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For Hattie, who always believed in me









Chapter 1


Liz


Today is my husband’s funeral, but my grief has been stolen from me by what I’ve just found in the pocket of his shorts. Instead of crying, I am burning with rage. I kneel on the floor, his weekend bag still open at my side, swallowing down nausea. I don’t have time for this now. My children, Ethan and Josh, are downstairs looking younger than their eleven and nine years, upright and silent in their formal clothes. They are waiting for me to go down and make it OK for them. That’s what I have to do every day for the rest of their lives – try and make it OK that their daddy has died. Andrew has gone. There’s no one else who can help me.


I close my eyes and shove the shorts back into the bag. It will have to wait. I paint on a smile and try to make my footsteps sounds light and breezy as I run downstairs.


‘Right, boys! Time to go.’


In the church, the boys sit either side of me, huddling in as close as they can possibly get, my arms enfolding them in the vain hope of providing some comfort. The vicar’s voice echoes up to the rafters, sonorously reading out the eulogy I wrote, the eulogy I put my whole heart into. I sat up at the kitchen table late into the night, crafting every word, retrieving every memory I could, contacting his family and old friends to ensure I didn’t leave out any vital facet. I don’t hear a word. All I can think of is my hand meeting that small packet. When she has finished, my husband’s best friend Owen stands and makes his way from the pew behind me to the lectern, a couple of sheets of A4 paper in his hand. He stands for a moment looking at the papers, clears his throat and begins.


‘I knew Andrew for over thirty years, since our school days at Winchester College. I was a scholarship boy, out of my depth and petrified. The other boys were either indifferent to my plight, or minded to laugh at me. Andrew was different. He took me under his wing, and that was where I stayed. Until now.’ His voice cracks and he takes a moment to compose himself. He tells a couple of anecdotes about their school days that raise a few gentle laughs, and then moves on to talk about Andrew meeting me.


‘Liz and Andrew were a great match, and I watched as first love, and then fatherhood, transformed him.’


Ethan and Josh huddle in even tighter. I screw my eyes shut, unable to feel the way I want, and ought, to feel. What I found this morning prevents the uncomplicated tears of grief that should be falling. Fury rises in me, hot and uncontrollable. My anger is partly directed at Andrew, because it has thrown everything I thought I knew about him into total disarray. He wasn’t perfect, sure, but who is? But I never once suspected this. My ire is mostly reserved, however, for someone else, because what I found indicates there must have been a someone else. I don’t know who she is, but what I do know is that she is sitting here in this church.


We finish with a hymn to which I hardly bother to mouth along, having let the vicar choose it, and a final prayer committing Andrew’s body, wherever it may be, to a God he had little belief in. Originally I had mooted a non-religious ceremony but Andrew’s parents had objected, and as I didn’t have any strong feelings either way a church service seemed the right thing to do.


The boys and I are the first to leave with Andrew’s parents following behind, his mother wailing and clinging to her husband who has aged ten years in the last three months. Mourners – family, friends, colleagues, red-eyed but offering supportive smiles – reach out from the end of almost every row. There are three serious men and a woman who I think are work associates. A dark-haired young woman I don’t recognise sits in the final row, stifling tears, rummaging in her bag for a tissue.


The air in the churchyard is humid and oppressive, the sky a peculiar dark grey tinged with orange. Water droplets cling to the leaves in the trees, occasionally giving up and splashing to the ground. His mother wanted him to be buried here, but the Tyrrhenian Sea has so far refused to give him up. Behind me, she begins to cry, her raw unfettered pain echoing around the churchyard. I am dry-eyed, consumed with jealousy at her straightforward misery. My friends Poppy, Saffie and Trina form a phalanx of support around me, a guard of honour as we walk to the car.


Afterwards, we gather in the village hall. The weather is still unpleasantly oppressive, but inside the hall the atmosphere is lighter now the worst bit is out of the way – or the worst bit for everybody else at least. For me, it’s only the beginning.


I smell patchouli and herbal shampoo and before I know it, my best and oldest friend Poppy has enveloped me in a massive hug.


‘I know I’ve said it a million times, Liz, but I am so sorry.’


I allow her to hold me, limp like a ragdoll in her arms, but I can’t be comforted by her today. She releases me and steps back. She’s dressed conservatively (for her) in a deep purple maxi dress and tan suede boots, her pink-streaked chestnut brown curls tamed into submission in a knot at the nape of her neck, a hammered silver pendant hanging almost to her waist.


‘Thanks.’ I’m aware I sound stilted but I hope she’ll put it down to grief. ‘Who are those lot, do you know?’ I indicate a small group of men in mostly ill-fitting suits chatting quietly amongst themselves.


‘They’re the GreenEc lot,’ Poppy says. ‘God, I suppose I ought to go and schmooze them – sorry not schmooze … I didn’t mean to make this sound like some sort of grim networking event.’


I smile despite myself. Andrew had had his doubts about going into business with Poppy, but when he’d been looking for a partner to set up a PR agency with fifteen years ago, she’d been the obvious candidate. Her personal life might be chaotic but at work she was dedicated and professional, an ideal fit to support his vision for a PR firm serving ecologically, ethically sound businesses. For him it was a gap in the market he was keen to fill, but for her it not only chimed with her green instincts but was a natural next step from working as an in-house PR for various eco-charities.


‘It’s fine,’ I say now. ‘Go and talk to them.’


‘OK, I’ll have a quick word. Back soon.’ She gives me another hug, a brief one this time, and heads over to the group. The men’s faces light up. They are the earnest types – all natural fibres and vegan shoes – for whom Poppy’s alternative style and natural beauty are catnip.


When Andrew and I were first together we would lie entwined in bed, discussing which of each other’s friends we found attractive. It sounds like a dangerous game (and probably would be at a later stage of a relationship) but back then we were so secure in our love and attraction for each other that it felt perfectly safe. Poppy never featured very high on Andrew’s list, although in retrospect that may have been political on his part. Is it ever a good idea to tell your partner you fancy their best friend? But I believed him, and have never experienced a speck of mistrust over all the time they’ve been working together. Mind you, how many times have I heard that over the years? By the time you get to your mid-forties, you’ve witnessed a lot of relationship break-ups. For every one of my friends who saw it coming, there’s another that was blindsided by a partner who behaved in a totally unexpected way, as if they’d been a different person to the one they seemed to be all along.


As Poppy passes Trina and Saffie, she gives them an almost imperceptible signal that indicates I’ve been left alone. As one, they descend on me like well-schooled dancers in a ballet, getting every step right. Saffie is as glamorous and elegant as ever. Her dark blonde hair falls in neat waves over the shoulders of the unfeasibly expensive navy trouser suit she’s wearing over a cream silk blouse, demurely buttoned almost to the neck as befits a funeral. Trina’s wearing a classic black shift dress that used to be fitted but is now loose around her hips and gapes under the arms. Her always-sharp cheekbones are more pronounced than ever under the wings of her pale blonde bob.


‘All right, darling?’ Saffie presses her cheek to mine and I breathe in a waft of her perfume, heady with jasmine. Trina gives me a brief hug, all angles and bones – she’s definitely lost weight.


‘Have you seen the boys?’ I ask, aware that they’ve slipped from the orbit I’ve held them in so carefully all day.


‘They’re playing outside with Milo and Ben,’ Saffie says. ‘Owen’s watching them, don’t worry.’ I can sense how hard she’s working to say her ex-husband’s name in a neutral fashion, to not let their animosity spill into my husband’s funeral. Of the two of them, it’s Owen who has more right to be angry. Nine months ago, Saffie left him for Todd. Todd is an improbably good-looking, rich American with whom it transpired she’d been having an affair for some time, a betrayal of his best friend that Andrew – and I, if I’m honest – struggled to come to terms with.


‘Julian’s out there too,’ Trina adds. ‘He’s setting up a cricket game with a stick and an old tennis ball they found in the bushes. Do you need wine? Food? Anything?’


‘Nothing, thanks.’


A silence descends in which they regard me anxiously. They’ll put it down to grief, but I know I’m being short with them and until this morning I would have said they don’t deserve it. Along with Poppy, these women dropped everything to support me today, and over these last terrible three months. They came to the registrar with me when, having finally received confirmation of presumption of death, I went to register Andrew’s death, unable to deal with it alone. They sat with me at the meeting with the vicar, helping me plan the service, knowing what I wanted without having to ask. They set up the projector for the montage of photos of Andrew I spent hours putting together as I wept uncontrollably at his innocent childhood face. But one of them has ruined everything.


‘I could do with some fresh air,’ I say, unable to stand here with them any longer. ‘I’ll go and check on the boys.’


I leave, not having to look back to know their faces are creased with concern.


Outside, Trina’s husband Julian has set up a small suitcase as makeshift cricket stumps. He’s calling out encouragement to my eldest, Ethan, who is preparing to bowl at his younger brother, Josh. Saffie and Owen’s boys, Milo and Seb, crouch in the field, concentrating furiously. Owen is surveying the scene, his back to me, and I feel a throb of gratitude towards him. He’s not only Andrew’s friend, he’s mine, too, and I’ll be forever thankful for the energy he’s putting in to make this an OK day for my children, a day which is so difficult for him personally. I give myself a mental pat on the back for encouraging my friends to bring their children today. It’s so much better for the boys to be out here playing than sitting inside enduring a stream of well-meaning sympathy.


‘Hey.’ I touch Owen’s elbow gently.


‘Liz. Hi. Was it OK? My speech?’


‘Yes, it was lovely. Thanks for doing it.’


‘God, you’re welcome. It was the least I could do. How have you been coping?’


That bloody question. I must have been asked it hundreds of times over the last three months and each time I’ve been at a loss as to how to answer. I usually fall back on clichés like ‘as well as can be expected’, which I think is what they want to hear. They certainly don’t want the truth. They don’t want to hear about the gaping hole that has opened up in my life, the shock and trauma of my husband being by my side for almost twenty-five years and now suddenly gone. Disappeared. They don’t want to know how I sit on the sofa night after night, when the kids have gone to bed, staring in horror at the empty space at the other end where he used to sit. They don’t want to know what a monumental effort it is to get up every morning, exhausted from a tormented night lying awake, and put on a mask of happiness for my grieving children who mustn’t be allowed for a second to think that their mum is not OK. They don’t want to hear about how telling my boys their daddy was dead was the worst thing I have ever had to do, or ever hope to do, in my life. How when I opened my mouth, I wished I could suspend time and let them have a few more moments of innocence before I shattered their lives and took it away for ever. How I can’t bear that they have had to learn this lesson so young – that life is cruel and unpredictable, that things change and people can be taken from you in the blink of an eye.


Since my discovery this morning, I’m even more poorly equipped to answer the question.


‘I’m OK,’ I say, unable to muster anything more detailed.


‘Of course you’re not,’ Owen says. ‘How could you be? None of us are. But it’s a million times worse for you.’


For the first time today, a sob almost escapes my lips.


‘Hey.’ Owen takes me in his arms, and for a second I allow myself to relax, my face in his shoulder.


‘Do you think we knew him?’ I say indistinctly into his shirt.


‘What?’ Owen draws back, hands on my shoulders.


‘Do you think we really knew him? That’s what I keep going over and over.’


He hesitates for a second before replying.


‘Yes, I do.’


‘You don’t sound very sure.’


‘I mean … to the extent that we know anybody. There’s always a part of everyone that’s hidden, that they keep for themselves, I think. Don’t you?’


‘I suppose so.’


‘And that’s OK. Just because you didn’t know every single little thing about Andrew doesn’t invalidate your relationship with him, doesn’t mean it wasn’t real.’


‘Mm hmm.’ I press my lips together to keep the words inside. I want so badly to share with someone what I found this morning. Would it be wrong to do it here, now? Owen was Andrew’s best friend. If there was something going on, there’s a chance he knows about it. Andrew let his guard down around Owen. Once, years ago, drunk and uncertain of Andrew following an argument at a party, I’d asked Owen if he thought Andrew really loved me. Owen said he knew he did, and then asked me if I loved him. When I said yes, Owen said, There’s your answer. You’re meant to be together. I take a breath, unsure whether I’m going to tell him what I found or not, and then Julian comes jogging over, and the moment is gone.


‘So sorry, old girl.’ Julian leans down, hair flopping over his forehead, to give me a kiss on the cheek. I didn’t know people in real life said ‘old girl’ until I met him. I once heard him say – unironically – ‘tally ho’. I loathed him on instinct when I first met him, assuming he would look down on me for my background, but actually he’s never been anything but kind and rather sweet. ‘Anything I can do, you only have to shout. Boys seem to bearing up OK.’


‘Yes.’ I watch Josh racing up the pitch as Milo runs for the ball. ‘I worry they’re coping too well on the outside – that they’re not telling me how they really feel.’


‘They’ll be OK,’ says Owen. ‘But don’t feel you’re alone – let us support you.’


‘Thanks.’ I bite back tears again. ‘I’d better go back in – let me know if the boys want me.’


I just about make it through to the end of the afternoon. Trina, Poppy and Saffie come back to my house, not wanting to leave me alone for the evening. Not ‘our’ house any more, unless you count the children who are in bed, exhausted after a day of seeing adults who are normally in full control of their emotions weeping and embracing. Enduring hugs and kisses from people they barely know. Coming to terms with their new lives, the one where they will always be those kids whose dad died.


We’ve all been drinking this afternoon, but the empty Prosecco bottles continue to accumulate on the kitchen worktop. A casual observer would think it a touching scene. A woman, widowed far too young at forty-five, surrounded by three other women, old friends, a group supremely at ease in each other’s company. The kind of friends who can conjure up a shared joke with a single word, who can go for months without speaking and pick up exactly where they left off without drawing breath; who can count on the others to be there when the chips are down, to catch them when they fall. We all lived in London in our early twenties, and then one by one moved out to the same family-friendly commuter town of Haverbridge. Andrew and I were the first to go, twelve years ago when I was pregnant with Ethan, in search of green spaces and extra bedrooms. Owen and Saffie, also expecting their first child, followed shortly after. A couple of years later, Poppy was left homeless after yet another disastrous relationship and with Scarlet due to start secondary school, moving here was a no-brainer. Trina and Julian were the last to tire of London but eventually they did.


There were tears earlier, of course, but now there is laughter and shared reminiscences and stories. The conversation around the kitchen table ebbs and flows like the tide that washed Andrew away. I’m not saying much, but my friends understand. They give space to my grief, allow me to just be, present but apart from them. The very best of friends. They think they know everything about me, but they don’t. None of them would guess in a million years what’s going on inside my head, eating away at me – chewing me up and spitting me out.


They are my three oldest, dearest friends, and I would have been lost without them these past three months. They helped with the logistics of my husband disappearing abroad, presumed drowned. They liaised on my behalf with the Landell Trust, a charity that helps people whose loved ones have died overseas. They brought lasagnes and flowers and books and chocolate in those slow, quick, hazy days after we got home from Italy, days I can now scarcely remember. They took my boys – shell-shocked and dazed but still needing company and entertainment – on outings, giving me time to deal with the endless admin, or to do nothing at all but stare into space or cry on the sofa. They sat beside me today, holding my hand, in the church. They walked down the aisle with me so I didn’t have to do it by myself. They tell me, over and over, that I am not alone. That although we’re not related by blood, they are my family, and I theirs.


Part of me wishes I had never opened my husband’s bag this morning, the one he took to Villa Rosa, the Italian villa where we spent his final weekend with these three women and their families. The place where he died. I hadn’t been able to bring myself to touch it before, but this morning I was looking for his watch. I wanted to wear something of his at the funeral, and I couldn’t wear his wedding ring because he was wearing it when he drowned. I forced myself to rummage through the bag, a brand new one he’d bought for the weekend away. The smell of him – washing powder and cologne and something indefinably him threatened to overwhelm me as I ran my shaking hands through the contents. His toothbrush was in there, and the things from the bedside table – his glasses, the book he was reading. Clean underwear he never got to wear. Someone must have packed this up in the aftermath. Or perhaps it was me and I’ve blocked it out. No watch, though. I felt something in the pocket of a pair of shorts that he’d worn on the last day of his life, before he changed into his evening wear. I slid my fingers in and they met a small slippery square packet. I thought perhaps it was a sweet, although Andrew didn’t eat them. I certainly didn’t feel any trepidation as I drew it out into the light. It was like a kick to the stomach. I was already hollowed out by grief and exhaustion and the overhanging dread of the day ahead, but this was something else entirely. Something that snatched the breath from my lungs, made me tremble all over and press my hand to my mouth, stifling the urge to vomit. I had a contraceptive coil fitted after Josh was born. Andrew and I hadn’t used condoms since we were first together. So why did he have one in his pocket? In sick fascination, I turned the shiny wrapper over and over, as if that would make it into something other than the betrayal it represented.


I look from one to the other of the dear faces of my oldest friends, seated around my kitchen table. They are more careworn and lined than when we first met, but as familiar to me as my own. All I can think is: which one of you bitches was sleeping with my husband?









PART ONE


Villa Rosa, Italy


Three months earlier









Chapter 2


Andrew


SATURDAY NIGHT, VILLA ROSA


What an absolute disaster of an evening that had been. Andrew knew he hadn’t covered himself in glory but it wasn’t purely his fault. Todd was an arrogant arsehole, there were no two ways about it. Even if Todd hadn’t stolen his best friend’s wife, Andrew wouldn’t like him. He wished he hadn’t allowed Liz to persuade him to come on this stupid weekend away. Watching Todd and Saffie swanning around like the lord and lady of the manor had been grinding his gears since he arrived, and it made it worse to know that Todd had paid for every morsel of food and every drop of expensive wine. Liz and Andrew had offered to pay their share, but Saffie had said Todd wanted to pay. Liz had thought it a nice gesture, but Andrew had known all along that Todd wanted to be in control, and paying for everything was the best way to achieve that. He wouldn’t be so smug when Andrew told everyone what sort of a man he really was.


He was still reeling from the weekend’s revelations. His life was going to change beyond recognition. He couldn’t bear the thought of explaining it to Liz. It was one thing to upend his own life, but doing the same to hers was a different matter. He would do anything to avoid hurting her – although, thinking of Trina’s anguished face, he knew he already had. He wondered whether Trina and Julian’s relationship would survive.


Underneath the sharp pain of tonight’s events was a low-level, nagging worry about the business that had been dogging him for months. It was becoming harder and harder to work alongside Poppy, and he couldn’t see any prospect of that improving. He should never have gone into business with his wife’s best friend.


The evening had already become a blur thanks to the copious amounts of alcohol he had consumed. Initially he’d been drinking in an attempt to appease Liz by being sociable and pleasant, but by the end it had been the only way to block out the noise. He sat at the very far end of the garden, near the top of the steps that led down to the beach, watching as the lights slowly went off in the house. First the downstairs windows switched from yellow to black as everyone took themselves off to bed, and then one by one the bedroom lamps clicked off, leaving the house in darkness.


Andrew swigged from the bottle of whisky he’d snaffled as he left the drawing room. Usually, he’d wince at the strength of it, but tonight he guzzled it down like water.


A twig snapped and he turned, tension leaching from his body as he saw the figure he’d been expecting.


‘Thank God,’ Andrew said. ‘I’ve been dying to talk to you all night.’









Chapter 3


Liz


FRIDAY NIGHT, VILLA ROSA


Saffie smooths an imaginary hair back from her forehead and readjusts the studded leather belt artfully slung around her cream linen shirt dress. If you didn’t know her as well as I do, you’d think she was sublimely relaxed and happy. What does she have to be nervous about, after all? She and her gorgeous, rich boyfriend are playing host to her oldest and dearest friends in a luxurious villa on the Amalfi coast to celebrate said boyfriend’s fiftieth birthday. There’s enough champagne in the capacious wine fridge to sink a fleet of ships. The food for tomorrow night’s party will be delivered by the caterers in the morning. Tonight, Trina’s husband Julian is going to a nearby trattoria that does amazing pizzas to take away. Saffie, like Andrew and I, has sensibly left her young children with their grandparents, allowing her to have a real break – although what she needs a break from is unclear.


She and the boys have moved into Todd’s amazing seven-bedroom house with swimming pool, where she spends most of her time instructing the interior decorator and posting the results on her wildly successful Instagram account. It started when she was doing up her and Owen’s former home, posting helpful tips about home improvements on a budget along with astonishing before and after shots of their fixer-upper. Since she moved in with Todd, things have stepped up a gear and she and her immaculate home – with its butler’s pantry, its his and hers marble countertop basins – are now the envy of every middle-class yummy mummy on Instagram. And it’s not as if we haven’t met Todd before – we don’t know him well, but she’s hosted dinners at his house for us all – the odd barbecue, a couple of parties. And yet she is nervous.


Trina and I sit at the artistically battered oak kitchen table, enjoying our first glasses of champagne. We’re decanting olives and ricotta-stuffed cherry peppers into earthenware bowls hand-painted in jewel colours and studded with turquoise. Saffie flits around us, doing unnecessary job after job. She arranged a food delivery from an outlandishly expensive website that the rich use when they go on holiday, which arrived shortly after we did. We unpacked it all straight away, but now she’s rearranging it, crossing the kitchen with armfuls of a fancy Italian Kettle Chip equivalent and honey-roasted cashews.


‘What on earth are you doing, Saff?’ Trina throws back the last of her champagne and reaches for the bottle that we didn’t bother to return to the fridge.


‘I think it’d be better if all the snacky stuff was in one cupboard. Otherwise we won’t know what we’ve got left, and it’ll make it harder to know if we need to go out for more supplies.’


‘More?’ I say. ‘Jesus, we’ve got enough salty snacks to last us a lifetime, haven’t we? We’re only here for three nights.’


‘You know what it’s like,’ Saffie says. ‘You always need more than you think.’ She stoops to retrieve a dropped bag of root vegetable crisps and stuffs them into a low cupboard in the marble-topped island. ‘So all that stuff is in here now. I’m going to put the breakfast cereals where the nuts were, because some of them are too tall for that cupboard you put them in, Liz.’


‘OK.’ I bite my tongue and shake my head at Trina who’s about to take the piss out of Saffie. ‘Why don’t you take these out to the terrace, Trina? There’s a tray on the side there.’


Trina loads up the tray with snacks and moves towards the door.


‘Hold on,’ Saffie says. ‘Can you take a few beers as well?’ She nips to the utility room and comes back with a handful of bottled lagers. ‘Todd might want one. Or someone else.’ She adds a bottle opener to the tray.


‘No problem, mein Herr,’ Trina says, leaving the room.


‘Do you think there’s enough booze?’ Saffie opens the wine fridge that’s set into the end of the island and surveys row upon row of Veuve Clicquot and Laurent Perrier champagne. The top shelf of a wooden butcher’s block to the left of the larder groans with Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot and the shelf below it houses several different gins, vodkas and a variety of spirits earmarked for specific cocktails. There’s another enormous fridge in the utility room stuffed with beer, white wine and mixers.


‘Enough? If we get through the weekend without one of us being hospitalised with alcohol poisoning, it’ll be a miracle.’


‘Oh God, is it too much?’


‘Saffie, it’s fine. Come and sit down a minute.’


‘But there’s so much to do.’


‘There isn’t! You’re inventing tasks. Grab a glass and sit here with me. Tell me what’s going on.’


She sighs and her shoulders drop. She takes a champagne flute from the cupboard, slumps down opposite me, and picks up the bottle.


‘It’s … organising this weekend, for one thing. It’s been quite stressful.’


I swallow down what I want to say. Aside from updating her Instagram, Saffie doesn’t work and now she’s with Todd has endless cash at her disposal. How stressful can it be?


‘I want Todd to have a good time,’ she goes on. ‘And Kitty.’


‘I’m sure they will.’


She takes a swig of champagne.


‘Kitty won’t. She’ll have a terrible time to spite me.’


‘Is that still not going well?’ I know Todd’s twenty-four-year-old daughter had trouble accepting Saffie when they got together six months ago, but I thought things had improved. When I think about it, though, Saffie has never actually said so. She just stopped talking about it.


‘Worse than ever, if anything.’


‘What does Todd do about it?’


‘Sod all,’ she says, uncharacteristically unguarded, although almost as soon as the words are out of her mouth, she’s taken them back, taking refuge in her usual ‘everything’s fine’ mode. ‘No, that’s not fair. It’s hard for him. Kitty’s his daughter, he loves her.’


‘Yes, but he’s with you now. He needs to back you up a bit more.’


‘He does, he does,’ she protests. ‘I dare say it’ll get better in time. Todd always gets what he wants in the end. The problem is he’s always been so keen on her making her own way, didn’t want her to be one of those entitled rich kids who had everything handed to them on a silver platter. She gets resentful when she sees me … you know … spending his money, as she sees it. But I’m his partner. We live together. It’s our money. And it’s not like I don’t contribute anything – the advertising revenue from my Instagram is going up all the time.’


That’s undoubtedly true, but it must be a drop in the ocean compared to Todd’s income as a hedge fund manager.


‘What does Kitty do for money?’


‘Events organising,’ she says. ‘Parties, launches, that kind of thing, I think.’


‘That must be fun. Nice job to have at her age.’ It’s similar to what I used to do, although mine were boring business events. I imagine hers are a lot more glamorous. ‘I suppose she gets to meet lots of interesting people.’


‘Yes, I suppose that’s one good thing about it. So … I was going to ask you … ’ Saffie says, uncharacteristically uncertain. ‘Have you seen Owen?’


Saffie’s ex-husband Owen and Andrew are best friends, the longest-standing of the group, having known each other since boarding-school days and gone on to university together. Owen and I have always been close, too, and both Andrew and I have done our utmost since the split to make sure he doesn’t feel betrayed by us, or that we’ve abandoned him in favour of Saffie and Todd. The others in the group haven’t made any significant efforts in this regard. It’s not been easy for Owen, being shut out from a group of friends he thought of as his, who have turned out to be on Saffie’s side.


‘Of course we’ve seen him. He’s Andrew’s best friend.’ I take a mouthful of my champagne, stifling a cough as it burns my throat. Although I like the fuzziness it bestows, and I’ve learned to ooh and aah over it, all wine tastes sour and vinegary to me. I often wonder if anyone genuinely likes it or whether it’s a big conspiracy – the Emperor’s new pinot. My mum and dad used to drink cheap wines that I’ve since learned to sneer at – Blue Nun and Liebfraumilch – but I don’t think they’re discernibly different to what I’m downing now, especially after a couple of glasses. What I don’t tell Saffie is the extent of Andrew’s issue with her and Todd’s relationship. I know he feels he’s betraying Owen when we spend time with Saffie and Todd. I had to work hard to persuade him to come on this trip at all.


‘How are things with you and Andrew?’


I put my glass down in surprise. I can’t remember the last time anyone asked me that. When you’ve been with your husband for almost twenty-five years, it’s not a question you get asked. Everyone is hungry for the details of a new relationship – the passionate embraces, the first declarations of love – but nobody ever wants to know how a long-married couple are doing, even though it’s more pertinent. Naturally ‘things’ between new lovers are good, otherwise they wouldn’t be together. What’s the point of a new relationship, if it’s not full of long afternoons in bed exploring each other’s bodies and lives, leaving only to top up wine glasses or fetch a decadent snack from the fridge? In long-term relationships, you had all those meaningful conversations in those long-ago afternoons in bed and now all you have left is mundanities. There are peaks and troughs, but the light is not always distinguishable from the shade and there are periods of grey nothingness. I don’t say any of this to Saffie.


‘Good,’ is all I manage. It’s not a lie. Things are fine. Andrew is stressed at work, but that’s nothing new, and between our jobs and the children there is little time for ‘us’, but that’s every working parent, isn’t it? We’re not remarkable. Nothing to report. Hopefully this weekend will give us a chance to unwind and spend some proper time together.


‘Just good?’ Saffie says with a touch of pity.


‘I mean … ’ I’m fumbling my way towards expressing these thoughts when Trina’s husband Julian bursts in wearing the classic ex-public-schoolboy-abroad uniform of chino shorts, a striped shirt rolled to the elbow and deck shoes, holding a pad of paper and a pen.


‘Here you are, girls! What pizza are you having? Have you looked at the menu?’


‘Why don’t you get a variety and we can share?’ Saffie says. ‘Don’t get an individual one for everyone, though. How big are they? Would a large one be enough for three? Or even four? Because everyone’s been snacking, so they might not be that hungry.’


‘Yes, yes, don’t worry your head,’ he says. ‘Better to have too much than not enough, though. What about you, Trina?’ he says to his wife as she comes in with the empty tray. ‘Happy with anything?’


‘Yes, whatever you like.’


She stands at the sink, wiping invisible marks from the tray’s surface and drying it elaborately with a tea towel.


‘Good girl,’ he says. ‘I’ll see you in a bit.’


‘Will that be enough, d’you think?’ Saffie says when he’s gone. ‘If he gets one pizza between four?’


‘It’ll be fine, Saff. Don’t stress. Is everything OK, Trina?’


‘Yes, why?’ she says, but doesn’t wait for an answer. ‘I’d better get back out there and check on the drinks.’ She gives the tray one final wipe and leaves the room.


‘Sorry, Liz.’ Saffie turns her attention to me. ‘What were you going to say before all that?’


She looks at me enquiringly, but the moment has gone.


‘Nothing!’ I say brightly. ‘Let’s take our drinks outside.’


‘Can you bring some more crisps?’


I grab a bag of hand-cut, skin-on slices of organic potato fried in extra virgin olive oil, assailed by an unaccountable longing for the neon orange dust and claggy maize of the cheesy puffs of my childhood, and follow Saffie out to the terrace.


Todd’s daughter Kitty has taken up residence at one end, sipping moodily on a glass of champagne. She’s intimidatingly attractive, all endless brown legs and sleek honey-blonde hair. It’s the first time the rest of us have met her, but she’s not troubled herself to engage with us. Todd himself is sitting with Poppy, on the steps that lead down to the lawn, drinks in hand. Andrew is at the far end of the terrace, deep in conversation with Trina. I see him as a stranger would – tall, dark and broad, not classically handsome, but ruggedly attractive – and experience a twinge of a long-buried jealousy that I thought was ancient history. Andrew and Trina went out together at university for a year or so, and had broken up not long before I met him. At first I had found it difficult that he had such a friendly relationship with his ex, although in retrospect it reflects well on both of them that they were able to stay friends. Not long after he and I got together Trina had gone off travelling the world, at which I was secretly relieved. When she got back he and I were so happy and secure that it had never been a problem, and she’s ended up being one of my closest friends.


When she spots me and Saffie, she comes bustling over.


‘Let’s sit and have a drink. You’ve been on your feet since you got here, Saff.’


The two women cross the terrace to a wooden bench and sink down onto it. I stand for a few seconds, surveying the scene. It’s a beautiful early summer evening, the air still warm, the scent of elderflower drifting across the lawn from nearby woodland. Champagne fizzes in my glass, crisp and cold. The prospect of a weekend spent in the company of my dearest friends stretches ahead of me. I want more than anything to be able to loosen up and enjoy it, but something is stopping me. I tell myself I’m being silly, give myself a mental shake and go and join Saffie and Trina on the bench.









Chapter 4


Poppy


FRIDAY NIGHT, VILLA ROSA


Todd stands up to go and get more champagne. Poppy surveys the garden which is just on the right side of wild – manicured would be too vulgar for this house. The grass is neatly cut, but around the edges brightly coloured flowers and feathery grasses riot, artfully clashing. The lawn stretches down to a low stone wall, beyond which a path leads to the house’s own private cove, a picture-perfect confluence of white sand and azure sea framed by a dramatic, craggy rockscape that plunges seawards from the cliffs above. She’s never stayed anywhere like it, and is unlikely to ever again so she might as well make the most of it.


How is it that Saffie has ended up with all this at her disposal, and Poppy always seems to be scraping by? Her daughter Scarlet (the result of a brief fling in her twenties, the father long gone from both their lives) is at university, but when she was younger Poppy was always the one who forgot to pay for school trips and sent her PE kit in on the wrong days. On several occasions she’d forgotten to pick Scarlet up and had to endure the humiliation of being phoned by the school secretary who colluded in the fantasy that Poppy had been merely held up, ostentatiously calling her Mrs McAdams, when she knew she was nothing of the sort.


Saffie’s heart doesn’t sink like Poppy’s as the end of the month approaches and next month’s bills loom large. She probably doesn’t have a clue when the direct debits go out, if rich people even pay their bills that way. Poppy hasn’t told anyone how bad things have got. They wouldn’t understand – she gets a decent salary as a partner in her and Andrew’s PR business, after all, although there haven’t been any bonuses to speak of for a long time. What they don’t know is how many times she’s re-mortgaged the house to get herself out of trouble – there’s barely a square inch of it that doesn’t belong to the mortgage company and the last time she called them they point blank refused to lend her any more. Just as well because the mortgage payments take up an unsustainably large chunk of her salary as it is.


She tries to force what she has done to the back of her mind, as if not thinking about it will make it go away. She knows it’s a mistake and she’s going to rectify it. She just needs a little more time. Or a miracle.


She slips her phone out of her pocket to check there hasn’t been another text from Scarlet. She’d sounded wretched on the phone last night. Poppy had begged her to confide in one of her friends about how unhappy she was, but Scarlet said she hadn’t got any friends, and she refused to access the mental health services available on campus. She’d barely left her room for days. When she started at university last October, she’d appeared to settle in quickly, but how much of that was a charade for Poppy’s benefit? She could see which way this was heading. Scarlet had already missed most of the last month’s seminars, and the more she missed, the harder it would be to catch up. The best thing for her would be to leave and apply again next year to a different university. To come home. A shiver runs down Poppy’s spine. What if there is no home?


She watches Saffie taking a selfie with the honeyed stone of the house in the background, the latest in an endless stream of carefully curated photos for her Instagram. She’s been playing the dutiful hostess but Poppy has seen how tired and drawn she is in the odd moment when she thinks no one is observing her. If anyone asks, Poppy knows Saffie would blame the stress of organising this weekend – ha! As if Saffie has any idea what stress means. She wouldn’t last a single day living Poppy’s life, dealing with what she has to deal with. She pushes that thought down as firmly as she can. She’s promised herself she won’t think about it this weekend, that she’ll allow herself a couple of days off from the coruscating worry that has been consuming her. She will not think about Scarlet, crying alone in her room, or about the bills piling up at home – the final demands, and the threats of further action. She will force out any thoughts about Andrew, and about how Liz will feel if she ever finds out what Poppy has done.
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