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Chapter One


Durham University, April 2014

Libby lifted her head for a moment, the whispers carrying through the stacks, before she dropped back into her work again like a dreamer drifting in and out of consciousness. Time had long since ceased to mean anything. The streetlights outside had been shining for hours now and the chocolate bar wrapper on the desk was proof she’d had dinner, should her mother text and ask.

She felt hands upon her shoulders suddenly, faces pressed to her cheeks.

‘There you are!’ someone stage-whispered excitedly, the words carrying halfway down Billy B hall.

‘Hey! What are you guys doing in here?’ she hissed, turning to find Zannah, Coco and Ems standing in a huddle behind her.

‘We saw you from the street!’ Coco whispered excitedly. ‘We were standing out there like lunatics, calling you, but you didn’t even look up!’

‘Well, no, she did look up,’ Ems corrected. ‘But you didn’t look out. Libs! How can you still be here at this time of night?’

‘What time is it?’

‘Quarter to midnight!’

‘Oh.’ Libby glanced around the library; it had been full all day but now only a few people were still at the study cubicles. It was always the same faces, as well. ‘I’m just finishing a paper.’

‘Naturally,’ Zannah nodded. ‘When’s it due?’

‘Tuesday.’

Zannah’s eyebrow flexed up. ‘Tuesday. And you’re working in here till midnight five days before, because . . .?’ She twirled her hand around, waiting for Libby’s good explanation.

‘I don’t like getting behind?’

Zannah tutted and sighed, looking at the others with rolled eyes. Her beautiful auburn hair spread over her shoulders like a fur cape, piercing blue eyes highlighted with a green powder on her lids.

‘Libs, I’ve got an essay due tomorrow at twelve. It’s worth twenty per cent of my final grade and I’ve done, like . . . ten per cent of it,’ Coco said, pressing her hand to her heart earnestly. ‘But I work better under pressure.’

‘Really?’ Libby stared at her in amazement. Perhaps the demands of a Psychology degree were different to Law, but she just couldn’t imagine how it could be feasible to leave something like that until the very last moment. Didn’t her friend see that their entire futures relied on their performance here? Or was Coco’s future assured anyway? Rich parents, the right schools, contacts . . .?

‘Don’t look so worried! I’ve got all morning to get it done.’

‘Tomorrow? You mean you’ve not come here to start it now?’

Libby watched as her three housemates folded with laughter, as if she were the one acting crazy.

‘Oh Libs, you’re a riot!’ Zannah cackled. ‘Fancy arriving here at ten minutes to midnight to start working – on your housemate’s birthday!’

‘Huh?’ Libby looked at them blankly.

‘It’s Charlie’s twenty-first, dummy!’ Ems grinned.

‘Oh shit, is it?’

‘Yeah. Didn’t you get any of our messages? We’ve been snapping you all day.’

‘Oh. No, I . . .’ She glanced down at her bag. ‘Notifications are on silent. I was trying not to get distracted . . . it’s been a shit day.’

‘Oh no hon, no, no, no,’ Zannah said with a shake of her head. ‘I had a dental appointment and a smear test this morning. That’s what we call a shit day! But I’m still out.’ She gave a ‘beat that’ shrug.

‘We’re meeting the boys at Klute now and you’ve got to come,’ Ems said.

‘Oh, no, I really can’t,’ Libby said, pulling back.

‘Yes, we insist!’ Coco said. ‘All for one and one for all, remember?’

It was the girl housemates’ mantra and usually invoked when one or more was hellbent on making a bad decision. If one went down, they’d all go down together. 

‘We’re not leaving without you,’ Zannah said, squatting down in front of Libby and making direct eye contact. This was her shorthand for showing she wouldn’t take no for an answer. ‘You’ve been in here for hours – yet again – and it’ll be pretty crap if you don’t show for his birthday.’

‘But I really don’t think my presence will be missed.’

‘Says who? Charlie adores you!’ Zannah said loudly, prompting someone further down the stacks to clear their throat disapprovingly, as Libby shot her a disbelieving look. ‘He’s much nicer to you than he ever is to me.’

‘That’s because you keep finishing his bread.’

‘Nonsense. He eats my granola,’ she shrugged. ‘No, he thinks you’re better than the rest of us animals – he says you’re the only person in the house with a moral compass.’

‘That’s code for virgin!’

They all laughed.

‘Which I am not!’ Libby added, even though she had yet to have an overnight guest at their house; the very few fumbles she had experienced over her three years here had been profoundly disappointing and scarcely worth the bother.

‘Yeah, yeah, yeah. Whatever. You’re coming with us,’ Zannah said bossily, reaching over and closing her reference book. ‘We are staging an intervention. You said yourself that paper’s not due for another five days. Look at Coco’s predicament! She’s the one in the shit and she’s not freaking out. If she’s got the time, you’ve got the time. Come on!’

‘But I’m not . . . I’m not dressed for Klute!’ Libby protested as Ems began putting her books into her bag and Zannah pulled her up by the arm. They scanned her jeans, thrift-shop Adidas sweatshirt and Vans. Light frowns creased their pretty brows.

‘Well, what’s under that top?’ Zannah asked, yanking it up and having a look.

‘Just a cami—’

‘Yeah great, that’ll do.’

‘But I can’t . . . I can’t wear that! It’s basically a vest!’ she hissed, mortified. She looked around them to make sure no one was listening. ‘And . . . and I’m not wearing a bra.’

‘Really?’ Ems looked surprised. As a fellow D-cup, it was a bold call.

‘Well, I knew I’d just be sitting here all day. It wasn’t like anyone was going to see me.’

‘No bra, even better,’ Zannah declared loudly, prompting many more heads to turn their way. Libby crossed her arms over her chest; it had always been bigger than she liked and she deliberately dressed to conceal it. As her older brother Rick liked to tease, she had woken up one morning to find puberty had chosen violence.

‘Absolutely not. There’s no way,’ she said firmly. ‘Besides the boob situation, just look at my hair—’

‘There’s nothing wrong with your hair,’ Zannah frowned.

‘And I’ve got no make-up—’

‘Oh, I’ve got a load,’ Coco smiled reassuringly. ‘Don’t worry about that. We can do you up in the loos.’

Libby became aware that her friends had gathered up her books and, encircling her, were gently herding her towards the stairs. ‘No, guys, seriously, I can’t . . .’ she protested, a feeble laugh escaping her as they escorted her down between them like bailiffs. People were staring from the cubicles, puzzlement on their faces to see her – always so quiet, so disciplined, so docile – being manhandled by them. Her housemates enjoyed something of a reputation as party girls.

‘Mm?’ Zannah asked, looping her arm through so that they were linked and escape was impossible. ‘What’s that?’

‘I can’t hear anything,’ Ems shrugged, her arms swinging jauntily.

Coco produced some miniature vodka bottles from her pockets and held them out to her. ‘Down the hatch, then, Libs.’

Libby looked at them, knowing full well she had a nine a.m. tutorial the next day. Knowing full well they didn’t give a damn. She gave a groan of defeat and took the bottles as the girls cheered, shepherding her through the glass doors and into the night.

‘Charlie!’ she shouted, having to call over the crowd. He was still three people away but she couldn’t seem to get any closer. The club was tiny and cramped, with low ceilings and sticky floors.

‘Liiiiibs!’ He waved at her, lunging through the bodies and somehow pulling her towards him. His face was flushed and his dark blonde hair damp with sweat, and she quickly realized he would be swaying a lot more dramatically without the crowd holding him up. He and the others had been drinking all day, of course. She had turned up for the closing minutes.

‘Happy birthday, Charlie,’ she said, reaching up to give him a hug.

‘Here, have this,’ he said, glassy-eyed and handing her a shot glass.

‘I can’t, I’ve got—’

‘Drink it. On the birthday boy’s orders.’

‘Fine.’ She drained it and gave a shiver – bubble-gum vodka. The girls had made her down four minis on the way over here.

‘And now this one.’ He held up another.

‘Charlie!’ she protested. Where was he getting them from? She looked across and saw Rollo at the bar, one elbow on the counter like a country pub regular, passing them back.

‘Please drink it!’ he implored. ‘You’re saving me here! I can see three of you.’

‘Oh.’

‘Everyone keeps forcing them on me,’ he said sadly, swaying again. ‘I’m so pissed, I can’t feel my own face.’

‘So say no!’ Loyally, she drained the glass for him.

‘In here? With all of them? I’m their prisoner.’ A hiccup escaped him.

‘Well then, that makes two of us,’ she grinned. ‘I was just kidnapped from the library. The girls staged an intervention.’

‘Yes, quite right too!’ He hiccupped again. ‘Arch said he saw you there at lunch and laid a bet you’d be there till midnight.’

‘In that case, he just lost it. The girls got me out at ten to.’

‘Good. So then I’m ten quid up,’ he said, proudly thumbing his chest and looking down as he did so, as if to make sure he wouldn’t miss. ‘Whoa!’ he exclaimed, eyes widening as he noticed her in her cami. ‘Libs! You look . . . you look amazing!’ He looked back at her, open-mouthed. ‘Like, who fucking knew!’

‘Knew what?’

‘That you’re so . . . sexy!’

He sounded so surprised that Libby wasn’t sure whether to be offended, but she’d had enough vodka now to not especially care. ‘. . . Thanks, I guess?’ she said, pulling the cami up at the front a little. Coco had ‘done’ her face as they stood in the long queue, dotting, dabbing and blending on her skin, while Zannah had styled her long dark brown hair into a high pony, ‘but with vibes’.

‘You should . . . you should definitely dress like that more often. You’re a speshal person. Don’t hide your light under a bushel, Libs,’ he slurred.

‘Thanks, but no. My boobs are not my so-called light . . . Where are the others, anyway?’ she asked, quickly changing the subject as the crowd jostled and squeezed around them like a boa constrictor’s coils.

‘Over there somewhere . . . oh,’ he said, pointing towards the corner, where Coco and Zannah were talking to some of the rugby lads. Both tall, with bright, glossy manes shining under the lights, they were easy to spot in the crowd, throwing their heads back in laughter and talking excitedly. They always looked so interesting; such fun. Libby wished she could have some of their social ease, but she forever had too much to do.

She watched Charlie watch Coco for a few moments, seeing how he clenched his jaw and released it, a nervous tic, as if he was trying to gather momentum within himself.

‘Why don’t you just tell her?’ she asked him, feeling drunk enough to finally broach the topic.

He looked back at her, surprised to find her watching him. He closed his eyes and sighed, far too drunk to even attempt a denial. ‘Can’t,’ he sighed.

‘Why not? You’re mad about her,’ she said, seeing how his head lolled, already defeated.

‘Because, in case you hadn’t noticed, I’ve been firmly friendzoned.’

‘She thinks you’re really cute. She told me once when we were having a girl chat. She likes your eyes and she thinks your mouth is really kissable.’

‘Yeah?’ He brightened briefly, his fingers moving automatically to his lips as if to check them for himself. He swayed again as he looked down. ‘No, I can’t. It would be awkward now. She doesn’t see me that way. She told me once I’m like the big brother she never had!’

‘But you’re a month younger than her.’ Coco’s birthday had been celebrated in the Easter holidays – a dinner for fifty at the ‘proper’ Ivy in London. Libby hadn’t been able to make it; she worked at the bakery back in her Herefordshire village during the holidays, and the train fare alone would have wiped out a day’s earnings.

‘I know. Go figure,’ he shrugged, hiccupping at the same time. ‘Besides, house rules.’

Libby bit her lip. At the beginning of their tenancy – just before she had moved in – the others had drawn up various commandments for living together: no leaving the washing-up in the sink (routinely ignored), no hogging the washing machine (the boys had yet to use it), no pinching each other’s food (a pointless directive) and no hooking up with housemates.

‘Come on. You know those are flexible to say the least.’

‘She’s a believer, though. She says it would ruin the atmosphere in the house if everyone was hooking up.’

‘But she hooked up with Archie!’

‘Everyone’s hooked up with Archie!’ he groaned. ‘And besides, that was in first year. It doesn’t count.’

‘Last year too.’ According to Zannah.

‘Agh, really?’ He winced as she nodded. ‘Fuck.’ He ran a hand through his hair, looking pained.

‘But you know it doesn’t mean anything.’

‘That only makes it worse,’ he groaned. ‘Arch had her and didn’t even care. Whereas I . . . I . . .’ He looked over to where Coco was standing again, open longing in his eyes.

Libby put a hand on his arm. ‘Look, she’s friendzoned you, yes. So you need to make her see you in a different way. You’re so lovely and respectful. You listen to everyone’s problems. You never make any drama. But perhaps you should.’

‘Me? Be dramatic?’ he scoffed.

‘Yes. Be more forceful. Stop putting everyone else first. Go over there and make it clear what you want. Coco likes a confident guy.’

‘I’m confident.’

‘Only in your calculus lectures,’ she tutted, knowing that was the real reason why he liked her; nothing to do with moral compasses, they were both introverts trying to survive in an extroverted world. ‘Go on, be brave and take a chance – you’ve got some Dutch courage in you. Make your move before one of those rugger buggers does it for you.’

‘. . . You think?’ he mumbled. ‘What would I say?’

‘Tell her she’s the most beautiful girl here.’

‘Yeah. Okay, I will,’ he said after a moment. ‘Because she is,’ he added, swaying dramatically again.

‘Exactly.’

He looked back at her, staring openly at her chest in a way that would make him cringe when he woke up tomorrow. ‘But Libs, you’re the sexiest.’

She slapped her arm over her chest, mortified. ‘Oh my god, shut up! Just go and talk to her right now,’ she cried, rolling her eyes and pushing him away. She could only hope, for both their sakes, that he wouldn’t remember this conversation in the morning. ‘Go tell her that you like her.’

‘—kay.’

She watched him stagger back through the bodies, hoping she’d done him – and Coco – a favour, but not entirely sure. The vodka had well and truly hit now, and her own judgement was impaired. She closed her eyes for a moment, feeling the bass of the music reverberate in her chest. She looked around for Ems, but she was snogging Prock against a pillar; Rollo was leaning in now and talking into a girl’s ear, telling a joke; from the way the girl pulled back, honking with laughter, it looked like he might be getting lucky too. There was no sign of Archie, although he ran with a more glamorous crowd and was no doubt carousing in a nearby castle, or up at a black-tie dinner in Edinburgh for the night.

Charlie was making slow progress through the bodies and she could see Coco and Zannah were still occupied with the number eight and the flanker. She had been separated from them when she saw a couple of girls from her course on the way in and they got chatting – always a bad move; there was safety in being pinned to her flatmates’ sides. Distinction by association. Of course, she knew she could go over to them at any time, but they had been ahead of her, drinks-wise, from the start tonight, and although fairly drunk, she wasn’t anywhere near drunk enough to try for her own random hook-up. She just wasn’t like them – she needed more than a cute face and muscles to get turned on, and every encounter she’d had where she’d forced herself to ‘go through with it’ had left her feeling empty.

She watched everyone flirting and dancing and drinking around her and felt a sudden, pulsing loneliness, a sharp sense of dislocation. She was here and yet still, somehow, not. It was painful to admit that she wasn’t a part of this; that no one really cared if she was here or not. She had seen Charlie now, chatted with the birthday boy for a few minutes, and her presence beyond that was an irrelevance. She turned away and headed for the exit.

The queue that had snaked up the narrow street earlier had disappeared now, and the cold night air immediately made her shiver and stop. Too late, she remembered her sweatshirt – and books – were still with Coco’s bags. She hesitated for a moment, debating whether to brave the crowd to get them, but that would risk being pulled into another conversation; Coco would bring them back with her, she was certain, and she turned up the road instead, walking briskly and grateful that so few people were about. Everyone was either in bed or in the club.

She headed home, keeping to the shadows where she could, and trying to look less drunk than anyone she passed. She walked with her arms crossed over her chest, her chin tucked in, wishing she could teleport, or be invisible, or afford a cab.

She was turning onto their street twelve minutes later when the sound of drunken voices startled her and she looked ahead to find a couple arguing in the middle of the road. The guy was so far gone, he was staggering about like a comedy drunk, waving his arms ineffectually as the girl shouted at him. She was wearing pegged black leather trousers and a man’s white shirt, the tails wrapped and tied around her slender waist, chunky gold rings flashing on her fingers; the effect was a delicious clash of delicate femininity and androgyny and Libby studied her, hoping she could remember it for . . . well, one day. She had to hope there would be a point in her future when her life was more glamorous than this and she would get to be that girl, even if only for a moment.

Libby reached for her keys in her jeans pocket, crossing the road and keeping her head down as she approached. She knew exactly who the angry fashionista was, jabbing her finger now, her clipped vowels becoming ever sharper. Her name was Arabella Tait and according to Durfess, the Durham gossip site, she had already appeared twice in Tatler’s Little Black Book and had been scouted for Made in Chelsea. Archie had been seeing her for a few weeks and although Libby had never actually seen her in the flesh before, there had been enough talk in the house about her recently for Libby to feel – ridiculously – excited to see her here now. The hype, it appeared, was fully justified.

Arabella must have seen Libby cross between the parked cars, because she faltered, interrupting her furious stream of invective and regaining a modicum of self-control. She tipped her head back and ran a hand through her blonde mane, exhaling like a yogi.

‘Belly,’ Archie slurred, taking advantage of the brief pause and reaching for her with an outstretched arm, his head lolling from the effort. ‘Just come in and . . . we can talk . . . I’ll make it up to you.’

‘Fuck you, Archie!’

‘But Belly . . .’

‘—Don’t Belly me! You’re a mess! You’ve got fucking issues, you know that?’

Briefly, the two women made eye contact as Libby approached, and Arabella swept a passing glance over her vintage Levi’s and bottle-green Brandy Melville cotton camisole. Libby turned onto the short front path outside the house and Arabella – seeing which house – began to turn and walk away down the middle of the road. ‘Don’t call me, Archie. Ever!’ she warned him. ‘I’m blocking you on everything!’

‘Belly!’ he wailed, lunging after her again and tripping over his own feet. ‘Baby!’

But Arabella didn’t turn back as she stalked away, her phone already out and calling someone to apprise them of this status update in her life. Libby stood at the front door, unseen by Archie, who was still flat out in the middle of the road, and waited for him to get up. This lovers’ spat was none of her business and absolutely par for the course for him; Archie was wild – ‘a degenerate’ was how he chose to describe himself – everyone knew that. This was just his typical Thursday night. He’d have someone new by the weekend.

And yet . . .

She turned back. He was lying on his side, groaning, largely hidden in a dark spot where the light pools between the lamp posts didn’t quite meet. She sighed, just able to imagine the headlines: Aristocratic scion crushed by Uber.

‘Archie,’ she said, going over and crouching beside him, but she was drunk too and she almost ended up on her bottom as she tried to balance on her toes. Just because she wasn’t as drunk as him didn’t make her sober. ‘. . . Archie, you need to get up. You can’t stay here.’

‘Wha . . .?’ he groaned, rolling onto his back and looking up at her. She could tell that, like Charlie, he was seeing three of her. ‘Who . . .?’

‘It’s me. Libby. Your housemate, remember?’

‘Libby?’ he queried, as if he’d never heard the name before.

She looked away, feeling that desolation wash through her again. Here, but not here . . . God, was she really so forgettable that even her own housemate couldn’t remember her? ‘Look, let’s just get you off the road and into the house, okay?’

She stepped back, trying to pull him up by his arm. There was a rip in his shirt and a thick streak of mud all down his jeans. What had he been doing? Bush jumping? For reasons she couldn’t fathom, jumping or being thrown into bushes was one of the male undergraduates’ favourite pastimes. That and stealing traffic cones; there was still one in the boys’ bathroom on the first floor, upon which a single roll of toilet paper was balanced.

‘Come on, you have to try to help yourself,’ she said as he dangled on the ground like a limp noodle. ‘I can’t lift you by myself.’

‘No,’ he frowned, looking at her and still trying to focus. ‘You’re very . . . little,’ he said, chuckling as though her petiteness was funny. She was five foot three if she really straightened her spine.

‘Archie, get up.’

Somehow he folded his legs and she was able to pull him up; but verticality was not his friend and he staggered about again, reaching for the nearest support. She caught him before he could topple over once more. ‘Whoa,’ he laughed, his eyes wide as she grabbed his shirt at the waist and stood as a counterbalance to him.

‘Put your arm over my shoulders and lean on me,’ she commanded, her knees almost buckling as she took some of his weight and they began to stumble back to the house. It was like walking with someone who had their shoelaces tied together – small, faltering steps; balance erratic, and not helped by the fact that with almost a foot’s difference in height between them, he was having to stoop just to find her shoulder.

‘Right, stand there,’ she said, propping him up against the pebbledashed wall of the narrow porch with one hand on his chest to keep him upright as she fished in her jeans pocket for the key. Unfortunately, she had slipped it into the small coin pocket at the front and it was now firmly wedged sideways. ‘Ugh,’ she muttered, trying to wrest it free with one hand and hold him up with the other. ‘Come on.’

‘Libby,’ he mumbled from his supported position, watching her struggle, his eyes half slitted as oblivion beckoned. ‘Libby! I know herrrr . . .!’

‘I should hope so.’

‘But . . .’ He gave a confused frown as she felt his eyes drag over her like a rake, settling heavily on her chest. ‘She’s not you.’

‘No? Who am I, then?’ she asked, bored already of babysitting him. For a man with such natural charisma, he made for a tiresome drunk.

‘. . . Banging . . . body,’ he whispered, looking back up at her with something approaching focus. She felt his gaze catch her, though she hadn’t been aware she was falling, and for a second it felt like she glimpsed his soul and he glimpsed hers, as if they were shadows passing behind their eyes.

He lunged – or was it fell? – towards her, his mouth upon hers with an expert aim that not even a bottle of whisky (or whatever it was he’d emptied) could deter. For all his drunken clumsiness, his lips somehow still worked, pulling an instinctive response from her. He smelled of smoke and Miss Dior; he tasted of a doubtless-expensive single malt. It was exactly as she might have imagined, yet she still couldn’t believe Archie Templeton was kissing her.

She felt his hand move unhesitatingly up her waist to her breast, caressing her lightly with a practised touch and prompting a blush of goosepimples to rush over the surface of her skin. She froze, a groan escaping him as he discovered her braless state.

‘Fuck,’ he whispered as he pulled back and looked at her like she was something wondrous. For a moment, neither of them stirred, his hand still upon her as if in reverence.

Then instinct kicked in.

She gasped and slapped him hard, once, across the cheek. ‘Don’t do that. Don’t ever touch me without my permission,’ she hissed.

‘Ssss—’ His hand and head fell back as he sagged against the wall, his eyes closing as a pink handprint began to glow on his cheek. ‘Sssorry . . . sssorry . . . Libby.’

She felt her own cheeks burning too as she released the key at last and, getting it into the lock, pushed open the door. She stood back to let him in first. With his hands on the walls, he wove a jagged path straight towards the sofa, toppling over the back of it and falling slightly askew on the cushions.

Libby shut the door behind her and walked over to him. He was lying face down, one leg hanging off the front, already almost unconscious. She stared at him – beautiful and wretched all at once – and wondered what he had done to get Arabella Tait to dump him tonight. No doubt they would be back together again by this time tomorrow. They made a dazzling couple – her looks, his heritage . . . People like them should be together. They just fit.

She retrieved the yellow bucket reserved for emergencies such as this and positioned it in the appropriate spot beside him, then climbed the stairs to her room and sank onto her bed. She stared at the wall, trying to calm herself and make sense of what had happened in those few moments; her heart was still pounding fast, her mind a riotous confusion. The orderly calm of the library felt very distant now, and that girl who had spent all evening working in the window already seemed so different from the one on this bed. She had thought she knew herself – what she wanted, what she stood for – but now the world seemed to have inverted somehow, becoming as wobbly on its axis as Archie had been on his legs; because she wasn’t upset by what had happened downstairs. She didn’t hate him for it.

But she ought to, and that was where her confusion lay. He was paralytically drunk, yes; he hadn’t known what he was doing – she knew that. Just like she knew he still couldn’t touch her without consent, no matter how drunk he was. What she couldn’t wrap her head around was that it hadn’t been instinct that made her slap him, but conditioning.

Her instinct hadn’t been to stop him, but to let him.

To her surprise, she had liked it. And to her shame, she had wanted it.

That one, unexpected touch had woken her up, just as he passed out.

He would never remember it, she knew; he had been there, but not there. And she had been alone in the moment, once again.






Chapter Two


Just off the A1M near Thirsk, North Yorkshire, 22 December 2023

They rounded the bend, the headlights of an oncoming car blinding them both so that they reached, in unison, for the sun visors.

‘Wanker,’ Max muttered below his breath. Libby caught sight of her own reflection in the overhead mirror and checked her make-up; her smoky eye was holding up well, considering she’d applied it eight hours ago. A little blush though, perhaps? she mused, reaching behind her for the handbag wedged into the eight-inch cavity behind her seat. Coupés were all well and good until you actually had to travel anywhere in them.

She dabbed cream blush lightly onto the apples of her cheeks; the temperature was plummeting outside, snowflakes smudging the windscreen, but she still wanted to look like she’d been skipping in a summery field of daisies.

‘What did you think of the dress?’ she asked him.

He arched one eyebrow up ever so slightly, his gaze lifting off the road for a fraction of a second. ‘Yes.’

It was his usual sardonic reply when he didn’t want to give an answer. He was far too clever – and too well trained as a corporate lawyer – to incriminate himself.

Libby chuckled. ‘The ruffles were ill-advised, I felt.’

‘Hmm.’

He reached forward and changed the radio station. They were heading deeper into the moors now and reception was becoming patchy, static crackling as the horizon dropped down and peeled back, further and further away. Traffic was changing with the landscape too, the small city hatchbacks and articulated lorries on the motorway now swapped for tractors, Landies and Mitsubishi Shoguns. Max was beginning to wince every time they passed one as the roads grew into narrow lanes. The Mercedes was low-slung and wide-hipped, and he was forced to slow almost to a crawl against the hedgerows, to be sure of avoiding scratches in the glossy paintwork.

Still, it had been great fun travelling to the wedding in it, sunlight glinting off the windscreen and his hand on her thigh, the two of them drawing curious stares as they stopped – vastly overdressed in morning suit and navy Me & Em silk – at service stations.

Libby looked out across the moorland, the lights of far-off houses glinting in the encroaching dusk. It had been a long time since she’d been up in this neck of the woods, although she had never really known the moors at all, only ever passing through them on the train to Durham. She swallowed, feeling a small flutter of nerves in the pit of her stomach, as she always did when she allowed her mind to travel back there. She had spent the past nine years keeping her sights focused on the path ahead of her, not the one at her back, and yet she had a sense of it always there, like a shadow stitched to her.

‘So remind me again – the one who sent the email, practically begging you to come to this dinner, is—’

She brought herself back into the moment. ‘Ems. Emma Proctor. Married to Jack, but he’s only ever known as Prock.’

‘Right,’ he murmured, his finger tapping lightly on the wheel. ‘And they’re pregnant.’

‘Exactly. The reason for doing this, tonight’s a sort of Last Hurrah. I guess things will be different once the baby comes.’

‘Really?’ he asked. ‘. . . Yeah, I heard something similar about babies too. So self-centred. It’s all about them.’

She grinned, liking his sarcasm. ‘Ha ha.’

He winked at her. ‘And then there’s a . . . Susannah, right?’

‘Yep. Known as Zannah. Or Zany Zannah – which pretty much tells you all you need to know about her.’

He glanced across at her, as if picking up on the slight tone change, but she was looking out of the window. ‘And what does she do, this Zany Zannah?’

‘Last I heard, she heads up the tennis division at IMG, sports event management.’

‘Oh yeah.’ He gave a semi-impressed nod.

‘She moved to New York straight after graduation. Apparently she’s on first-name terms with Serena, Rafa, Roger . . . you name them, she knows them.’

‘Sounds like she’ll have some stories to tell, then. Hopefully I’ll be sitting beside her at dinner.’

‘Well, if it’s stories you’re after, then you want to be sitting next to Roly. There is no situation that man can’t tally back to a Blackadder quote and some escapade from boarding school.’

‘Ah. I feel I know him already,’ Max said dryly.

‘It’s true, he is a type,’ she conceded. ‘But you’ll love him. Everyone loves Roly. He’s a teddy bear.’

‘Which is exactly what I look for in new acquaintances. Anyone I won’t “love”?’ He said the word with a frisson of distaste. He wasn’t a man given to extremes of emotion.

‘No. They’re all great.’ She was still looking out of the window. A thin ribbon of sunset stretched like a banner above the horizon, peeping through the thick clouds.

‘Uh-huh.’

She looked back at him, knowing scepticism when she heard it. ‘What does that mean?’

He shrugged. ‘Nothing.’

‘Tell me,’ she said, shifting position slightly so that her legs were angled towards him. ‘You don’t believe my friends are all nice people?’

‘On the contrary, to hear you talk about them, they sound wonderful. Which is why I don’t understand why you had pretty much lost contact with them.’

She missed a beat. ‘That’s not true. Charlie and I email.’

‘But you don’t meet up.’

‘Well, no—’

‘Not once in nine years.’

‘Excuse me, he’s busy too. Charlie’s no slouch when it comes to his career either. He gets how it is,’ she shrugged, feeling defensive. ‘Email just works for us. He keeps in touch with the others and briefs me on what they’re all up to.’

‘Briefs you?’ Max laughed. ‘Jesus, Elizabeth, and I thought I was bad at switching off.’

She didn’t reply, but she was stung by the comment. He knew better than anyone the demands of this career; having a personal life was like gravy on roast beef: one was vital, the other a luxury. Just look at them – they were five months into an office affair, because who else was she ever going to meet outside of a nineteen-hour working day? Keeping the relationship hidden from their colleagues only seemed to add to the sexual tension, and neither one of them had brought up introducing each other to their friends or families; ‘they’ existed only in her flat or his, and sometimes this car in the underground car park. They had only attended this wedding together because the groom was an Associate Partner at the firm and they had been able to pass off travelling together as convenient.

A silence lengthened and he glanced across at her again. He placed his hand on her knee and squeezed it, seeming to sense he’d upset her. He looked straight at her, holding her stare for a moment, before having to look back at the road, but she saw in his eyes that he recognized currents below the surface. Max Prince was reputedly soon to become the youngest partner in their company, and he hadn’t achieved that by failing to observe what went unsaid. ‘And how would they describe you, if I were to ask them?’

‘Oh.’ The word was drawn from her like a sigh as she stared out at the sleet smashing itself against the windscreen. ‘In disappointing terms, I’m sure. I was very much the odd one out back then. I only lived with them for two-and-a-bit terms.’

‘Really? How so?’

‘I was in another house with some lawyers to begin with. Until there was a prolonged rainy spell in the October and we woke up one morning to several huge structural cracks in the walls and the beginnings of a sinkhole. We had to move out that same day. The house was condemned and there was no time to get anything sorted all together; we just had to find new digs asap.’ She shrugged. ‘I was friendly with Zannah through Debating Society so she sweetly offered me the top room in their house. It was actually a pretty great room. I couldn’t believe my luck.’

‘They had a bedroom going free?’ Max puzzled. ‘Why weren’t they using it?’

‘Because it had a single bed,’ Libby said with a look. ‘And let’s just say my new housemates were not the type to put up with that sort of nonsense!’

He laughed. ‘I see. It was like that, was it?’

‘Oh yes. I went from a house that was almost monastically silent, with five lawyers beavering away in it, to a full-on party house.’

‘Frat house.’

‘Exactly.’

‘Huh. You did well to graduate against the odds, then.’

‘You have no idea,’ she agreed.

‘I’m amazed they let a room go spare though, single bed or not. I had a single bed at Emmanuel and I managed just fine.’

‘I’m sure you did,’ she said, seeing the smile flicker at the corners of his mouth as some memories zipped through his mind; she could well imagine how popular he had been at Cambridge. ‘But everyone in that house was rich enough that they didn’t need to slum it, so they just split the difference between them.’

‘Lucky them,’ he said, not in the least bit envious. ‘And have they all gone on to be the massive success story that you are?’

‘I wouldn’t call myself that.’

‘No? Big career; fancy pad in Chelsea; Birkin bag . . . killer body,’ he winked.

She smiled, but noticed he didn’t include himself in her list of so-called wins. Lover, partner, boyfriend.

‘They’re all very successful in their own ways,’ she replied loyally. ‘Charlie set up his own AI company and recently sold it. Roly went straight to Sandhurst and did a few tours before coming back to Yorkshire to help his brother with the family farm.’

‘’Twas ever thus. Is he the oldest brother?’

‘No, Roly’s younger.’

‘So he didn’t inherit, then?’

‘Hmm. I’d never thought about it, but no, probably not.’

‘Big farm?’

‘Yes, I think so. Not the same scale as Archie’s estate, of course, but still pretty impressive. Why?’

‘No reason. Just trying to get the lie of the land.’

‘Oh. Well, Prock’s a surveyor and has his own company too, and Ems is an accountant; they live in Harrogate. And Coco is a very influential influencer. She’s TikTok famous apparently.’

‘Indeed,’ Max replied, a vibration of scepticism in his voice again. ‘And our host?’

She sighed again. ‘Well, Archie proves the exception to the rule when it comes to personal achievement, but his inertia is deeply inbred.’ It was her turn to deliver the sarcasm.

‘Part of the aristocratic condition, you mean?’

‘Exactly.’

Max chuckled. ‘Does he work at all?’

‘Well, I think he has a lot of chummy lunches at the Pall Mall clubs that he passes off in the name of asset management, but I think he’s primarily been killing time, waiting to come into his inheritance.’

‘Which he now has.’ His finger tapped the wheel again.

‘Which he now has,’ she muttered. Archie’s father, the 11th Viscount Templeton, had passed away the previous year. She had read the full-page obituary in The Times while eating her lunch at her desk, her gaze constantly drawn to the black-and-white photograph of a pre-pubescent, cherubic-looking Archie standing with his father outside what looked like Westminster Abbey. He bore no relation to the lanky, hell-chasing libertine she had lived with for seven months.

‘Well, I’ll be interested to see the place. I looked it up to get directions. Grade One, apparently. Capability Brown park.’

‘I wouldn’t get too excited. Charlie says that apparently the heating is indifferent and the dry rot’s so bad, someone recently went through a floorboard up to their knee.’

Max gave a snort of amusement. ‘Can’t wait to get there.’ He leaned forward to turn off the radio once and for all. Reception was almost wholly gone now, the lanes so narrow they had to rely on passing places to squeeze by the locals. The sky had deepened to a deep purple bruise, and the moon was beginning to glow behind the clouds. The silence outside the car was gathering strength as the landscape muscled into a wilderness and snowflakes were dashed against the glass with growing violence.

Libby smoothed her silk dress over her thighs – the wrap style meant it kept falling open, to Max’s preference – and sank a little lower into her seat, settling into her thoughts. In spite of her equable comments about her former housemates, she felt trepidatious about seeing everyone again. Had her friends all remained the same, or was she not the only one who had moved on? As ever, Max had cut straight to the chase; she hadn’t seen them in over nine years and most of what she knew of their lives, she knew from Instagram and the sporadic emails from Charlie. She had politely declined every one of their annual house reunions and made her excuses of work or travel whenever anyone was ‘in town’. It was only Ems’s utter determination not to accept a ‘no’ before the baby came that had forced Libby into accepting this dinner invitation. Ems had sold it as a ‘small detour’ on their way back from the wedding, assuring them that they could be on the road again in ‘three hours, tops’. If they left by eleven, they could be at Max’s place come four. It was far from ideal, but they had both pulled enough all-nighters at work not to be unduly bothered by a late bedtime.

Still, as the road led them ever closer to where her past lay assembled, she felt her nerves pitch and swoop like a flock of starlings. Three hours, she told herself as she stared out into the darkness, her own ghostly reflection blinking back at her. She could do that. Then she would be free again.






Chapter Three


April 2014

The bathroom door opened just as Libby went to pass, plumes of steam billowing out and releasing a strong scent of coconut and mango.

‘Hey.’ Muscles and teeth were what she saw first.

‘Hey,’ Libby murmured, offering a friendly nod back to the man-mountain walking out in a three-sizes-too-small pink dressing gown with lilac dots, and stepping back into Zannah’s room. She recognized him as the First XV number eight from Klute.

She continued on down the stairs, past the boys’ floor and down to the sitting room. There was no sign of Archie on the sofa, no impression of his collapsed body on the cushions; only the warmth still in her skin of where his hand had touched her.

‘Oh my god, who finished all the fucking bread?’ Coco was wailing as Libby descended to the basement. Her housemate was standing by the food cupboard in a rugby shirt and sheepskin Birkenstocks. Charlie was sitting at the tiny table, reading a day-old copy of The Times and trying not to look at Coco’s legs.

‘Morning.’

Coco spun round, her mouth dropping open as Libby stepped into the kitchen. ‘. . . Libs?’

‘How is the birthday boy feeling this morning?’ Libby asked.

‘Broken, as you might expect,’ he said in a croaky voice, pale-faced and with bags beneath his eyes. ‘But what are you doing here? Did the moon fall from the sky? Don’t you know the library will fall down without you in it?’

‘Ha ha. I overslept.’

His eyes narrowed. ‘You never oversleep. In fact, I’m not convinced you do sleep.’

Libby stuck her tongue out at him. ‘I just couldn’t drop off. And then when I did, I just couldn’t wake up.’ Her dreams had been feverish, chaotic and disordered; she’d had no desire to step back into this reality.

‘. . . And we’re out of jam!’ Coco complained, throwing a hand in the air in despair. She had gone back to staring at the barely stocked larder.

‘Well, it’s not like you had anything to eat the jam on anyway, so . . .’ Charlie gave a hapless shrug.

‘I’ve got cereal if you want some.’ Libby reached past Coco for the small box of Frosties on her shelf and sifted some into a bowl.

‘I . . . Ooh,’ Coco said, spying a stack of waffles on Ems’s shelf instead.

Libby caught Charlie’s eye while her back was turned and threw a questioning look in Coco’s direction; as feared, he shook his head sadly. She offered him a consoling smile and he shrugged. Bad news shared in silence.

‘When did you leave last night, Libs?’ Coco asked, popping the waffle in the toaster and turning back to face her, her usual good mood restored now that she was going to be able to fill her stomach. She was as lithe as a gazelle and yet could match the boys for appetite; keeping her sufficiently well fed was a constant struggle, and the ‘hanger’ was real. ‘I didn’t see you once we got in.’

‘Um, I’m not really sure, to be honest . . . One-ish?’

‘Ah, a French exit, was it? Did you get lucky then?’ Coco smiled, peering over her coffee cup.

‘What do you think?’

Coco gave a despairing sigh again. ‘I don’t get it. There’s twenty thousand students here – that’s roughly ten thousand men! There must be someone you like!’

‘I’m sure there would be, if I looked.’ Libby took the milk from the fridge and poured it onto her cereal. ‘But my focus is on work. I can’t afford not to get a first.’

‘But there is a halfway house. You can study and still get laid . . . Same goes for you too, by the way, Charlie. Don’t think I haven’t noticed you playing the celibacy card as well.’

Libby and Charlie swapped looks.

‘I take it you had a successful night then?’ Libby asked.

‘Hmm, define successful. It certainly wasn’t as successful as he thought,’ Coco muttered, missing Charlie’s wince.

‘Is he still here?’

‘Ugh, worse luck. I’m not going back up there till he’s gone. I think I’m going to swerve the rugger buggers for a while.’

‘Probably wise,’ Charlie murmured, staring at the newspaper.

‘Oof! Did you hear about Archie and Arabella?’ Coco gave a scandalized smile as her waffle popped up and she began to butter it. ‘She’s dumped him. Again.’

‘No, not the golden couple?’ Charlie asked with mock horror, sitting forward suddenly and having to rest his face in his hands as another wave of nausea hit . . . What did he do this time?’

‘Suggested a threesome – with her best friend!’ Coco cackled as she took a huge bite of waffle.

‘Yeah, because she’s fit,’ Archie himself mumbled, coming down the stairs. They all looked over as he walked in, barefoot and pale with his dark floppy hair sticking up at odd angles. He was wearing only jeans, which hung low on his hips, an Anderson & Sheppard label sticking out of the waistband of pale blue cotton boxers. He paused as he saw Libby leaning against the counter, eating cereal. ‘You.’

Libby stopped chewing even though her heart sped up. ‘Yeah?’

‘You’re here.’

‘Yeah . . . So?’

‘That’s what I said,’ Charlie muttered.

‘She overslept,’ Coco provided, taking another bite of waffle, butter running down her chin. ‘Couldn’t get to sleep.’

‘Not like you, Arch, hey?’ Charlie asked him. ‘You were passed out on the sofa when we got back.’

‘Right,’ he murmured, staring at her with a look that was both blank and searching, as if the memories of last night were floating within him, just out of reach. If he remembered his argument with Arabella, did he remember what he’d done to Libby too? And her delay in pushing him off?

He turned away suddenly and stood for a moment in the middle of the floor, looking at a loss.

‘You okay, Arch? Need to throw up?’ Coco asked him. ‘I saw the yellow bucket . . .’

‘No.’ He looked at her, seeing the butter drool down her chin; catching it with his finger, he licked it carelessly. Libby’s gaze travelled between her three housemates, all of them wearing their beauty and privilege lightly; even pallid with hangovers, they were still somehow burnished. ‘I need to eat. I’m starving,’ he grumbled, going over to the fridge and staring in, his arms looped over the door, his head right in.

Libby stole a look at his bare back; it wasn’t hugely muscled like the rugby boys’, but lightly sculpted from a lifetime spent hunting and skiing. She caught Charlie watching her and he gave her a small, sympathetic smile, seeming to understand they were both in the same boat.

Coco jumped up onto the counter, long legs dangling down and kicking the cabinets as she ate. ‘So you’ve remembered that you’re single again, have you, Arch?’ she asked him, talking with her mouth full.

‘I wasn’t aware I ever wasn’t.’

‘Arabella?’

‘That wasn’t official,’ he muttered, rubbing his face in his hands.

‘But official enough that you asked to have a threesome with her and her best friend!’

He shrugged. ‘Like I said, she’s fit.’

‘Archie!’ Coco laughed. ‘You take it too far! You’ve got to stop.’

‘Stop what? I just ran into your latest conquest on the stairs.’

She shrugged. ‘It’s not the same. You take hook-ups to a whole other level. You’re chasing all these dopamine highs but it’s empty and meaningless. It’ll never make you happy, you know.’

‘You’re right,’ he drawled with his signature sarcasm. ‘I felt really unhappy when Belly and I were—’

‘Don’t!’ Coco cried, holding up a hand. ‘Spare us the details, please. It’s too early and we’re all hung to hell.’

He shrugged. ‘I don’t see what the issue is if it’s consensual.’ He finally pulled his head out of the fridge. ‘Have we got any bread?’

‘Nope,’ Charlie muttered.

He sighed and put it back in again. ‘. . . Where’s Roly?’

‘Not back yet.’

‘Prock?’

‘Shagging Ems,’ Coco replied, leaning over and reaching for the waffle stack again. ‘I’ll buy her some more,’ she mouthed to Libby, who merely shrugged. ‘See, that’s my point, Arch. If you fall in love, you’ll get even more sex. But it’ll be better sex, see?’

‘Not really.’

‘Your problem is you’re permanently chasing your next fix—’

‘Have I got a problem?’

‘Yes! You’re all about the next girl, threesomes, bondage, whatever. But what you’re missing is connection. You just target girls and then discard them.’

He looked back at her as he pulled the milk carton out. ‘How do you know they’re not discarding me?’

‘Because for reasons none of us can understand, women can’t seem to get enough of your bad boy routine. But why don’t you try actually dating someone properly?’

‘Why don’t you?’

‘Stop deflecting.’

‘Fine. Well, seeing as you’re guilty of everything you’re accusing me of, maybe we should date.’

Coco spluttered crumbs everywhere, Charlie’s head jerking up in alarm. ‘Absolutely not! I’ve seen way too much living with you. I wouldn’t trust you as far as I could throw you.’

Archie looked at her skinny arms with a tut. ‘Rude.’ He sighed and drank the milk straight from the carton, glugging it down until only a finger-width remained. Everyone watched in appalled silence as he returned it to the fridge again.

‘You know mate, there might be something in that,’ Charlie said slowly. ‘Coco’s right, you are on a dopamine spiral. You keep wanting more and more, but each time you get it you feel less. So there’s only really one solution to that.’

‘Oh yeah, and what’s that?’

‘Go cold turkey and reset your system. You’ve got to starve yourself of what you want, get past the cravings.’

There was a silence as Archie looked back at Charlie. ‘. . . Are you proposing celibacy?’

Charlie shrugged.

This time it was Archie’s turn to splutter. ‘And how’d you figure that as an answer?’

‘Well, you know what they say – abstinence makes the heart grow fonder.’

Libby had to chuckle, the sound prompting Archie to glance over at her, as if he’d forgotten she was there. His gaze felt threaded with tiny needles that dragged over her skin and she looked down into her bowl again.

‘Yeah,’ Charlie said more enthusiastically, beginning to warm to his theme. ‘Perhaps a little time off the field would do you good. Give you a new perspective again. You could focus on cultivating a relationship that isn’t based solely on sex. Connection, like Coco said.’

Archie shook his head with a baffled expression. ‘Words are coming out of your mouth, Earnshaw, but they’re making no sense.’

‘Don’t sleep with someone till you’ve caught feelings,’ Charlie clarified. ‘Force yourself to wait.’

‘I think we all know I’m not capable of that.’

‘We also all know you’ve never yet seen a bet you didn’t like.’

Archie’s eyebrows shot up as he gave an astonished laugh at the B word – but Charlie was regarding him with a look of utmost seriousness. There was another disbelieving pause. ‘. . . You actually want to bet I can’t swear off sex till I fall for someone?’

‘Yeah. Why not?’

Coco gave a delighted laugh, drumming the cabinets with her feet. ‘Oh my god, that is the best thing I’ve ever heard!’

‘No it isn’t, because it’s completely unworkable. You couldn’t possibly quantify it, for one thing. I could fake feelings just to get a girl in bed . . . I already do! That is what I do!’

Libby stared at the floor.

Charlie made a sceptical sound. ‘I know, but I reckon we know you well enough to recognize the famous Templeton tricks. We’d know if you were faking.’

‘Uh-huh. Uh-huh.’ Archie had his hands on his hips and was nodding ferociously, a slightly wild look in his eyes. ‘And if, in this fictional world of yours, I did catch feelings for someone, I’ve got to – what? Tell you before I seal the deal? Afterwards?’

‘Either. It wouldn’t matter.’

‘Defo,’ Coco agreed. ‘Like Charlie-boy said, we could tell if you were faking feelings.’

‘I think you’re all vastly overestimating your interpersonal abilities,’ Archie replied, looking between the both of them. ‘Plus, you realize I could hook up with anyone, anywhere – in the library, her place, pub loos, car . . . and you’d never know?’

‘That’s true. No one’s denying you’re a rakehell,’ Charlie said. ‘But you are also a man of honour and I don’t believe you’d renege on a gentleman’s agreement.’

Archie stared at him. They all knew the code word for his factory settings had been pushed: honour. ‘. . . How much are we talking?’

‘A grand.’

‘A grand!’ Archie spluttered.

‘Well, it’s got to be worth your while to keep you going with it,’ Charlie shrugged. ‘And as I recall, you said you were in hock after that poker game the other week.’

‘How the hell have you got a spare grand?’

‘I’ve been doing a little crypto investing,’ Charlie shrugged. ‘Had a few good returns.’

‘Jesus.’ Archie raked a hand through his hair, holding it there for a moment and allowing Libby a good view of his bare back. Was she being paranoid, or was he deliberately turned away from her? At the very least it was rude. Or perhaps he really did keep forgetting she was standing there. ‘How long would I have to do it for?’

‘How long’s a piece of string?’ Charlie shrugged. ‘Until graduation or until you catch feelings.’

‘And if I break, you get a grand?’

Charlie shrugged. ‘It’s all within your control. I’m the one exposed here.’

Archie began to pace. ‘Fucking hell! That’s so . . . that’s just so . . .’ He shook his head, his hands on his hips. ‘That is no bloody way to end my uni career.’

‘The women of Durham will be devastated, granted; they might even announce a local day of mourning. But the many’s loss will be one woman’s gain – we hope . . . And you could be a grand out of hock and in love.’

‘You’re a slippery bastard.’

Charlie only smiled. ‘So are we on?’ He held his hand out for a handshake. Archie stared at it like it was venomous.

‘Fine. But only because I need the money,’ he muttered finally, shaking it before sauntering off back upstairs.

‘Hey, where are you going?’ Coco called after him.

‘To toss off in the shower!’ he called back. ‘I may as well start as I have to go on!’

He disappeared back upstairs again as they all laughed. His exits were as dramatic as his entrances.

‘I can’t believe you just came up with that,’ Coco chuckled. ‘This is going to be so much fun! He’ll never make it.’

‘I don’t know – he really does need the money,’ Charlie smiled.

‘But he’s loaded!’

‘Only in principle; it’s all tied up in assets. His father’s a miserly bastard and we all know Archie’s fondness for a little flutter.’

‘Dopamine chasing, like I said,’ Coco sighed with the weariness of the Psychology undergrad.

‘. . . Uh, Coco,’ Libby said, frowning slightly as she looked up suddenly at the wall clock. Eleven forty. Her own tutorial may have long come and gone, but . . . ‘Didn’t you say you had an essay due in at midday?’

Coco’s eyes widened as her smile faded and a small pause bloomed. ‘I was going to do it this morning,’ she whispered.

‘. . . And did you?’

She shook her head slowly. ‘Fuck. What am I going to do?’

Libby held a hand up. ‘Okay, don’t panic. Just ask for an extension. Say you’ve woken up with norovirus. Everyone’s entitled to one extension.’

But Coco winced. ‘This would be my . . .’ She counted in her head. ‘Third.’

This time it was Libby’s eyes that widened. ‘Coco!’

‘I know. But he’s always really cool about it.’

‘But didn’t you say this one’s worth twenty per cent of your final mark?’

Coco didn’t move for a moment. ‘It’ll be okay. It’ll be okay, right?’ She looked to Charlie for support as he shot Libby an alarmed look.

‘I’m sure,’ he replied, sounding anything but. ‘But contact him now. Don’t leave it any later.’

‘My phone’s on charge upstairs,’ she whispered, eyes wide.

‘Okay, so then . . .’ He thumbed towards upstairs.

They watched as she ran out of the room like a startled fawn. Libby waited for Charlie to look back at her once Coco was out of sight.

‘Shit,’ he muttered.

‘Tell me truthfully, did you concoct that whole charade just to keep Arch away from Coco?’

He shrugged, a small smile tipping his mouth sideways again. ‘Let’s say it’s an insurance policy. I didn’t want him giving himself any ideas. We all know he could have anyone he chose.’

And Libby knew he would never choose her. It was a simple truth that even yesterday wouldn’t have hurt. But now . . .

‘What happened last night with Coco? I thought you were going to seize the day and tell her how you feel,’ she asked, dragging her thoughts forward.

He shrugged. ‘Her night was already a done deal by the time I got over there. She asked me to hold her drink while she went outside for a smoke.’

‘Oh, Charlie,’ Libby sighed.

‘You can talk,’ he said pointedly.

Libby met his eyes but made no reply.

‘Does he know?’

‘Oh god, can you imagine?’ she asked, mortified. ‘No. No one does. But it’s just a crush so don’t deep it,’ she said quickly.

‘Fine,’ he shrugged, going back to his paper. ‘But maybe this will do you a favour too. We might both get what we want.’

She rolled her eyes and went back to her cereal. ‘Yeah. Meanwhile, back in the real world . . .’






Chapter Four


22 December 2023

Max gave a low whistle as he turned off the engine and stared out over the steering wheel, snowflakes dashing past the windscreen like speeding bullets. ‘One, two, three . . .’

‘What are you doing?’ Libby asked him.

It was another second before he answered. ‘Counting the windows.’ He looked back at her. ‘Fifteen upstairs.’

‘The heating is indifferent. Remember that,’ she said with a slight shake of her head. ‘You’ll be glad to get back to your two windows on Elystan Place tonight, trust me.’

Still, they were quiet for a few moments, taking in the sight of the vast pale stone country house. The slightly domed windows were tall on the principal floors, intended to drink in light, but at this hour they were throwing it out, discreet dormers peeping from behind a baluster parapet that skirted the slate roof. There were quoins at the corners and the facade was bluff, with a small flight of steps leading to the double door.

‘And eight chimneys,’ Max murmured, still counting.

‘That is a lot of chimneys.’

‘The parties this place must have seen. Have you been here before?’

‘No. But I’ve heard plenty of stories from people who have,’ she replied, remembering all the talk of Drewatts Park among their friends and everyone’s unabashed awe, the rarefied aura it had given Archie as he caroused through his three years at university. She had imagined something grand – a nice manor house, she supposed, something that would feature on the pages of Country Life stacked in her dentist’s waiting room – but this . . . this was a level she hadn’t imagined. Was a house of this scale suitable for actually living in? Or was it a museum?

‘Well, there aren’t many places you can walk into straight from a wedding and not feel overdressed,’ he said, unbuckling his seatbelt. ‘But I suspect this is one of them.’

She opened the car door, climbing out as elegantly as she could manage from the low seat, but it was difficult against the gusting wind. The snow eddied around her in dizzying airborne torrents. ‘God, it’s absolutely wild up here!’ she gasped, immediately shivering in her thin dress and heels as her long hair began to fly.

‘I’ll get your coat,’ Max said, reaching into the boot.

‘No, no need, we’ll be indoors in ten seconds,’ she said, wrapping her arms around her body.

‘Okay.’ He grabbed the bottle of Puligny-Montrachet wedged between their bags and put a hand to the small of her back as they began crunching over the gravel. Libby noticed the fountain in the central island wasn’t running. Frozen? Or just broken?

‘At least it’s not settling,’ Max said, still looking up at the imposing house.

‘No, thank god,’ she muttered, her own gaze fixed on the ground as she navigated the gravel in three-inch heels. Other cars were parked in the drive – a mud-spattered silver Shogun with a large dent on the back wheel arch; a black Porsche Carrera; a bronze-green Mark II Land Rover and a Bentley Continental R sitting on bricks, which drew a small snort from her.

Plus ça change . . . She was fairly certain she could guess which car belonged to whom and she made a mental note: the Shogun was the Procks’; the Porsche, Coco’s (it was too flashy for Charlie); the Landy would be Rollo’s and the shored-up Bentley could only be Archie’s late father’s. Which left Zannah and Charlie . . . How had they got here?

They climbed the steps, which were guarded by a pair of giant Portland stone lions, their heavy heads resting on their paws. Max stood in front of the double front door, looking at a loss for a moment – it was big enough to drive a horse and carriage through – before pulling on a metal rod that set a bell ringing through the ancient reception hall.

He tugged on his morning-suit jacket and straightened his tie. She knew he was probably aware how handsome he looked and what an imposing figure he cut – Max wasn’t one for false modesty – but it had been sobering to watch his effect on women at the wedding. Through the crowd at the drinks reception and across the tables at the wedding breakfast, she had seen women’s eyes linger on him; he wasn’t an outright flirt but he liked the attention, appearing to always say just the right thing because they laughed, as if on cue, every few moments.

But jealousy wasn’t her style. Other women might be more beautiful, or more elegant, or better bred than her, but they couldn’t relate to him in the way she did; there was something about working together, understanding the nuances and the stresses of the job and being his intellectual equal, that connected them. They were a good match, she could see that even from the outside looking in.

The door opened and a tall woman stared back at them with keen eyes. There was something kestrel-like in her movements – a watchful patience interrupted by sudden, brisk movement. Libby knew immediately who she was: the housekeeper, known affectionately as Teabag by those in Archie’s inner circle. 

‘Good evening. Miss Pugh and Mr Prince?’ She spoke with received pronunciation, a stickler for etiquette, no doubt; in which case she would be pleased by their formal attire.

‘Yes, hello,’ Max said, his tails flying heroically in the wind.

‘Hi,’ Libby smiled, trying not to shiver in her scrap of navy silk, and wishing she’d taken up the offer of the coat after all.

‘We’ve been expecting you. I’m Mrs Timmock, the housekeeper. You’d better come in before you’re blown away.’ She stepped back, allowing them into the hall.

Libby saw the housekeeper measuring up Max – formal, polite, professional, removed – as he waited for her to step in first, his gaze greedily falling through to the impressive space beyond. The reception hall was double-height and cavernous, the walls and ceiling dressed with all-white intricate plasterwork tattoos and the marble floor worn down from centuries of foot traffic. Two huge fireplaces, topped with pedimented friezes, were set opposite each other and festooned with bright-green foliage across the mantel; beside them sat lopsided log baskets the size of a hot-air balloon’s gondola.

Libby had to remember to close her mouth. This was a grand space on a scale that could host formal balls, and if they had come in wearing cravats and crinolines, they still wouldn’t have been overdressed. Finally she understood the hype that had surrounded Archie back then, for he was no pretender to the realm. This was the real deal, and it felt almost comically perverse to think of him living in that small terraced house in their final year, the basement kitchen permanently damp and blooms of mould in the bathrooms. It was a wonder, looking back, that none of them had grown sick from the living conditions there, and yet she had never once heard him moan or complain. He had never hidden who he was and yet, she saw now, he had worn his heritage lightly. Very lightly indeed.
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