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			Their hangovers may fade, but this is a hen party they’ll never forget . . .

			 

			Lauren, Saskia, Dominica, Farah and Tansy have been friends since nursery. They wonder if that was the last time they all actually liked each other.

			 

			Reunited as bridesmaids at Tansy’s spiritual hen party in the woods, it doesn’t take long before old grudges begin to surface. Not to mention the secret they’ve been hiding for twenty years.

			 

			But what starts as a weekend of macramé and contraband vodka ends in murder when Tansy chokes to death on a poisoned cacao drink.  

			 

			As the body count keeps climbing, the friends realise that one of their group must be the killer – and if any of them want to make it down the aisle, they need to watch their sash-covered backs.

			 

			Who will be left standing when the bouquet is thrown?

		

	
		
			

			 

			For all the I Do Crews.

			Godspeed.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			From: Saskia Bardon-­Burnett

			To: THE HENS’ GROUP

			Subject: TANSY’S FANTASTICAL HEN DO

			Hiya, hens!

			I’m not sure that you’re all getting my WhatsApp messages (I’m sure if you were, people would be being much more helpful!), so I thought it best to follow up with an email!

			As you know, this Friday is approaching fast! And of course everyone can’t wait to give Tansy the send-­off into married life that she deserves! (RIP Tansy’s single-girl era!)

			Just a few things to cover before our weekend of fun:

			We’ll be arriving at the Camp Chakra retreat in the Kent(ish) woods at 10 a.m. It’s a short drive from London (only two hours), so please have breakfast before we leave. There’s really no excuse for crumbs in the luxury minibus that my darling Jeremy has hired for us! He’s done such a nice thing; it would be a shame if he didn’t get his deposit back!

			
					The camp is strictly no alcohol, no electronics and no sugar. So please turn your phones off when we get there – there’s no signal in the woods anyway, Team Bride! And NO CONTRABAND!!! We’re detoxing, not retoxing!

					Re: the above point – might I suggest that those of you with little blessings like myself enlist the nanny to do some extra hours this weekend? Honestly, if we’re leaving the men in charge, who knows what might happen. And no one wants to come back to bloody Chernobyl! Am I right, ladies?! Hahaha!

					We’re going to be having the most blissful time: yoga sessions, sound baths, crystal healing, a cacao ceremony, and a craft, which as those of us actually reading my WhatsApp messages know is still TBA while we wait for a few – very busy, I’m sure – people’s votes. Please, it’s either flower crown making or macramé. And we’re at an extremely tense 50/50 at the moment!

					Please come prepared to be a team player, and help our beautiful blushing bride feel as relaxed as possible at such a stressful time for her. Remember: this isn’t about you, so leave your Tinder dramas at home (Lauren and Dominica)!

			

			And finally, this is all going to cost a little extra because we do obviously want to make sure that Tansy has the most wonderful time, don’t we?! So please could you transfer an extra £200 to me by the end of the day. No one wants to be the one that lets her down, do they?!

			Can’t wait to see you all on Friday, 8 a.m. sharp!

			SMOOCHIES

			Saskia

			Xxx

			PS Please can everyone in the WhatsApp chat for Farah’s hen do next weekend pay attention! I’ve asked some questions in there and I haven’t had answers from everyone. I know this is a busy time (we’re right in the thick of hen season!), but Farah’s planning a whole other wedding and has managed to be perfectly active in Tansy’s WhatsApp chat. We all need to pull our weight here, people. BEWARE, I will hunt you down this weekend and I will get answers out of you if you don’t reply by then (whether you’re in a downward dog or getting up close and personal with your chakras!).

			LOVE AND LIGHT

			xxx

			Sent from my iPhone 15 Pro

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The black minibus trundles down the tree-­lined Kent lane, weaving between green fields of grazing cows. There’s the occasional farmhouse in the distance, but civilisation is fading further and further away. Inside the minibus, Girls Aloud’s ‘Love Machine’, from the Ultimate Hens Spotify Playlist, blares out over the noise of twenty excited hens, many of whom are still enthusiastically waving inflatable penises about an hour and a half into the journey, despite the early start time.

			Saskia sits at the back of the minibus, presiding over the festivities, still hammering away at the WhatsApp group for the very hen party that they’re already on. She can see people ignoring her texts, people who don’t appreciate the importance of running a tight ship. This is exactly how people end up drinking Blossom Hill directly from the bottle on the pavement outside a club they’re too drunk to get into. And that will NEVER happen on her watch. Not again. She cannot associate herself with that behaviour now that she’s a businesswoman with two children, a house in Holland Park and two thousand followers on Instagram. What would it say for her new high-­end events-planning business if her first hen do in her official capacity is absolutely feral? Especially with this one being so public.

			When Tansy’s engagement announcement went viral just hours after posting, it made perfect sense for Saskia – as one of Tansy’s oldest and dearest friends – to plan the hen do. Tansy agreed almost immediately, realising that with Saskia’s elite organisational skills, she was of course the best person for the job. But now that the whole run-­up to the wedding is so high-­profile, with thousands of followers watching on, Saskia needs to make sure it remains classy. At least she knows they’re relatively safe in the woods. No internet connection and no alcohol. The perfect scandal-­free time. They just have to get there without anyone tagging her in pictures of inflatable penises on Instagram.

			‘Ooh look, I’m quite beautiful!’ Tansy pipes up next to her, trussed up in her ‘Bride-­to-­Be’ sash and ‘Same Penis Forever’ tiara. The armour of the British hen do.

			‘Stun-­ning!’ gushes Eva, Tansy’s newest and youngest friend.

			Tansy tilts the phone so that Saskia can see the bridal filter they’ve been taking endless selfies with. Not only has it added a veil to her head, but it’s also contoured her cheeks, made her eyes fifty per cent larger and given her fresh lip fillers.

			‘A natural beauty!’ Saskia chimes, without hint of irony.

			‘God, I would kill for some lip fillers, but they’re so NOT organic. I mean, everyone says twenty-­six is too young to start on them anyway. But I definitely need to get something done before I’m thirty,’ Eva chatters. ‘Otherwise you just start decomposing, apparently.’

			Thirty-­four-­year-­old bride-­to-­be Tansy says nothing. She simply continues beaming into the camera with the sort of contented smile that can only come from someone unaware that macramé is afoot. She met Eva – a content creator and the reason her engagement post went viral – six months ago at an ayahuasca retreat, where they developed such a powerful bond that Eva tells anyone who’ll listen that she considers it more of a soulmate situation than a friendship. Since then, they’ve hung out together at Tansy’s successful vegan café nearly every day.

			Looking at Tansy’s face IRL, Saskia thinks she could certainly do with a wellness break before the big day. She thought a plant-­based diet was supposed to be good for your skin, but Tansy’s definitely looking a little pallid these days. It must be the stress of the wedding getting to her. In Saskia’s opinion, everyone should have a meditation teacher like she does.

			She glances down the bus at the other women she and Tansy grew up with. Lauren, Farah and Dominica are all slumped in their seats, glued to their phones but ignoring her messages, just like she knew they would. They’ve been friends for over thirty years, but Saskia is definitely proof that nature trumps nurture. They all had almost exactly the same upbringing and spent every day of their childhoods together, but look at how much higher she’s flown. Sometimes she pictures herself as an eagle, soaring above her friends in the world of upper-­class bankers’ wives and boutique business owners. At least Tansy’s marrying someone with a trust fund and his own vegan brand, an entrepreneur. And she’s definitely keeping better company with Eva, aka @evabliss, who’s got hundreds of thousands of Instagram followers and the type of skin Saskia pays forty thousand a year for.

			Dominica, a divorce lawyer, is getting into the spirit of the weekend by frantically trying to send as many emails to her clients as possible before her phone signal disappears. Today couldn’t be a worse day for her to be going away somewhere phones are banned. One of the celebrity divorces that she’s currently working on broke in the news this morning when a mystery woman came forward with a story about the footballer husband’s addiction to buying strangers’ knickers online. And now Dominica feels the kind of restless excitement she always gets when she knows she’s about to take half of everything a cheating arsehole has earned. She’ll be extra pissed off at Saskia and Tansy if she misses a chance to get even more money out of the wanker.

			She’s tried to be pleased for Tansy, but every time she’s met Tansy’s fiancé, Ivan, he’s been a massive dickhead. As someone who considers herself an expert on divorce, Dominica predicts that their relationship will be ripe for one around three months after the wedding. Especially as they’ve only been together for four months. They met at Tansy’s café, where it sounded very much to Dominica like Ivan simply harassed her into both stocking his vegan produce and going on a date with him. Then he proceeded to propose out of the blue on their three-­month anniversary. Tansy says the rushed wedding is because ‘he’s just so passionate’, but Dominica can smell an entitled love-­bomber a mile off. It’s just so Tansy to throw herself into a legally binding contract without considering the consequences.

			Dominica secretly hoped it would never get as far as the hen do, but, now that it has, she doesn’t understand why they can’t just have a normal one, with strippers and cheap wine. Sure, there’s no guarantee that everyone’d still be on speaking terms at the end of it, but that’s the nature of the beast. Why should she be punished just because Tansy lost it two years ago and decided to live a pure and vegan existence, declaring alcohol a poison for her body? Somehow they’ve all been conned into spending a fortune on a weekend at some wanky wellness retreat, giving a month’s worth of wages to some spaced-­out rich woman who set up a business on her estate but won’t give out the Wi-­Fi code.

			At the top of Dominica’s screen, another message from Saskia pops up, which she tries desperately to ignore while she carries on with her emails.

			URGENT MACRAMÉ QUESTION! Does anyone have an allergy to hemp cord?

			This whole weekend is going to be both joyless and irritating.

			‘I will happily strangle myself with the hemp cord if she sends any more texts,’ Farah mutters behind her, making Lauren in the next seat along snort.

			‘The fact that she thinks she can boss us around when she hasn’t even bothered with our Christmas Day walk the last two years is frankly insulting,’ Dominica complains.

			Every Christmas since they were fourteen, the friends have snuck out after Christmas lunch to drink, smoke or do whatever it takes to make the rest of the day with their families bearable. It’s become a cherished tradition.

			‘She does have her own children now. The whole point of the walk was to get away from our parents and get inebriated enough to survive the day. Can’t really do that if you are the parents,’ Farah points out.

			‘I don’t care! It’s sacred!’ Dominica whispers sternly.

			This year it was weed gummies ingested in a hailstorm at the local park, the only notable effect of which was Lauren finding the King’s Speech disproportionately hilarious.

			The women return to their phones. Lauren stares at hers, her brow furrowing, but what’s on her screen isn’t business, it isn’t time-­sensitive, and there are just two sentences that she keeps reading over and over again, trying to find a hidden meaning.

			Heya, this is your weekly check-­in! How are you doing? Jx

			Lauren’s been considering whether to respond for an hour now. Since the second service-station break that they’ve had in this hour-­and-­a-­half-­long journey (because it turns out not everyone’s had a pelvic floor coach like Saskia). Despite the fact that Lauren normally replies to Joss’s messages as soon as she gets them, there’s something about it today that feels different. Maybe it’s that she and Joss haven’t been together now for five years and yet she still loves him. Maybe it’s that she wonders whether these messages are what’s actually preventing her from moving on. Or maybe it’s because Joss’s girlfriend, Eva, is sitting at the back of the bus next to Tansy taking bridal selfies, while his younger sister, Farah, is sitting right next to Lauren.

			Surely Joss must know that she’s on a minibus with his girlfriend right now. Unless he’s forgotten that Lauren is also friends with Tansy. Maybe she seems so sad and lonely to him that he’s simply forgotten she even has friends. She debates telling him to stop pity-­texting her, cutting the cord and breaking away from him and their relationship, or lack of it. She hovers her finger over the screen with purpose, but never actually makes contact.

			Lauren watches a thousand TikTok videos a week about women freeing themselves from men who are bad for them. Surely she can be one of them? She can dance in streams and drink green goddess smoothies! She can be a new woman, free of the unrequited love that grinds her down! FREE YOURSELF, LAUREN!

			I’m good, she types. Thanks for checking in. How are you? Lx

			Dammit. So close. And what is she thanking him for? DON’T FUCKING THANK HIM, LAUREN, FOR CHRIST’S SAKE! The truth is that even if she did try to cut him off, he’s too embedded in her life. It was Tansy, one of Lauren’s own best friends, who introduced Eva to Joss, declaring them ‘absolutely perfect for each other’. Ironic, really, that they’re spending the weekend celebrating Tansy’s love life when she absolutely decimated Lauren’s. But, in that special Tansy way, she has absolutely no idea what she’s done.

			Despite herself, as the bubbles appear on the screen to indicate that Joss is typing a reply, Lauren feels a deep happiness and hope spreading through her. What could he be writing? Would she still sext him right now? she wonders. If he sent her a saucy message, would she respond in a frantic, overheated manner? Despite her proximity to both Eva and Farah? Yeah, she probably would, actually. But as her phone beeps again with his text, a crushing blow is delivered to her fantasies.

			Cool. Spk soon.

			Urgh. Lauren knows that Spk soon means Spk when I next throw you a bone of attention. It’s the worst and most transparent way to end an interaction. She hates herself and her eagerness once more. He’s not even wasting his vowels on her. She vows not to jump for that bone again. No, next time she will ignore him with poise and conviction. She will be a woman in a TikTok video in yoga pants, freed from her lovelorn prison.

			She looks towards the back of the bus, where Eva is laughing with all her perfect teeth on display, and tossing her perfect glossy hair over her shoulder. How could she ever compete with that? At least none of her friends know that she’s still in love with him. She’d never live that down. Dominica would just be plain furious, and Farah was grossed out enough when they were together. God knows what she’d do if she knew that Lauren was still besotted with him. Every time Tansy or Farah describes Eva as ‘just perfect’ for Joss, it’s another punch to her heart. It feels as if Tansy’s ditched her for Eva too sometimes. Lauren’s barely seen her since Eva came into her life, and they used to hang out all the time.

			So now she’s trapped in a minibus with said perfect woman while no one knows how long Joss has kept stringing her along, always going back to her, or how much time Lauren spends trying to convince herself that it’s completely normal to masturbate at least three times a week over a man she hasn’t been with for five years.

			She’s broken out of her self-­hating trance by Dominica leaping up with delight in the seat next to her.

			‘Yes! I’ve got you, you dirty bastard! You’re going to be so fucking poor! It’s always their egos that betray them in the end!’ She punches the air with glee.

			Next to Lauren, Farah also jumps, having been totally consumed by her spreadsheet. She knows it’s probably bad form to be planning her own wedding on another woman’s hen do. But she’s been waiting two years for this, since long before Tansy even knew Ivan existed. And anyway, if you ask her, it’s bad form to plan a shotgun wedding just weeks before one of your oldest friends marries the man she’s been with for a decade. Now she has to make sure that her wedding is bigger and better than Tansy’s, or else what’s the point? She couldn’t believe it when Tansy’s engagement picture went viral.

			‘What’s happened?’ she asks, twizzling the huge cushion-­cut diamond round her ring finger in the way she’s been doing for the last two years, hoping it will catch the eye of whoever she’s talking to.

			‘Andrew Donovan, that shitty football bastard. I’m representing his wife in their divorce and I’ve finally got what I’ve always suspected: proof of sexy DMs between him and a fan where he’s inviting her up to his hotel room.’ Dominica turns her phone round to show both Lauren and Farah. ‘This as well as knicker-­gate should see her financially supported for the rest of her life.’

			‘The marriage wrecking ball strikes again,’ Farah mutters.

			‘Like a bull in a marriage shop,’ Lauren quips.

			‘People like me fuel your industry,’ Dominica says, pointing at Farah.

			‘Incorrect. I don’t work in the tabloid side of journalism. I stick to more long-­form investigations,’ Farah says, pursing her lips. It’s the response she’s given Dominica many a time now about her job at a highly respected women’s magazine.

			‘Either way, you’ll want me on your side if either of you are ever in need of a divorce,’ Dominica says.

			‘Toby and I won’t,’ Farah says. ‘Might I suggest you offer your services to the shotgun bride at the back, though.’

			‘Meow,’ Lauren and Dominica chime.

			‘Just saying what we’re all thinking,’ Farah says, spinning her massive ring again to make the point. ‘Fools rush in.’

			‘And so do psychopaths,’ Dominica says, thinking specifically of Ivan.

			‘Such great news for you that this man was cheating on his wife,’ Lauren says to change the subject. She finds it uncomfortable when they bitch about Ivan so close to Tansy. She also finds it uncomfortable when everyone brags about their jobs, because she knows that they think her job in marketing for a cosmetics company is shallow and frivolous, though they’re more than happy to accept the freebies.

			‘Now to phone the wife . . .’ Dominica adjusts her excited expression for a more sombre one and presses call on the number of the WAG in question. ‘Danni, I’m so sorry to be doing this to you so early in the morning. Before I start, how are you doing, my lovely? . . . I know, it’s hard, isn’t it? . . . I know . . . I’m so sorry . . .’

			Lauren and Farah go back to their phones, both of them in their own versions of hell as they stare at their screens. A groan fills the bus just as Dominica hangs up her call, indicating that the signal has finally disappeared, and Saskia watches her fellow hens’ mounting distress. She knew it was going to cause a scene, but, really, if they can’t spend one weekend away from their phones, they should look at whether they need to do a full-­time digital detox. If she can cope, as a new business owner with children to care for and a house and staff to run, surely they can too.

			The trees at the sides of the road become denser, blocking out the light. On the screen of Eva’s phone, a dancing brunette bride in an ivory lace gown stays frozen, her face pixelated into a melted blur, the bridal version of The Scream. Tansy looks down at her own phone. One message looms on it from an unknown number.

			It’s not the first message she’s received like this; she got one last night just before she went to bed. She didn’t sleep at all after that, and now, reading this new message, she feels a clawing in her throat and a familiar tightness in her chest.

			I know your secret and I’ll tell your fiancé unless you follow my instructions.

			Do everything I say, and he never needs to know.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			1993

			Dominica’s already sick of this stupid dress and these stupid shoes. Everything is uncomfortable: the shoes feel stiff, the dress feels scratchy, the headband that her auntie made her wear feels like it’s squishing her brain from the sides. She already hates school and she’s only been here for an hour and a half. She sits herself on the little bench at the corner of the playground, picking out a stone that’s trying to sneak between the rigid leather of the T-­bar on her shoe and her white, holey patterned sock. She refuses to suffer any more discomfort today.

			Across the playground she sees two girls playing hopscotch. One of them has blonde hair so bright the sunlight’s bouncing off it, and she remembers from the register that she was called Tansy. Her name stood out because it seemed a little silly, like Pansy but Tansy isn’t even a flower. The other girl’s got long mousy brown hair and big green eyes, and Dominica remembers her name too – it’s Lauren. Everyone else here already knows each other because they went to nursery together. She’s the only one who’s new. The only odd one out, despite her auntie saying that everyone starts a new school at this age. In fact, everyone else sorted it out aged three and now, at the tender age of four, it’s already far too late for Dominica to make friends. She liked her old school, her old life. She hates this one.

			She watches as two more girls join the game of hopscotch, one of them with long dark hair, the other ginger with a smattering of freckles across her nose. She doesn’t know who they are; they must be from the other reception class.

			She looks back down at her foot, focusing on doing her shoe back up. The stiffness of the new leather makes it quite the task, and her tongue pokes out the side of her mouth, deep in concentration, as she passes the leather tab through the shiny buckle. Suddenly screams fill the playground. Dominica looks up to see a boy running in circles round the girls, waving his hand in the air. It takes her a while to work out what’s happened, but it looks like he’s stolen a hair clip from the one with the mousy hair. She’s trying to get it back, but he’s just laughing at her, his mates in hysterics while the girl starts to cry. Dominica watches for a second before deciding that the stone in her shoe was her first victim and this boy will be her second. She remembers him from the register too. He’s called Greg; he had a snot bubble as he answered yes to his name.

			She stands up and marches over to the group. Without thinking, she grabs Greg’s head and pops it under her arm, the way her big brother used to do to her sometimes, before . . . She starts rubbing at his scalp aggressively with her knuckles, channelling all her anger into it.

			‘OI! GET OFF ME!’ he shouts. His mates freeze around him in silent, scared shock.

			‘Give her clip back,’ Dominica replies calmly. She stops rubbing his head but keeps him in the headlock, her chubby little fists clenched and ready for a fight.

			Dominica’s got a lot of anger bottled up. Anger about missing her brother, and the way her parents have barely looked at her since he died. Anger that they’ve had to move here where she doesn’t know anyone because her parents couldn’t even bear to be in their house any more, constantly surrounded by memories of him. She’d be happy to take it all out on this kid.

			‘FINE!’ Greg shouts frantically. He holds out the hand with the clip in, and the ginger girl takes it from him, a wide, gappy smile spreading across her face. She gives it to her friend, Lauren with the mousy hair, who replaces it on her head straight away, as if afraid that someone might steal it from her again any minute. But that definitely won’t be happening on Dominica’s watch.

			‘Thank you,’ the red-­haired girl says, putting her hands on the hips of her red-­and-­white checked school dress. ‘That’ll learn you, Greg Thomas!’

			Greg squirms, still under Dominica’s arm, and she decides she should probably let him go, even though he doesn’t deserve it.

			‘Jesus! No reason to strangulate me!’ he says, his voice nasal and snotty as he rubs at his neck.

			The boys walk away, Greg muttering petulantly. They look as scared of Dominica as she hoped they would be. She turns back to her bench. Maybe she’ll take off these stupid shoes for a bit. So what if her socks get dirty? Her parents will never notice anyway.

			‘Hey!’ the ginger girl calls after her. ‘Do you want to play? We’re doing hopscotch!’

			Dominica turns and considers this, looking the girls up and down, with their matching shoes and socks, and the identical ribbons in their hair.

			‘OK,’ she shrugs. This doesn’t have to be a commitment, just one playtime.

			‘I’m Saskia,’ the ginger girl says. ‘And this is Lauren, Farah and Tansy. Me and Farah are best friends and Tansy is Lauren’s best friend but I’m also Tansy’s best friend.’

			Dominica frowns in concentration, trying to keep up.

			‘What’s your name?’ Saskia shields her eyes from the sun and squints at her as if looking her up and down.

			‘Dominica,’ she says, her chest puffed out like a proud robin. The girls assess her for a bit while she stares right back.

			‘I always get first go!’ Saskia shouts by way of approval, as she runs to the start of the hopscotch. ‘I’m really good at this game!’

			‘She is,’ says the girl with straight dark hair – Farah, Dominica remembers Saskia calling her. She leans in with a whisper, ‘And, even if she wasn’t, she doesn’t like it when people disagree with her.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Twenty women stand in varying degrees of hen-party hysteria, waiting to be allocated to their yurts. Since arriving at Camp Chakra and discovering that the whole sober-hen-do thing was absolutely not the joke they had hoped it was, two inflatable penises have spontaneously deflated. At the front of the flock – her tiara and sash still intact – Tansy can’t shake the feeling that it’s most likely one of the hens sending the texts. Who else could it be? Only her closest friends would know any secrets about her. It just depends on which secret it is they’re referring to.

			A small, long-­haired yet somehow also balding man, wearing what looks like a hessian sack, stands next to her. He introduced himself and his wife earlier as the owners of Camp Chakra, and she tries to look thrilled as he pulls back the flap of her bridal yurt with great gusto, revealing its psychopathically white interior, paired with hundreds of spring flowers. She rewards him and the thrilled hens with what she hopes is an expression of gratitude and excitement, despite feeling intensely anxious. Any excited gasps that the hens hear are in fact just her attempting to inhale a decent breath.

			At the back of the group, Dominica, Lauren and Farah try not to engage too much with the overexcited flapping of the rest of them.

			‘Ah, look, it’s the set of Midsomer,’ Farah sighs at the reveal of the bridal yurt, safe in the knowledge that nothing so creepy will be happening on her hen next weekend.

			‘I thought men into wellness were supposed to be Adonises?’ Dominica whispers, narrowing her eyes scathingly at the diminutive sack of a man they’ve all been introduced to as Felix.

			‘Maybe he was the original Adonis and he’s lived this long because of all the wellness?’ Farah suggests as Lauren stifles a snort.

			‘Christ, imagine the state of a penis that’s over two thousand years old,’ Dominica says.

			Lauren can’t help staring at Eva. Seeing her face close up in real life, she can now be sure of something quite disturbing: Eva appears to have absolutely no pores. None whatsoever. How is this possible? She takes a sip of the wheatgrass shot she was handed upon arrival, but it’s so gross she can barely bring herself to swallow it.

			On seeing Lauren’s face contort with disgust, Dominica and Farah simply tilt their arms sideways, tipping their untouched shots onto the grass in synchronisation.

			‘Feels good to be giving back to nature,’ Dominica says.

			‘Selfless,’ Farah agrees.

			‘Nature deserves better than that.’ Lauren scowls. ‘Always me that takes the hit, isn’t it?’

			‘Someone had to be the sacrifice,’ Dominica quips. But Lauren wonders why it has to be her. At least it wasn’t a blood one. This time.

			Tansy is now being led into the yurt by Saskia, who’s determined to make sure that she’s front and centre at all times during the weekend. As if the tiara and bride-­to-­be sash don’t already single Tansy out, Saskia has even requested that Eva be beside her at all times, documenting the entire thing with a disposable camera.

			‘So retro.’ Eva scrolls the little wheel after taking a shot of Tansy lying provocatively on the big white bed, surrounded by Midsomer’s rejected props.

			‘I am triggered by that child’s insistence that everything from our youth is retro. What generation even is she?’ Dominica looks cattily at Eva in a way that suggests she’s jealous of her lack of Botox and number of Instagram followers, making her practically untouchable in Saskia’s eyes.

			‘Gen Z?’ Lauren whispers, unsure.

			‘She’s quite nice really, definitely the best girlfriend Joss has ever had anyway,’ Farah says. ‘You’ve seen some of the wet blankets he’s brought home. At least this one’s got something about her.’

			Lauren thinks her wheatgrass shot’s about to come back up.

			‘Obviously I’m not talking about you, Lauren,’ Farah adds ever so slightly too late, placing an arm round Lauren’s sagging shoulder.

			Saskia watches on proudly as everyone exclaims at the bridal yurt’s beauty. She’s very pleased she’s not had to tell anyone off yet as well. It’s lucky for her she can’t see Farah, Dominica and Lauren hanging back, whispering about cults and goat sacrifices.

			 

			Tansy tries to settle into her yurt while the other twenty thirsty and bemused hens are shown to theirs, but the knowledge that those messages are lurking on her phone, and that someone here might have sent them, is making for a somewhat unrelaxing time. At least Eva’s gone to her own yurt now rather than constantly wielding that camera in her face.

			She considers each of her closest friends to work out if any of them could have sent the messages, but it really depends on which of her secrets the mystery texter is talking about. Ivan’s been very vocal about how poisonous he thinks Botox is, so she hasn’t told him she’s had it – could it be that? Surely no one would go to all this trouble over something so minor. She’s only had it a few times anyway, to look her best for her big day. It could be the fact that her café is on the brink of financial collapse, despite her pretending for months that it’s thriving. But Ivan already knows about that.

			Which leaves her to wonder whether it’s one of the much bigger secrets. The ones she shares with her oldest friends. The secrets that are much worse than a bit of Botox. Surely it can’t be, because the only people who know are Dominica, Farah, Lauren and Saskia. And if anyone ever found out what they’d done, all their lives would be ruined as well.

			‘Now don’t worry, I’ve got everything you need for the weekend in this bag!’ Saskia says, making Tansy jump. She gestures to a Mulberry holdall that at first glance when Tansy opens it seems to contain the entire Lululemon spring/summer collection and nothing else.

			‘Oh wow, thanks!’ Tansy says, trying to sound more excited than she feels. The last thing she needs is Saskia thinking she’s ungrateful and going all martyred, talking about everything she’s done for her.

			She wonders if she should tell Saskia about the messages. Saskia’s really good at problem solving, and she feels like the closest thing to a grown-­up out of all of her friends. Tansy watches her joyfully prancing around the yurt without a care in the world and thinks it’s definitely the right thing to do. Saskia will one hundred per cent fix it and then, unburdened, Tansy can joyfully prance around the yurt too.

			Unless Saskia’s the one sending the messages? No. Tansy shakes herself. Saskia would never risk her perfect life; it’s her entire personality. Besides, she’s far too classy to engage in something so demeaning as blackmail.

			‘Saskia . . .’ Tansy begins, trying to get her attention, but Saskia’s on a hen-do-organiser roll and won’t be distracted.

			‘Don’t worry about anything this weekend! Everything’s covered!’ she sing-­songs at her.

			‘Yeah, about that. Um, Saskia, could you come here for a minute? There’s this little thing . . . I just . . .’

			Saskia stops prancing, realising from the tone of Tansy’s voice that there’s a problem. ‘What’s the matter?’ she asks, really hoping she’s not got the Lululemon in the wrong sizes. That would be catastrophic.

			‘It’s . . . I’ve been receiving these messages.’

			Tansy hands Saskia her phone and sits patiently while she reads the texts, pausing afterwards with a thoughtful expression on her face.

			‘Are these the only ones you’ve received?’ she asks, her tone practical and calm.

			Tansy nods, chewing on her lip in a way that makes Saskia itch slightly.

			‘And do you know what the secret is?’ she asks as Tansy’s teeth sink further into her bottom lip. She digs out a small tube of Paw Paw gel and hands it over. This is something Saskia first started doing twenty-­five years ago with a far-­less-­fancy Lipsyl tube. The brand may have changed but the gesture is still the same, born of a motherly, slightly irritated kind of love for her friend. Tansy takes the tube without thinking and opens it, squeezing a blob onto her finger as she replies.

			‘I sort of wondered . . . if maybe it was one of . . . our secrets.’ She gestures between her and Saskia, a gloop of Paw Paw on her finger. ‘You know.’

			Saskia sits in silence for a second, trying to maintain a calm exterior while the threat of her entire life crashing down on her becomes a very real possibility.

			‘They haven’t actually asked for anything yet, have they?’ She studies the messages. ‘But surely it’ll be about money. It’s always about money.’

			‘So what do I do?’ Tansy asks, distorting her mouth while she rubs the Paw Paw onto her lips. If they want money, she thinks, they can’t possibly know how much trouble the café is in.

			‘Nothing,’ Saskia says. ‘I’ll tell Jeremy and we’ll see what he says. He’s good with this stuff. But, for now, do nothing. We don’t negotiate with blackmailers.’

			‘I don’t know,’ Tansy says wearily. ‘All of this got me thinking. I shouldn’t have secrets from Ivan. I should just tell him everything, you know? The two of us are in it for life. I can trust him.’

			‘Everything?’ Saskia asks, irritated. Why did Tansy even bother asking for her advice if she isn’t going to follow it? ‘Even the bits that could land people in prison?’

			‘Even those. Especially those,’ Tansy says. ‘He needs to know all of me before we get married. All the things I hold within me, all the secrets. Whether they’re mine or other people’s, they’re about to be his too. I need to share the burden with him before we make that lifelong commitment.’

			‘I think that’s a little hasty, not to mention risky,’ Saskia says.

			‘Why risky? Ivan loves me, every bit of me, inside and out. That includes my flaws. If I tell him, I know he won’t betray me. I trust him,’ Tansy says innocently, eyes wide.

			That’s because you’ve known each other for five minutes, Saskia thinks. He hasn’t even had time to notice any flaws.

			‘Why don’t you at least wait and see what Jeremy advises? Just until the end of the weekend?’

			‘OK,’ Tansy says, after a tense minute for Saskia. ‘But what if they send me the instructions while I’m here and I don’t have any signal? I’ll miss them, and they’ll tell Ivan whatever it is anyway, and then everything will be ruined by the time I get home.’

			Saskia looks at her for a second before pulling out her own phone. ‘I’m going to share the Wi-­Fi code with you. Don’t tell anyone that we have one. Felix and Florence gave it to me in case of emergency only – like the nanny needing me. Give me your phone and I’ll put it in there for you. And if you do get any more messages this weekend, then at least we know it’s not one of your hens, because no one else has signal.’

			‘Thank you,’ Tansy says, actually hoping to hear from the blackmailer again now so she can rule out her friends.

			‘Of course,’ Saskia says brusquely, pulling her into a hug at the same time. ‘Just keep me informed. We’ll figure this out together.’

			Tansy already feels better, but she can’t shake the horrible feeling of adrenaline flooding her veins. A couple of yurts away, she can hear Dominica, Farah and Lauren getting ready for their first calming vinyasa session, and she could have sworn one of them just uttered the word ‘vodka’. Maybe that’s what she needs. Something to steady her nerves and help her forget that despite this being her hen do, she may never make it down the aisle. If there was ever a time for her to fall off the wagon, now really feels like it should be it.

			She’s vaguely aware of Saskia talking about the Lululemon outfits. She’s holding up items and telling her what to wear, even down to her underwear, and explaining how the bag has been curated for her optimum experience.

			‘Right!’ Saskia places the garments she’s chosen for Tansy on the bed. ‘I’ll leave you to get ready and I’ll round up the troops!’

			‘Great!’ Tansy says. ‘And, Saskia? Thank you. I really appreciate all of this. It’s perfect, really it is.’

			Once outside the yurt, Saskia takes a second to steady herself. She can’t believe what she’s just heard. She can’t believe that for the sake of her wedding, Tansy might be about to ruin all their lives. But then Tansy’s always been too ditzy to see how her actions affect others.

			 

			Two yurts down, Dominica has returned from an unsuccessful march around the camp to try to find signal, and is now standing on her bed waving her iPhone at the sky. She refuses to believe that they can be only two hours away from London without a single bar of connection.

			‘There’s something incredibly sinister and unhinged about taking a group of women to an area of woodland with no phone service,’ she strops while pulling on her Sweaty Betty shorts with her free hand. ‘And I KNOW she’s seen The Cabin in the Woods because we all watched it together and then had to sleep in the same bed that night. Remember?’

			The Lycra of her tight shorts slaps against her thigh as she tries to wrestle into them. A red welt appears almost instantly to mark the sting.

			‘God, even the clothes we have to wear for this are against me,’ she grumbles.

			‘You seem to wear them to spin without any complaints?’ Lauren points out, furious that the three of them are having to share a yurt with absolutely no alone time all weekend while Tansy gets one all to herself. Just because she’s the bride.

			‘Spin is CIVILISED!’ Dominica pouts. ‘We BRUNCH afterwards. Speaking of, pass me that vodka. I cannot be cat-­cowing without hydration.’

			Lauren takes a swig from one of the many hip flasks the three of them packed for the trip, then hands it over. The more she drinks, the easier she’ll find it to interact with Eva like a normal human and ensure she doesn’t arouse suspicion or stare at her like some kind of obsessive fan. She especially doesn’t want to have Eva’s perfectly sculpted downward-­dogging arse in her face right now. If it has to happen, it can at least be a bit blurry.

			‘Tansy better appreciate this,’ Dominica mutters.

			‘I’m sure she’ll find it transformative,’ Farah says.

			‘Honestly, guys, she’ll reach a higher state of being,’ Lauren adds, quoting Tansy herself after she came back from the ayahuasca retreat.

			‘Just so long as it doesn’t give Saskia any weird ideas about my hen do,’ Farah says, knowing full well that she’s made her preferences very clear. She wants it in Ibiza, staying on the classy part of the island of course, and for there to be a lot of Whispering Angel. She’s quietly confident that there’ll be no chance of another dry affair.

			Dominica and Lauren briefly exchange a glance of recognition about exactly how much money they’ve had to part with for Farah’s ‘completely surprise’ hen do, and exactly how much she’s banged on about the whole thing. Farah’s quest for perfection around this wedding feels particularly jarring when they can both still remember a time she would drink cider and blackcurrant from a plastic pint cup and call it a cocktail.

			Farah misses the conspiratorial look between her two friends, too wrapped up in her own thoughts. At least this weekend will give her some inspiration for an article about overpriced wellness experiences that feel like hell. She’s already pitched it to her editor, Rebecca, using the Wi-­Fi code she watched Saskia slyly punch into her phone earlier – the absolute lying snake. She refuses to tell the others, though, in case they blow the secret. Dominica for one would be on it all the time.

			‘YES! He’s offered a settlement!’ Dominica shouts, getting the smallest whisper of signal while balanced precariously on the edge of the bed. ‘Oh! It’s only ten million. Who the fuck does he think he’s playing with?’ She takes another gulp from the flask and begins composing the fiercest response this man’s lawyers will ever receive.

			Lauren doesn’t want to let on, but she’s had signal this whole time. For some reason, her service provider works out here. Good old giffgaff. It’s just that there’s no one she’s expecting messages from. She even checked her work email earlier, but it seems the world of make-­up marketing is carrying on without her just fine. The most exciting email she’d received was someone asking her if she was suffering from erectile dysfunction, when what she’s actually suffering from is a complete absence of any erectile at all.

			She feels like most women either succeed in their career or their home life – case in point: Dominica is thriving in her career, but isn’t even remotely interested in getting laid as far as Lauren can tell, and Farah is getting married, yet hasn’t written an article that’s gone viral for years. The women who are really hateful, of course, manage both. Like Eva.

			‘Is everyone ready in here?’ Saskia’s head appears through the tent flaps without warning, prompting all the occupants of yurt number three to jump.

			Dominica does a sliding tackle face down onto her phone and hip flask, covering them with the full weight of her body. In a somewhat misguided attempt to make it look natural, she tries to raise one of her legs from her face-­down position. It’s not a graceful movement and everyone present stops to marvel at the spectacle.

			‘Just stretching my glutes!’ she shouts as Saskia sweeps her eyes over the other two, looking as if she doesn’t want to know.

			‘Class starts in five, so outside in two minutes sharp?’ They all smile and nod as she ducks back out of the yurt and closes the flap before moving on to the next unsuspecting hens.

			‘Someone needs to put a bell on her,’ Dominica sighs, pulling herself up off the floor, gathering her phone and hip flask.

			‘Why don’t yurts come with locks? We’re really just out here in the woods with no security,’ Farah points out, checking that her hair and outfit are perfect, and engagement ring straight.

			‘This is hell,’ Lauren sulks, lunging to ensure that her leggings aren’t nestling into her vagina, even though they very much feel like they are. She would pay a considerable amount of money she doesn’t have for leggings that are guaranteed never to do this. She bets Eva never gets camel toe.

			The flaps of the yurt rustle slightly, but this time they’re prepared, all contraband safely tucked in their luggage.

			‘Guys,’ Tansy hisses from outside. ‘Can I come in?’

			‘See, the bride-­to-­be has an understanding of boundaries and polite behaviour.’ Dominica points towards the flaps. ‘Of course, wifey, come on in!’

			‘Thought I’d sneak in while Saskia’s busy rounding everyone up,’ Tansy whispers.

			‘You’ve given her such a gift letting her organise this. All that bossing around is like a wet dream for her,’ Dominica says.

			‘Do you remember how she used to divide up the Sylvanian Families between us when we were little?’ Tansy says.

			‘The Sylvanian dictator.’ Lauren nods.

			‘It was vicious.’ Farah shakes her head. She’s reminded of the wedding dress that she made for one of the rabbit family out of a paper doily, and briefly wonders if she has a picture of it anywhere to send to her dress woman.

			‘Pre-­vinyasa vodka?’ Dominica offers Tansy the hip flask and nearly gasps when she actually takes it.

			‘PLEASE!’ Tansy whispers.

			The other women stare in shock as she takes three long glugs before wiping her mouth. Dominica feels a faint hint of anger. If the bride-­to-­be is drinking, then why the hell are they on this spirulina boot camp?

			‘It’s easy to forget that Saskia used be the one sneaking booze around in hip flasks for us, isn’t it?’ Tansy asks, unaware of all three of them feeling various levels of contempt for her.

			‘Back when she used to use her organisational skills for good rather than evil.’ Dominica nods. ‘Sorry to address the elephant in the yurt, but are you drinking again?’

			‘I thought this whole thing was because you were sober,’ Farah adds.

			‘Are you OK?’ Lauren chimes in.

			‘Not drinking again, just, I dunno, really fancied one right now. You know? It’s just a blip.’ Tansy shrugs, knowing they must be thrilled she’s fallen off the wagon. They’ve always behaved as if her sobriety was a direct slight on them.

			Farah thinks this might be an even greater betrayal than when Tansy signed and shared a petition calling for the cancellation of the ‘toxic’ woman’s magazine that Farah works for. Farah was almost out of a job because of that. Tansy obviously hadn’t realised it was her magazine – it was just another example of her having her head in the clouds and fucking up people’s lives because of it. Farah constantly has to remind herself that they’ve been friends for so long, and Tansy never means any harm. Besides, after all these years, there are too many things tying them together. They are forever enmeshed in each other’s lives.

			‘Please just tell me before I go back out there.’ Tansy takes another glug of vodka. ‘Flower crowns or macramé?’

			They all stare at her with faux pity as Lauren loops a comforting arm round her shoulder.

			‘It’s macramé. I’m so sorry, babe.’

			Tansy flings her head back, draining the last of the vodka, then straightens her yoga pants and heads towards the yurt flaps.

			‘Better get on with it, then, I guess. At least it’s a little less Midsomer than the flower crowns.’ They all titter, grimacing at her. ‘Thanks for the vodka!’ she shouts over her shoulder, heading out to her fate.

			‘Any time,’ Farah calls after her sarcastically, turning the empty flask over in disbelief. ‘That fucking dozy cow.’

			‘Well, look who finally got her personality back. I say this with love, but I’m just wondering if she could possibly have done it before we were dragged to this hippy boot camp,’ Dominica suggests, her irritation getting the better of her.

			‘I guess the bright side is that fun Tansy’s back,’ Lauren says.

			‘I was starting to forget she was once the most fun among us,’ Dominica says. ‘Tansy is a case study in why you do need alcohol to have a good time. She used to be . . . legendary.’

			‘You could always rely on her to know where the best parties were.’ Farah nods.

			‘Do you think she’s OK?’ Lauren asks, as the three of them stand staring at the swaying flaps that Tansy has just retreated through.

			‘Maybe she’s having second thoughts,’ Farah suggests, eager with hope.

			‘I would be if I were marrying Ivan,’ Dominica reasons.

			‘But she loves him,’ Lauren says.

			‘Lauren, he pinched your arse at his own engagement party,’ Dominica snaps.

			‘Yeah, but he thought I was a waitress that he knew and was joking around with,’ Lauren says. ‘He explained that to Tansy.’

			‘Honey, no,’ Farah says as kindly as she can, because sometimes they both despair at how naïve Lauren can be.

			‘Even if that were true, it still wouldn’t be OK.’ Dominica arches an eyebrow.

			‘But Tansy was all right with it,’ Lauren says.

			‘Yes, and Tansy also believed him when he said that the hot woman coming out of his flat one morning a couple of weeks after they got together was reading the gas meter,’ Dominica says.

			‘Hey, gas women exist.’ Lauren boops Dominica on the nose. ‘BAD FEMINISM!’

			‘She was wearing a sequinned jumpsuit,’ Farah says, opening another hip flask.

			‘OK, fine, he’s a shit. I just miss a time when we used to be able to be happy for each other. Don’t either of you?’ Lauren pleads.

			‘We’re very happy for each other.’ Dominica looks confused.

			‘Yeah, we bitch about each other as a mark of that happiness,’ Farah concludes, and the two of them fall about laughing while Lauren’s left staring sadly into the distance.

			She knows that they both call her basic and naïve behind her back, but that’s just love, right? Besides, they’re the only real friends she’s ever had.

			 

			On the way back to their yurts after their first yoga session, Tansy feels calm, free and like she’s finally ready to put the messages behind her, at least for the weekend. She knows what Saskia thinks, but she’s sure the best thing to do – the thing that Ivan would appreciate the most – is just tell him. If anything, sharing these secrets will make them stronger. And if he goes to the police and she loses everything, then he’s not the man she thought he was and it’s no more than she’s deserved all these years anyway. Acceptance is the key to healing.

			She takes a quick look at her phone, feeling such a sense of resolution and harmony that even the sight of another message doesn’t have the same effect as it did before.

			Drop £5,000 into this account by the end of the weekend or I’ll spill.

			The decision is made quite simple by this text. With the café on the brink of bankruptcy, she doesn’t have five thousand pounds, so she can end this right here, right now. Honesty and love are more important than money anyway. If Ivan really loves her, everything will turn out all right, no matter what the secret. And the good news? Whoever sent this message has signal, so they’re not on her hen do. She can still trust her best friends.

			I don’t have that money, she types. I’m just going to tell him myself. It’s time I was honest and faced the consequences of my actions.

			I hope you find peace.

			Love and Light x

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			1996

			‘Um, I . . . Saskia . . . I . . . I . . .’ Lauren looks over to Dominica for some courage, trying to finish her question. They’ve practised this. She knows she has to be brave, and she IS a brave girl. She can do this! ‘Saskia, I was wondering if this time maybe I could be someone other than the badger family?’ She looks down at the Sylvanian Families characters that she’s been lumbered with since the dawn of time. ‘You know I’d much rather be the bunnies, especially as Mummy Bunny has the two babies. And I feel like it’s mean that I’m always stuck outside in the badger sett, which isn’t even a sett – it’s just the inside of an elastic band laid out to look like a hole that they live in. Everyone else gets to be the animal they want to be and I . . . The badgers don’t even have furniture . . .’ She trails off, seeing Saskia’s face start to redden with fury, her eyes narrowing and dimpled little fists clenching.

			‘But I’m always the bunny family,’ Saskia says as if it’s just common sense. The mother bunny in her floral dress and apron, and her two baby bunnies, safely nestled in their carriages, are clutched tightly in her pudgy fingers.

			The bunnies live in the big house, while the badger doesn’t have a home because they’ve run out of Sylvanian Families houses between them, and Lauren’s mum could only afford to get the badgers, not their house. Despite Lauren’s suggestion that maybe the badgers could be guests staying in the big house, Saskia never goes for it. She says the biggest family is in the big house and no one else, and that’s just how life works.

			‘I do think though that sometimes you could do better sharing,’ six-­year-­old Dominica says fairly, standing next to Lauren with her hands on her hips, trying to show a united front with her. They’ve discussed how today is the day that Lauren is finally going to stand up to Saskia, and get out of the badger sett and into the house.

			‘I just think if Lauren wants a house, Lauren should bring one round,’ Saskia says.

			‘Saskia!’ Dominica and Tansy say all at once.

			‘You know her mum’s single and has no money,’ Tansy mumbles.

			‘Just because your parents are rich doesn’t mean everyone is,’ Dominica chastises.

			Lauren sits awkwardly on the brink of tears, stroking the soft face of the badger and cuddling him to her cheek.

			‘What do you think, Farah?’ Dominica asks. ‘It’s your house.’

			Farah stares down intently at the panda in her hand, aware of Saskia’s eyes boring into her. They’re supposed to be best friends. She can’t cross her. But she can’t help wondering if it is a little unfair on Lauren.
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