?
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Emirates First-Class Lounge, Heathrow Airport


Friday 23 September


Asha watches him charm the waitress, catching the glass she almost upends in her hurry to clear the negligible mess from the bar. She has magenta hair and tired eyes, the pallor of an Eastern European who’s working too hard. But now she smiles and her cheeks flush: she thinks she’s special. And she is. For that moment she’s Ollie’s world. He feels for her weariness, the thanklessness of clearing up after arrogant businessmen outraged that the crab is finished and they’ll have to have smoked salmon instead. Worse are the men who pretend she’s not even there: that she exists in another, entirely irrelevant dimension. But Ollie seems to know exactly how she must feel. As he retrieves a balled napkin that has rolled off the plates stacked on the waitress’s arm, affection rolls over Asha in a warm wave.


She wanders to the window and gazes out across the floodlit tarmac where, despite the hour, planes are busily swallowing and disgorging passengers, dancing around each other as they jostle for the next spot on the runway. Theirs was due to take off an hour ago, but they’ve been delayed by a tropical storm over Pakistan.


She doesn’t mind. She’s tired, half drunk, and dreamy with visions of the resort she refused to even glance at in the brochure.


Apparently it was Tatler’s ‘Ultimate Honeymoon Retreat’ last year. Their three-week sojourn, with first-class flights on top, probably cost more than a normal person’s annual salary. Than her annual salary, back when she was a normal person.


And yet it’s not pity or camaraderie that she feels as she turns to watch the waitress retreat back into the harshly lit kitchen: it’s gratitude. That she’s no longer slaving behind a counter in the Islington McDonald’s to get herself through university, or knocking out copy for financial brochures in the evenings, back when she barely earned five figures. No, her Prince Charming eventually turned up, as her mother always promised he would. And the best part is, she loves him.


Ollie lifts two bottles from the chrome bar and waggles them at her: Chablis or Gavi di Gavi? She points at the Chablis. He brings it back to the table and refills their glasses.


‘Poor cow, having to deal with arsehole bankers all day,’ Asha says.


Ollie grins and clinks her glass.


He’s the arsehole banker, she’s the council estate upstart. That’s the joke. It’s been the joke for the four years since they met. Since he rang her at the office and said, ‘It seems that you don’t think much of me, Miss Fadeyi.’ She’d brazened it out, sounding far ballsier than she felt – if the establishment decided to close ranks on her it could really screw up her career – as she defended her article, with its phrases like ‘Don’t mistake affability for saintliness’ and ‘It’s easy to be ethical when you’re cushioned from all life’s hardships.’ The truth was, she’d become truly sick of hearing what a nice bloke Oliver Graveney was. She had bitten and scratched her way to the deputy editorship of this small but respected news magazine., and she was not universally beloved. But Ollie had had everything given to him on a plate, which allowed him to be jolly nice to everyone. It wasn’t fair. That was what the article was about really: her, not him. But now she had to stand by her words.


‘I meant it,’ she had said. ‘You have no idea what normal people go through. Your work involves finding ways to spend your money. Other people slave for every penny.’


‘I accept everything you say,’ he had said, infuriatingly charming, ‘but aside from giving everything away – and I’m afraid I’m too selfish to do that – I try my best to be a decent person.’


‘I’m sure you do,’ Asha had said, her sails deflating. ‘I was making a point about privilege in general, you were just an example.’


‘Unfair.’


‘Sorry.’


‘You may buy me lunch to apologise.’


‘I am not spending half my month’s wages on lobster at The Ivy.’


‘Only half?’


She laughed and hated herself for it.


‘There’s a sandwich bar next to St Olav’s. Can you stretch to a prawn baguette? I promise you by two o’clock you’ll be madly in love with me.’


And she was. She bloody well was.


After finishing the bottle they shower in the ridiculously opulent bathroom. Separately. They’ve been together long enough that showers are no longer just another opportunity for sex. But still, it is their honeymoon, so it might have been nice. She lingers under the hot flow but Ollie seems to take forever over his shave, so she gets out.


It isn’t the first time she’s been in a first-class lounge, but she never fails to be impressed: all this wood and glass, vases of orchids, cotton-wool robes, designer toiletries. On the way back she’ll pocket a few and hand them out at work.


After Ollie finishes his shower she massages jasmine tea body lotion into his shoulders, working the tension out of his muscles. The fuss around the wedding has taken him away from work, and in his absence a couple of issues have arisen that have resulted in tense phone calls. Nothing major, he’s assured her, but clearly enough to stress him out, and she doesn’t want that, not on their honeymoon.


His shoulders are smooth and tanned, flawless, like everything else about him. The one minor physical imperfection is a black mole the size of a thumbprint on his chest. The damned thing terrifies her and every holiday she makes him promise to get it removed as soon as they get home. But he never does. She suspects he likes the fact she worries about it. She kisses behind his ear, and gets dressed.


They arrive at sunset, after a nerve-shredding connection from Ho Chi Minh City on a prop plane that coughs and grinds its way through the forty-five-minute journey to the island. The view is stunning as they skim over crimson-flecked waves towards a green island rising from the water, but she’s incapable of enjoying it. Ollie laughs at her white-knuckled terror as the plane is buffeted by invisible currents of tropical air. When it banks steeply to make the final turn and seems to slide out of the sky she actually closes her eyes and prays.


‘I just want you to know,’ Ollie murmurs, ‘in case something happens, that I love you.’


She doesn’t open them again until the engines have whined to a stop and Ollie is helping her from her seat.


They step out into a wall of heat, and she tilts her head back to let it flow over her.


The airport is tiny. Flags like birthday candles are stuck into the roof of the terminal building: among them the Union Jack, the Stars and Stripes, the gold star of Vietnam, and a few others she doesn’t recognise. There’s something pathetically proud about the display. They’ve obviously read the Tatler article too.


At the top of the metal staircase she pauses to take in the sunset. The few wisps of pink cloud are edged with gold and the rest of sky morphs from orange in the west to crimson, mauve and the deep blue of night. The bumpy black horizon enclosing them on three sides must be jungle. A few lights, very few, twinkle from the blackness like stars.


Starting down the steps in front of her Ollie misses his footing and she lunges to catch him, pulling him back into her body. They both gasp with the shock of the near miss. A broken leg would have ended the holiday there and then.


It’s hardly surprising he’s wobbly on his feet. There were drinks on the flight from Dubai, and a ‘local speciality’ on the prop plane – a cloyingly sweet red liquid that she surreptitiously gave to Ollie when the flight attendant wasn’t looking.


They carry on down the steps, slower now, and cross the tarmac to the terminal building hand in hand.


The airport is almost deserted. A grim-faced young man in uniform barely glances at their passports before waving them through to the arrivals area. This is not a place you’d want to get delayed. The single row of cracked plastic seats, and a dog-eared poster of a Vietnamese girl with faded flowers in her hair, gives the terminal a post-apocalyptic air. The only sign of life comes from the glow of a vending machine.


The swish of the sliding doors breaks the silence, and a squat middle-aged man slouches in, bringing with him the smell of stale cigarette smoke.


‘Mister and Missus Graveney?’


Ollie shakes his hand and, ignoring his protestations, the man takes both the cases and wheels them back to the doors.


As they follow him outside Asha shivers. The heat is dissipating quickly into the clear night sky, and beyond the glow of the airport the road is dark and silent.


The driver loads their bags into the boot of the incongruously stylish Lexus. His eyes are pouched with tiredness and his skin is dull. They were due three hours ago, and this doesn’t look like the type of place to give flight updates. But he offers no word of complaint, merely gets in after them, starts the engine, and pulls smoothly away. Asha settles into the now familiar luxury of leather bucket seats, perfect climate control and the faintly sweet aroma of maplewood. Ollie sinks down beside her with a groan, and the velvety purr of the Lexus’s engine is enough to send him instantly to sleep.


Through the window is only unbroken darkness so she takes her phone out of her bag to check the news. No signal. She looks at her watch. It’s twenty minutes since they left the airport. They must be halfway by now. A full moon is rising above the tops of the trees, turning their canopies silver.


To think she can be bored of such privilege. What would her mum say?


Francoise lived long enough to witness the promising start to Asha’s career but she never got to meet Ollie. When Asha visits her mum’s grave in Islington Cemetery, she assures Francoise how much she would like him, and sometimes she whispers how rich he is. Not to boast, just so that her mum, who worked three jobs to keep Asha in food and shelter, knows that her daughter is safe, forever.


Guilty at the thought of reducing her beautiful husband to a meal ticket she turns and runs the back of her hand down Ollie’s cheek to reassure him, as if he has heard her graveside secrets, that he’s loved for himself alone. The moonlight has turned him into a marble statue, cold and remote. She nuzzles him until he stirs and shifts his head to rest it on hers. His heartbeat under her hand is strong and regular and eventually she drifts off to sleep, only waking when the car stops.


Groaning and yawning they get out.


The road has petered out. They stand in a clearing in the middle of the jungle, a lantern-lit path leading away towards an open-fronted bamboo hut. Its butter-yellow light is warm and welcoming. The driver unloads their cases and wheels them up the path and as Ollie runs ahead to help, a man is already rising from the desk inside.


Asha pauses for a moment by the car, inhaling the scent of jasmine.


Then her breath catches.


In the shadows of the trees a woman is sitting cross-legged on the ground, smiling at her.


It takes a heart-stopping few seconds before she realises that the figure is a statue. Taking a step closer she can make out the woman’s face. Round pale cheeks and enormously long ears above which her black hair is gathered into a complicated topknot. Her gold shawl is chipped and tarnished but she retains an air of majesty. Stepping into the jungle hush Asha gets down on her knees and reaches for the figure’s upturned hand. The wooden fingers are cool and smooth. There’s a faint scent of incense coming from a brass dish on the ground, and some puddles of wax which must have once been candles.


Are there such things as female Buddhas? Is she a Hindu goddess? Or a deity from whatever folk religion the Vietnamese follow? Either way she exudes serenity and calm.


Atheist though she is, Asha closes her eyes and offers up a quick prayer. Let things get back to the way they were. It’s a trivial and selfish plea, but maybe the old Eastern gods are more sympathetic to that sort of thing.


A rustling deeper in the trees makes her head jerk up. The shadows are impenetrable. Scrambling to her feet she hurries back up the path to join her husband.


‘Mr and Mrs Graveney,’ the slight, effeminate man at the desk says in barely accented English. They shake his hand. ‘My name is Bay. I’m the manager here at Mango Tree. We’ve been looking forward to welcoming you.’ Hanging on the wall behind him is a huge painting, all scarlets and yellows and gold leaf, depicting a warrior facing off an entire army with a single hunting bow. The warrior’s face is totally devoid of expression.


‘You must be very tired. Why don’t I get you a drink?’


‘Probably shouldn’t,’ Ollie says, smiling. ‘But if you insist.’


Bay gets up and leads them to a lantern-lit wooden walkway that passes through the trees.


The sound of waves close by quickens her heart, and she squeezes Ollie’s hand. He grins at her.


The walkway leads to a low, open rush-roofed building. There’s a bar along one wall, behind which multi-hued bottles glimmer. Tables and benches are arranged on the decking, up to a wicker partition separating bar from beach. Soft music is playing, presumably just for them, as it’s past one now and the bar is deserted. A tiny young woman appears to take their order, but Asha’s attention is entirely occupied by the view beyond the partition. Bay stands quietly with his hands clasped while they take it in. The lighting has been kept low, just a few hanging lanterns, so as not to interfere with the moonlight. The sea is a sheet of silver, dotted by a few black masses that must be tiny islands. It meets the sky at a horizon so broad and clear she is sure she can make out the curvature of the earth. Leading down to the murmuring surf is a beach that stretches a hundred metres in both directions, bounded at each end by a spur of jungle. The sand is an ethereal, luminescent white. Her toes ache to bury themselves in it. Of all the beautiful, exotic paradises Ollie has taken her to, this is the loveliest.


She turns to him and smiles. He smiles back, but he looks tired. Tired and stressed, still. Her heart sinks a little. Not tonight, then.


Bay mutters something to the woman and she hurries away, then he pulls out a chair for Asha and they all sit.


‘First, may I congratulate you on your marriage.’


They thank him. Asha automatically twists her new ring. It’s tighter than usual because of the heat and the flight.


‘I hope the Mango Tree Resort will be all you dream of for your honeymoon.’


The woman reappears with a tray of finger food and two tacky-looking pink cocktails. Ollie and Asha exchange glances. The place is slick but not that slick.


‘We have a few other guests staying with us at the moment, but I’ve placed you in my personal favourite bungalow, at the far edge of the retreat, for privacy.’


By privacy Bay clearly means, so that you don’t disturb the other guests with your rampant newly-wed sex. Asha sincerely hopes this might be a prescient decision.


‘In here is everything you need to know: our spa menu, dining options, laundry service, et cetera.’ He slides the brochure across the table. On the front cover a woman’s legs dangle into an infinity pool. Asha’s heart skips again.


‘We have a fully equipped gym and a spa. We can organise tours of the area, hikes, treks up the holy mountain, diving and fishing trips, and boat trips to local beauty spots such as the So Den Caves or the old colonial prison at the other end of the island. I’m afraid the only thing we cannot offer you, and we take pride in this,’ he smiles, ‘is internet access. You are of course welcome to use any of the facilities at the desk, but in the bungalows themselves you will be completely internet-and phone-free. An oasis of calm away from the modern world.’


‘Sounds wonderful,’ Ollie says.


Asha sighs inwardly. Sometimes these beach idylls can start to pall and it would have been nice to go on Twitter occasionally.


‘These,’ Bay says, gesturing to the drinks, ‘are our signature Mango Tree cocktail made with local rice wine, coconut milk and our own mangoes and lychees from the trees you passed on your way in. Please.’


They sip dutifully. It tastes like a very sweet smoothie. Asha picks up a spring roll and bites off a corner. It’s unbearably hot and she hiccups and puts the rest down. Ollie puts a whole one straight into his mouth. Asha sniggers at his attempts to maintain his dignity as his eyes stream and his cheeks burn, until he gives in and gulps down the rest of his cocktail and hers.


‘We serve a buffet breakfast here from seven, but of course you can order food to your bungalow whatever time you like.’


‘It would be lovely to eat looking out over the sea,’ she says.


‘Wait until you see your bungalow.’ Bay smiles and raises an eyebrow. She likes him. Gets the feeling that however rudely he is treated – and he must have his fair share of bankers and celebrities – he would maintain this air of friendly calm.


Ollie is gazing silently towards the horizon. His eyelids are drooping.


‘You must be tired,’ Bay goes on. ‘Why don’t I show you to your bungalow?’


They all stand. Ollie reaches into his pocket for the handful of coins he’s changed up especially and lays them on the table for the waitress.


‘Could you give this to the driver for me?’ He holds out a few notes to Bay, who smiles indulgently.


‘This isn’t Saigon, Mr Graveney. There is no need to tip here.’


Of course there isn’t, Asha thinks, at the prices you charge.


‘Call me Ollie.’


They follow Bay through the opening in the partition that leads to the beach. Another walkway leads off to the right, and as they set off they begin to see, nestled against the trees, down their own private pathways, the bungalows.


Despite the breadth of the frontage – all glass, looking out across the sea – the only structural supports seem to be two slim posts, which pass diagonally down into the limestone base of the building. In front of this base is the promised infinity pool, just big enough for two, a couple of sunbeds upholstered in beige, a gas barbecue and a patio heater.


Presumably the silver lanterns marking the way are lit for their benefit and will be extinguished as soon as they are safely in their beds, but it’s a fire risk nevertheless. Always so practical, like her mother. That’s the way it is when you grow up just about managing, as long as nothing bad happens: an accident, an illness, a job loss. If her mum had died ten years earlier, Asha would have been put into care, and then where would she be now? Not here, certainly. A sudden prick of insecurity makes her grip Ollie’s arm. He kisses her head lazily. He really is very drunk.


Apart from their quiet footsteps the only sounds are the lapping of the waves and an occasional rustle in the undergrowth beyond the bungalows. She doesn’t like the proximity of the trees, which dwarf the fragile wooden buildings, but this time it’s not for any practical reason. Though they are still and quiet, she feels their presence at the edge of her vision, watching her.


As if he feels the same, Ollie says suddenly, ‘What are the trees?’


‘Banyans.’


‘With all those raggedy bits hanging down they look a bit like mummies.’


‘Those are the roots,’ Bay says. ‘The banyan seed germinates in the body of another tree then sends them out. When they touch the ground and root there the tree gets stronger and stronger until it kills its host.’


‘That’s gratitude for you.’


A sharp noise from the edge of the jungle. The other two are laughing so don’t hear it but Asha’s head snaps round. She stares into the darkness. Ollie’s right. With their dangling roots, the trees look like corpses. It should be funny but it isn’t.


The noise again, further off, as if the creature is retreating into the jungle.


A big cat? A wolf? She has no idea what animals are native to Vietnam, whether they should worry about snakes or sharks or stonefish. She doesn’t even bother to read up on their holiday destinations any more. With other boyfriends, by the time they travelled she would be an expert on local restaurants and attractions. She’d have learned a few words, printed out bus and train timetables. Now she just follows Ollie in a daze. Sometimes she yearns for the sweaty anxiety of a local boneshaker bus ride to an uncertain destination.


Each bungalow is separated from its neighbour by a screen of trees, so that once inside you’d think you had the beach to yourselves. A single light is on in the one they’re passing and Asha peers in. There’s nothing to see but the ghost of a pale sofa and the black screen of a TV. There may be no internet here but at least there’ll be CNN. She hasn’t dared to tell Ollie that after a while these island-paradise holidays can start to drag. He seems to think that three weeks on a sun-drenched beach, with plenty of cocktails and manicures and facials, is every woman’s dream. It’s probably her fault. She’s regaled him with horror stories of past holidays, like the time she and a boyfriend were robbed in a remote Malaysian hostel. When they couldn’t pay their bar bill they were kicked out and spent a terrified night on the edge of the jungle, taking it in turns to stay awake. Another time the Mumbai police planted drugs in her friend’s rucksack and arrested them when they refused to pay a bribe. As they were being hauled away she and the friend managed to slip out of their jackets and flee through the streets, laughing hysterically. She told Ollie these stories to make him feel good about being able to provide for her properly, but they’ve just made him think all she wants now is peace and luxury. What he doesn’t know is that those chaotic trips are some of her best memories.


The walkway is coming to an end. The last bungalow glows softly, lantern light glimmering on the infinity pool.


Bay goes to the door and opens it with a key card, then steps back to let them pass through ahead of him.


Asha’s first impression is the smell. A sickly-sweet perfume that reminds her of the hundred-quid candles she’s given by Ollie’s relatives at Christmas.


It becomes stronger as she steps inside. As Ollie follows, his toe catches on the threshold, sending him stumbling into one of the large white sofas that dominate the room. Righting himself he slumps down into it, lets his head fall back and groans. It looks like she will have to do the tour.


Ceiling spots gradually illuminate to reveal the room.


It seems to be entirely decorated in white, teak and chrome. A low coffee table is scattered with the inevitable photography books and in the centre is a huge glass vase of white lilies. Close up the smell is overpowering. It reminds her of her mother’s funeral.


The walls and glass shelves contain pieces of abstract, vaguely Eastern art. The rug has such a deep pile that her flip-flops sink until she can feel the soft cream wool tickling her toes.


Bay points out the remote controls for the blinds and the lights, the air con, the stereo system, the TV.


At the other end of the room is a small kitchen area with a gas hob, an island and a large, American-style fridge. (Asha has no intention of cooking while they’re here. She liked the sound of the ‘fresh local ingredients prepared by our Michelin-starred chef’ from the brochure). A bottle of Cristal champagne sits at the centre of a hamper filled with jars and packets, including something called Kopi Luwak, which looks like balls of clumped-together coffee beans, and a tub of seaweed-green liquid labelled cleansing broth. Presumably the signature on the label is supposed to mean something to her. Some clean-eating guru maybe.


‘If you want to cook anything at home,’ Bay smiles, ‘just give us a shopping list and it will all be delivered to you.’


Opposite the kitchen is the bathroom. The bath and sink are blocks of hollowed-out limestone that match the floor, and the pile of white towels stacked by the sink must be two feet tall. The sink is filled and white flower heads bob on the surface of the water. Asha grimaces: the place is starting to make her toes curl.


Bay shows her how to operate the power-shower and gushes about the ingredients of the little bottles of lotions and gels: they are all organic, with proven antioxidant properties, and essential oils filtered for twice as long as normal. She tries to look interested. As soon as he’s gone she’ll have a bath. Tired as she is, a holiday doesn’t really start until you’ve washed away the sweat and grime of the journey.


Bay leads her to the bedroom. The first thing she notices, with a nasty jag, is that the large window beside the bed looks out over the jungle. The blind is up and the trees mass darkly, their individual shapes indistinguishable now the moon has gone behind a cloud. Bay is saying something about the sheets but she can’t concentrate on his words. She can feel the chill of night seeping between the slats. The window catch looks so flimsy.


‘This one’s for the air con, this is for the blind.’


With a gentle hum, a band of white descends over the black window and the air in the room becomes breathable again.


She’s being stupid. What exactly does she imagine is going to climb in and get them? Now she can give the room her full attention.


The bed is a huge four-poster draped with a mosquito net. Besides a carved wooden wardrobe, an antique or clever repro, the room is spartan. Their cases are stashed neatly by the door.


‘Do you want me to send Hao to unpack for you?’


‘I think we’ll manage.’


‘Okay then. If I haven’t explained something properly, just pick up the phone. I’ll be on duty all night.’


‘Thanks.’


Back in the living room Ollie stirs long enough to thank Bay and wish him goodnight, then slumps back down, his blurry gaze fixed on a Vietnamese news channel. ‘Couldn’t find CNN.’


She finds it for him, then runs herself a bath.


The water is so soft it feels like warm silk against her skin. She can’t be bothered to do her hair, it’ll take too much drying, so she has to keep towelling off the sweat that dribbles down her temples. Ollie is bumping around the bedroom humming, then he goes quiet. Perhaps he’s waiting for her out on the terrace with a beer. It must be nearly dawn but what the hell. Her body clock is shot to pieces by the flight, and they’re here for three weeks so it doesn’t matter if they miss a morning.


She gets out and dries off. After draining the sink and arranging the poor decapitated flowers in a pile she cleans her teeth, then wraps herself in the tasteful blue sarong hanging on the back of the door.


Ollie is asleep on his back with his mouth open. He’s managed to take off his trousers but apparently gave up after the first three shirt buttons.


In the half-light, she is struck by the clean lines of his face. Beauty: another thing that’s easy for the rich. Ollie’s mother was Deb of the Year in 1975. His father came first in his year at Sandhurst. Letting the sarong drop to the floor she climbs on top of him, squeezing the last drops of water from her hair onto his chest to wake him.


‘No, no, no,’ he groans. ‘I’m too pissed.’


‘This is the first night of our honeymoon.’ She pulls up his shirt. ‘And we are fucking, Oliver De Montfort Graveney, or I’m getting a divorce.’


He peels open one eye and takes in her body, grunts, then closes it again.


She tries her hardest but it’s no good. This feeling of disappointment is becoming familiar. When eventually she gives up, Ollie mumbles an apology and turns over.


Still wide awake, she pads naked through the living room and out onto the terrace. The night air is clean and cool on her flushed skin. Her head is so clear. Even her hearing feels sharper. She could go for a dip. The glimmering breakers whisper enticingly. But isn’t this shark-feeding time?


The moon is hidden by cloud, but something else has lit up the waves breaking on the shore. A ribbon of bioluminescence stipples the whole length of the beach.


It’s magical. She stands very still, as if any movement will break the spell.


Two shapes are outlined in the silver. Buoys perhaps? Or posts to tie up boats? Then they move and the swirl of bioluminescence reveals them to be the legs of a figure, its head and torso lost in darkness. Someone is standing in the sea, looking out across the water.


She should go inside before she is noticed. But before she can, the figure moves again. At first she thinks it must be walking backwards towards the beach, then she realises that the silhouette was deceptive. The figure wasn’t looking out across the water, its attention was focused on the bungalows. On their bungalow. On her.


She hurries back inside and fumbles with the remote control for the lights. The bungalow is plunged into darkness, but by the time her eyes have accustomed to the sudden gloom, the figure is gone.
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FV Hospital, Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam


Monday 3 October


It takes a good fifteen minutes for me to lever myself into a sitting position, then I have to close my eyes and grip the metal bar under the mattress until the world stops rolling. I think I’m going to be sick. I need to get to the bathroom. It seems like miles away, across that expanse of white lino.


Gingerly I feel for solid ground with my toes. I’m afraid to stand. It doesn’t feel possible that my legs will support the huge weight of my head.


Lowering the other foot I sit there for more long minutes as the bathroom recedes away from me. But it seems I’m not going to get any stronger or less dizzy so I guess it’s just a question of summoning the will.


Taking a deep breath I throw myself forward and up. I’m standing. Swaying slightly, but secure. The sensation is novel, as if I’ve never been up on two legs before.


I take a step, then another, feeling the floor pressing through my heels and leg bones, all the way to my spine. Then the momentum runs away from me and I stagger forwards, striking the wall with a juddering impact that makes me cry out in pain.


Breathing heavily I manage to lean, panting, dizzy but grimly satisfied. As if my body is my enemy and I’ve vanquished it.


The bathroom is close. I can smell the disinfectant.


Gripping the doorframe I drag myself along the wall. My legs are definitely becoming stronger but the throbbing in my head isn’t getting any better. It’s making the room shimmer.


Over my laboured breathing and the scrape of my heart I can hear traffic noise rumbling through the walls. We must be in London. Did we ever make it to Vietnam? Was there a bomb at the airport?


I’m through the doorway, lurching for the sink. Hunkering down, I grip the cold enamel edge, panting like an antelope in the jaws of a lion.


Then I vomit clear liquid into the basin.


‘Fuck,’ I croak. My voice sounds like someone else’s.


The nausea eventually subsides and even the pain in my head seems to ease. I’m ready to stand, to look in the mirror that currently reflects the white veil of the shower curtain.


This isn’t a hangover. There’s obviously something badly wrong with me. A brain tumour? Aneurysm? A stroke?


Where the fuck is Ollie? I take a moment to curse him viciously, then I grit my teeth. The bulge of my jaw sends a slash of pain through my head, but I don’t care. Haven’t I always managed on my own? And then, later I managed for Mum too. I don’t need Ollie. If he isn’t here, fuck him. I can do this.


I stand up.


A few minutes later I vomit again, but this time nothing comes up. My abdomen convulses, as if something monstrous is trying to get out. Once the retching has subsided I lean heavily on the basin, letting my tears plink against the enamel.


A monster looked back at me from the mirror, its scalp hideously distended, half bald and padded with bandages. The black pupils of its eyes swam in lakes of blood. Only the mouth was my own. My full lips, parted with horror, in a face pulped and black.


Go back to bed. Go to sleep. Pray that it’s all a bad dream. You’ll wake up beautiful again, next to your beautiful husband.


I turn and straighten, transferring my grip to the doorframe, then lurch to the threshold.


A scraping noise from the bedroom makes me look up. Too quickly. My vision rolls. When it clears I see that the door has opened on a featureless white corridor and a woman is slipping through the gap. She looks in her forties, but perhaps the weight she’s carrying makes her seem older. Her hair is highlighted, though not for a while judging by the dark roots, her square face haggard: the heavy flesh weighing down her jowls and the pouches under her eyes. I wonder if she’s the consultant, but her clothes are casual and she’s not wearing any kind of ID.


When she catches sight of me in the doorway she gasps, but I think only because I’ve startled her. The lack of shock in her expression suggests she’s seen me in this state, though I have no memory of her. Then her face crumples.


‘Oh my God, Asha. I’m so, so …’


I stare at her as her voice cracks and her hand stretches towards me.
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Mango Tree Resort, Con Son Island


Saturday 24 September


She lies beside him, watching him sleep. His body is pale and flawlessly smooth in the soft light filtering through the blinds. He will tan quickly, his skin remembering what it’s supposed to do from a lifetime of skiing trips and Caribbean holidays.


She runs her finger down the line of his spine. Circles a bruise under his rib cage he got from playing squash, then bends to kiss his shoulder blade. He groans and rolls away from her, without waking, apparently. His penis is flaccid under the sheet. She sighs and gets up.


After she’s washed and dressed she open the blinds in the living room.


It’s perfect. Of course it is, Ollie booked it. In the late morning sunshine the sea is azure, the jungles that enclose the bay are emerald green, and the infinity pool sparkles.


‘We could order breakfast in,’ Ollie says, wandering out of the bedroom, hair sticking up, eyes puffy, obviously hungover.


‘We don’t know what they’ve got yet. Let’s go to the buffet.’


As he puts his arms around her and kisses the tip of her nose, the slight sense of unease she’s been feeling melts away. Ollie must be exhausted from the stress of what’s been going on at work. That’s why they haven’t been having sex. Give it a few days and he’ll be back to normal.


They walk barefoot, hand in hand, up the wooden walkway towards the restaurant. There’s a low buzz of conversation and the clink of crockery. More exciting for Asha is the savoury tang of smoked meat. Could it be – wonder of wonders – bacon?


Within seconds of them taking their seats the waitress from last night is beside them, smiling and dipping her head, asking what they would like to drink. In the daylight it’s clear she’s older than Asha had thought – in her forties perhaps. Her hair is a rich dark brown with just one or two coarse greys pinging out from the ponytail.


‘Jasmine tea for me please and coffee for my husband. Nice and strong.’


Ollie hasn’t taken off his sunglasses and his face has a sheen of sweat. No wonder he didn’t feel like it this morning. This perfectly reasonable explanation brings a new sense of relief.


As they wait for the drinks, Asha studies the other guests.


At the table behind Ollie is a fairly ordinary-looking white couple. The wife overweight with highlighted hair; the balding husband in a polo shirt and red twill shorts. She knows this type from banking dos and Graveney family parties. Knows she will have nothing in common with them. Her gaze moves on.


Behind this table is a man sitting alone, presumably waiting for his wife. Maybe she’s hungover like Ollie. His muscular back is towards Asha so she can only make out his cropped dark hair, and that he’s wearing a t-shirt and jeans. A tattoo creeps from the sleeve of the t-shirt. A footballer?


Two tables away from him, at the far end of the restaurant, is another couple: a grizzled middle-aged man and, with her back to the restaurant, his much younger blonde wife. Asha wouldn’t want to sit at that table. Behind the man the dark jungle masses, stretching the odd tendril towards his shoulder.


To her discomfort she sees he has noticed her attention and is watching her steadily, a half smile on his lips. His face is a mess of crags and creases. There’s something almost demonic about him: the arched eyebrows, emphasised by hair receding at each temple to give the impression of horns. His shirt is open a little too far, revealing a body gone to seed, with fleshy, drooping breasts. And yet his smile suggests he’s in on the joke. That he knows there’s something repellent about him; that he’s amused by it. His nostrils are flared, as if permanently scenting the air. His mouth is wide and the lifted corner reveals a flash of very straight, very white teeth. American, perhaps. An American fat cat with his trophy bride. She realises she still hasn’t looked away, and now his eyes are narrowed sardonically, his head cocked, piqued by her curiosity.


Her head jerks down and she manages to knock her knife onto the floor.


Ollie winces at the clatter. ‘Butterfingers.’ He’s smiling, but something about his eyes makes Asha think he’s anxious about something.


‘You’re not still worried about that work thing, are you?’


‘What?’ His face is blank. ‘Oh. Christ no. I couldn’t give a shit.’


‘You never really said what happened?’


‘Didn’t I?’


‘No.’


‘Oh, just merger talks with a small hedge fund place.’


‘Who?’


‘Oh, er … Hadsley-Kirkwood they’re called. You won’t have heard of them. Tiny. And they’ve messed us around so much we probably won’t even bother. Where’s my bloody coffee? Jesus.’


She watches him craning his neck to get the waitress’s attention. He looks self-conscious, as if it’s a ploy to avoid catching his wife’s eye. Eventually he can’t avoid it.


‘What?’ He’s blushing. Not the cute flush of their first dates, but livid splotches in the centre of his cheeks.


‘You okay?’


‘No. I feel crap.’


‘It’s just that back in London it seemed to be really worrying you, and now you say you don’t give a shit.’


‘I don’t. Fuck ’em.’ He shrugs.


‘Isn’t that what you and Milo were talking about, when I came home early that day?’


He blinks at her and his lips part. Suddenly her heart is beating faster. As if he’s about to admit some terrible dark secret.


‘Unless you’re having an affair, of course?’ She says it like it’s a joke. Like she knows it’s a joke, but her heart is lodged in her throat until he gives a snort of laughter.


‘You got me. It’s Maria. The way she flicks that feather duster: it’s irresistible.’


She holds his gaze for a second more, picks up on the effort it takes him to lower his shoulders and smooth his brow.


‘Okay, well I’m going to get some juice.’


The American’s wife is at the bar. She’s so thin, straight up and down in linen fisherman’s trousers and a loose, wide-necked t-shirt.


She steps back and treads on Asha’s foot. It doesn’t hurt, the woman is so light, but at Asha’s gasp of surprise she turns and apologises profusely.


Asha stares.


Unable to help herself, her eyes flick down. To the flat chest, the slight bulge in the crotch of the trousers. Back up to the square chin, the broad eyebrows, the ghost of pale stubble.


‘It’s fine,’ she murmurs.


‘And you’re in flip-flops. I’m such an asshole.’


He’s soft voiced, feminine in his mannerisms but not camp.


‘You’d be in a lot more pain if it was the other way round,’ Asha says.


He gives a sweet laugh and Asha’s insides melt. He’s flawlessly beautiful: the cute one from a boy band before grizzly adulthood kicks in. How could he let that horrible man paw him? She glances at their table. Unless it’s his father?


The American is smirking at her.


‘I’m Caspar,’ he says, holding out a baby-soft hand.


When she gets back to the table their drinks have arrived and Ollie is sipping his coffee reluctantly, like medicine. She feels sorry then, to have pushed him. He’s tired, he’s stressed and he just needs her to love him and let him be. When she squeezes his hand he smiles up at her almost gratefully.


As she pours herself a cup of tea, her attention is caught by the couple on the table behind Ollie. She suspects, from their odd, hushed tones and dipped heads, that they’re talking about them. Is it a nasty surprise for them, to find a mixed race couple in their little slice of paradise? Suddenly the woman cranes her neck to peer over her husband’s shoulder. Catching Asha’s eye she looks away quickly.


Asha studies her more closely. The frumpy culottes and baggy t-shirt she’s wearing to hide her figure, the red knuckles gripping her teacup. She looks worn down. Asha turns her attention to the husband. The conventional banker uniform means he could be anywhere from twenty to seventy. There’s already a smear of sweat down his meaty back. Ollie must have spotted her grimace because he leans across the table and murmurs, ‘Come on then, nosy.’


‘Oh you’ll love them. They’re proper PLUs. Tenner they’re called Alice and Charlie and live in Barnes with a lab called Toby.’


Ollie had to explain PLUs to her when she first heard it at a party, from one of his odious schoolfriends. It stood for People Like Us. White, upper-middle class, public school. Asha was as far from PLU as Ollie could possibly have got. Sometimes she wonders if that was the attraction, but then she feels guilty. His friends might be shallow but Ollie isn’t.


Pretending to stretch, Ollie glances round.


‘You’re on,’ he mutters, turning back. ‘My money’s on James and Sophie.’


After they shake Asha keeps hold of his hand, running her thumb across his knuckles. Sometimes it scares her how close she came to walking away after what happened in July. The hormones and grief had sent her mad enough to do it but she managed to step back from the brink just in time. The thought of it now, of being without him, sends a shiver down her spine despite the heat.


‘What?’


‘Just thinking how much I love you.’ She emphasises the word love, flicking it off her teeth almost mockingly. She’s always found it so hard to say. They never mentioned such things at home, and before Ollie she’d never even said it. Just added a ‘me too’ to whoever happened to have uttered it to her.


‘Good,’ he smiled. ‘You can prove it by getting me some scrambled eggs.’


Rolling her eyes she makes her way back to the buffet.
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