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For Lucy
 My daughter & best friend
 My life is all the richer with you in it





   

   

PROLOGUE


The policeman, with his slicked-back hair, stands at the bottom of my hospital bed, staring at me intently.


‘So, can you confirm you knew the deceased?’ he says, in heavily accented English.


I nod, but even that hurts.


His eyes narrow as he studies me. ‘Do you remember what led up to this unfortunate incident? Were there any altercations between the guests? Was anything said?’


I almost laugh. Where would I start?


Should I be honest and say everybody was at each other’s throats? That it was only a matter of time before something like this happened? That I wish it wasn’t me who caused it?


The officer is staring intently, waiting for an answer, and I want to scream ‘Yes’ to all his questions. But instead I shake my head in bewilderment and say, ‘No, everything was absolutely fine.’
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‘I can’t find it,’ says Ali, with a slightly hysterical lilt to her voice as she rummages through her bag for the third time.


Rachel feels a hot flush begin to envelop her as she wavers between wanting to believe that Ali’s passport is really in there somewhere, and fast-forwarding to what the game plan is going to be if it isn’t.


She snatches a look at Jack as he stands at the airport check-in desk, patiently waiting for the growing sense of panic that Ali’s creating to be over. They all know that these are the scrapes that Ali normally gets herself into – drama appears to be her friend’s middle name – but right now, Rachel’s sure they could all do without the anxiety that it’s causing.


‘When I asked you in the car if you had everything, you said yes,’ says Rachel, careful to keep her tone light. ‘You checked off everything, including your passport.’


‘I know, I know,’ says Ali, upending her bag onto the polished tiles and dropping to the floor on her knees. She frantically fans through the pages of her current book, empties her make-up bag, and takes her iPad out of its case, leaving no stone unturned in her search for the maroon game-changer.


‘I’m sure it was here,’ she says, as tears of frustration pool in her eyes. ‘I’m sure I saw it – I just don’t understand.’


Rachel looks at Jack imploringly, but her husband just shrugs his shoulders as if to say, ‘This is her problem’.


‘Might it still be at home?’ Rachel asks gently. ‘What about if we retrace our steps back to the car park, just to check that you’ve not dropped it anywhere.’ She looks at her watch and is grateful that Jack insisted on leaving home earlier than she had wanted to.


‘If the traffic’s bad, I don’t want to be stressing that we’ve not left enough time,’ he’d said last night. ‘And don’t forget we’ve got to pick Ali up on the way.’


Rachel had felt a sense of irritation creeping in as he’d fussed around her while she deliberated whether to pack the blue or the yellow dress this morning. She’d bristled at his never-ending need to be somewhere before he’d even left, but now she’s grateful for his eagerness, because if they need to go back to Ali’s place to look for her passport, they may have just enough time to do it.


‘If I don’t get on that plane, Will’s going to lose his shit . . .’ says Ali, her eyes desperately searching Rachel’s and Jack’s for an answer they can’t give. 


‘Let’s retrace our steps,’ says Rachel, as she helps Ali scoop up her belongings from the floor.


‘Think, just think,’ says Ali to herself, closing her eyes, forcing herself to focus.


‘What time does check-in close?’ Rachel asks the bemused British Airways clerk.


‘Forty minutes before the departure time.’


‘And I don’t suppose . . .’ starts Rachel, not entirely sure where she’s going with it.


The woman smiles apologetically with her brightly painted lips. ‘I can’t check in the luggage without everyone’s passports.’


‘Okay,’ says Rachel, looking around at the five cases that are standing between the three of them. Only one of them is hers and Jack’s; they’d managed to negotiate their way into sharing a single case, on the strict understanding that it was 75/25 in her favour.


‘You can’t expect me to get everything I need for a four-day trip into one half of a case,’ she’d moaned as Jack had objected to paying the airline an additional thirty-five pounds just for the privilege of actually taking their belongings on holiday with them.


‘Everything you own is tiny. How much room can you possibly need?’ 


‘But I need to take more things than you do,’ she’d replied, without much conviction because she knew she was going to get her own way. ‘You only need to take one suit and that’s going in a separate carrier, so that means there’s more space for me.’ 


He’d smiled and rolled his eyes as he rationed the T-shirts and shorts that were in the pile on their bed. ‘Why you need to take enough for a month when you’re only going for a few days is beyond me.’ 


Looking at Ali’s four cases now, Rachel wonders if it’s a year she’s going for. ‘Okay, so here’s what we’re going to do,’ she says authoritatively. ‘Jack, why don’t you and Ali head back to the car . . .?’


‘But . . .’ he protests. 


‘I’ll stay here with the cases and wait for Noah and Paige.’


‘Why don’t I do that?’ asks Jack.


‘Because if you don’t find the passport, you’ve got just enough time to shoot back to Ali’s. You’ll be quicker than I will and besides, you’ve already got six points on your licence, so what’s the harm in three more?’ She winks at him, trying to inject some much-needed humour into the situation, but his jawline is set and his eyes are fixed on the departures board.


‘I’ll hold the fort and explain the situation to the others when they get here.’


‘And what happens if we don’t get back in time?’ asks Ali breathlessly.


‘Then we’ll have to get the next available flight,’ says Rachel, smiling, although the thought of sitting at Gatwick airport for any longer than is absolutely necessary fills her with a sense of dread. ‘It’s only Will we’ve got to worry about – none of your other guests are arriving until late tomorrow, so we’ve got plenty of time.’


‘But he’ll be there on his own if we don’t make it out by tonight,’ says Ali tearfully.


‘I’m sure he’s spent worse nights on his expeditions around Asia,’ says Rachel. ‘I don’t think a villa in Portugal is going to faze him.’


‘Jack, would you mind?’ says Ali, turning to face him with her best little-girl-lost look. ‘I wouldn’t know how to get back to the car park if you paid me.’ 


He looks at Rachel as if to say, ‘Are you really going to make me do this?’


Rachel doesn’t know why Ali seems to rub him up the wrong way so much. They used to get on really well – at least until they stopped working together. It was Jack who introduced her to his brother Will in the first place, so he only has himself to blame for bringing her into the family. But ever since Will and Ali announced their engagement, it’s as if everything she says and does irritates him. 


Even last night, when Ali texted Rachel that she couldn’t sleep because she was sure she heard a noise downstairs, he was unsympathetic.


‘Tell her to handle it herself,’ he snapped.


‘That’s not fair,’ said Rachel. ‘She’s in the house on her own, unused to being without Will, and she’s spooked.’


‘Tell her to ring him then – she’s his problem now.’ 


The way he said it struck alarm bells for Rachel, because Jack was usually the first to volunteer to fit a CCTV camera for his parents or a security bolt for Mrs Wickes next door. She was sure he’d even popped in to check on Ali in the early days when Will was still gallivanting and she was feeling vulnerable. So what had changed?


‘She thinks she’s heard some glass breaking,’ said Rachel.


Jack had stopped doing his press-ups on the bedroom floor and turned to look at her with an exasperated expression.


‘She lives twenty minutes away,’ he said. ‘Do you honestly want me to go all the way over there because she’s said she heard a noise?’


‘I just know what it feels like when you’re on your own late at night,’ Rachel said, without answering the question.


‘Yes, but thankfully, you don’t make a mountain out of every molehill, like she does.’


‘She doesn’t mean any harm by it,’ said Rachel.


‘Well, let’s just hope that this is the only mountain she’s going to be creating over the next few days.’


As Jack and Ali walk back in the direction they came from, with her half-skipping to keep up, Rachel can tell, just by Jack’s gait, that he’s seriously pissed off. The ice-cold pint of lager that he’d no doubt imagined having with Noah on the other side of security looks highly unlikely. At this rate, the best he can hope for is a lukewarm can on the plane, if they make it back in time.


‘Hey,’ says Paige as she dashes across the departures concourse towards Rachel, with her husband Noah following. ‘Where is everyone?’


Rachel throws an arm around Paige’s back as she pulls her friend in for a brief hug. ‘You wouldn’t believe it if I told you.’


Paige furrows her brow. ‘Is everything all right? Where’s Jack? And weren’t you picking Ali up?’


‘No; likely to be halfway around the M25; and yes, we did.’


Noah looks perplexed as he kisses Rachel’s cheek. ‘So, what’s going on?’


‘Ali seems to have mislaid her passport,’ says Rachel. ‘They’ve gone back to find it.’


Paige rolls her eyes. ‘Oh God, has it started already?’


Rachel smiles and nods. ‘It’s a bit early in the proceedings, even for Ali.’


‘What did I tell you?’ says Paige, turning to Noah. ‘I said to him on the way down here that something would happen . . . that there was bound to be one crisis or another.’


Rachel looks to Noah, who rolls his eyes theatrically.


‘But you know what men are like,’ Paige goes on, as Noah’s mimicking her behind her back. ‘They’re completely oblivious to it all.’


Rachel nods in agreement, knowing that when her friend is on one of her rants, it’s best to let her get on with it.


‘As long as she bats those long eyelashes of hers at them, they let her get away with murder,’ Paige goes on.


Noah exaggerates a fake yawn and Rachel struggles to keep a straight face.


‘I’m going to get a coffee,’ he says, walking off towards Costa. ‘Anyone else?’


Paige tuts and smiles. ‘Honestly, what do we do with them?’


Rachel puts her arm through Paige’s. ‘Actually, I’m pleased I’ve got you on your own,’ she says, following Noah as he free-wheels Ali’s cases across the tiled floor.


Paige stops walking and turns towards Rachel with a concerned expression. ‘What’s up?’


‘It’s nothing really, but do you remember me telling you a couple of months ago that Jack was being really short with Ali?’


Paige nods. ‘Yes, you were hoping he was going to snap out of it by the wedding.’


Rachel nods. ‘Well, it seems to have got even worse and it feels like I’m forever treading on eggshells. I’m worried he’s going to say or do something that’s going to put a spanner in the works this weekend.’


‘That’s normally my job,’ says Paige, smiling. 


Rachel laughs. ‘I’ve come to expect it from you, but it’s so unlike Jack to have a bee in his bonnet, especially with a woman who’s not done anything wrong.’


Paige raises her eyebrows questioningly. ‘You sure about that?’


‘Not on purpose, at least,’ says Rachel. ‘You know what Ali’s like; she can be infuriating, but she doesn’t mean any harm by it. She’s just one of those people who needs drama to survive.’


‘Well, as long as it’s her drama and she doesn’t go sucking any of us into it, then she can live it up all she likes.’


‘Exactly,’ says Rachel. ‘But that’s not a reason for Jack to get so riled all of a sudden. She’s always been like this – even when they were working together. He seemed to like her then, so what’s changed?’


Paige shrugs her shoulders. ‘Maybe he’s pissed off because she left his company to go and work for David Friedman.’


Rachel wonders if that could be what’s getting to Jack. Friedman’s entertainment company is a direct competitor to the record company Jack is A&R Director at, but with a much higher profile. Maybe seeing his brother’s fiancée, a member of his own family, changing sides has dented his pride.


She thinks back to the dinner she and Jack had with Will and Ali at the Groucho Club a few weeks ago. Jack hadn’t wanted to go and was unusually quiet all evening until Ali started talking about a new client the company had just signed. 


‘He’s so talented,’ she crowed. ‘Every one of his songs makes the hairs stand up on my arms. He’s going to be huge.’


‘Uh-oh,’ said Will, turning to Jack. ‘Looks like you missed out there, bro.’


‘I know who she’s talking about,’ said Jack tersely. ‘It’s no great loss to us.’


‘Are you sure about that?’ said Ali, tilting her head to the side. ‘I heard you were going after him with all guns blazing.’


Jack had laughed wryly. ‘We gave it some consideration, but we decided our roster is strong enough as it is.’


‘I can’t argue with that,’ said Ali. ‘Friedman’s may be bigger, but you’ve got a solid reputation for doing the best by your artists.’


Rachel winced, knowing that Jack was likely to take Ali’s well-meaning words as an attempt to patronize him.


‘You can’t have it all,’ Jack said, whilst signalling to the waitress for the bill, bringing the evening to a premature close. 


‘Indeed you can’t,’ Ali had agreed. ‘And anyone who thinks they can, is a fool.’


‘You might be right,’ muses Rachel to Paige now as they join Noah in the queue. ‘Though, I’d expect Jack to rise above it.’


‘I think we’re all going to have to display a modicum of patience this weekend, don’t you?’


Rachel smiles. ‘She’s getting married,’ she says, without needing Paige to elaborate. 


‘She thinks every day is her wedding day,’ says Paige, laughing. ‘I knew it was going to be bad, but I didn’t realize we’d be treated to The Ali Show before we’d even got on the plane.’


‘Anyway,’ says Rachel, eager to change the subject. ‘How’s Chloe? Was she okay about being left on her own?’


‘Oh, she thinks this is the best thing that’s ever happened to her,’ says Paige. ‘Don’t you remember being sixteen and having the house to yourself? She gets whipped up into a frenzy when we go out for the evening, so to be left at home on her own for four days has got her spinning like a whirling dervish.’


Rachel can’t help but laugh at the thought of demure Chloe being left in charge. If she knew her goddaughter at all, she’d be sick with excitement at the thought of an empty house, yet end up doing nothing with it. Rachel’s son, Josh, on the other hand, did exactly the opposite. When she and Jack left him home alone for the first time, he’d seemed so nonplussed that they were worried he was just going to stay locked in his bedroom playing video games for the entire weekend. At least they had been until they saw an open invitation on Facebook when they were thousands of miles away in Santorini, and realized he’d arranged the party of all parties.


‘If that girl has a do, I swear to God . . .’ says Noah, smiling. 


‘You can’t call it a do,’ admonishes Paige, as she orders their coffees.


Rachel smiles. ‘I think the correct term these days, if you don’t want your kids to laugh at you, is gathering.’


Paige laughs. ‘You make it sound so posh with your pronounced “th”. I think you’ll find they don’t even call it that now, it’s been shortened to “gav”.’


‘How’s Josh getting on?’ asks Noah. ‘Does he seem to be enjoying uni life?’


Rachel nods. ‘I think so, but I’m not sure the work’s really started yet. It seems that freshers’ week has extended into a month, because all he’s done so far is go out to events and parties.’ She stops and holds her hands up. ‘Sorry, gavs.’


Noah smiles. ‘But he’s settled into his digs? He gets on with his flatmates?’


‘Well, I’m not sure he’s been sober enough to work out if he likes them or not,’ says Rachel, laughing. ‘Every time I speak to him, he’s either on his way out or in bed with a hangover.’ 


‘Those were the days,’ Noah says, ruefully. ‘It feels like only yesterday.’


‘That freshers’ week was brutal though,’ says Rachel. ‘I don’t know if my liver could take that again.’


Noah laughs heartily. ‘What are you talking about? You were the biggest Larry Lightweight out of all of us.’


‘Er, excuse me,’ says Rachel, pretending to be affronted. ‘I think you’ll find I kept up with the best of you.’


Noah looks at her with raised eyebrows over his double espresso. ‘What proves that theory wrong is that you remember that we first met at the freshers’ ball.’


‘Yes, we walked back to our halls together,’ says Rachel.


‘Yet I don’t remember meeting you until at least a month later,’ says Noah. ‘So, I think that clearly demonstrates how sober you were, and how pissed I was.’


‘I can remember many a night where you got me out of a fix because I was too drunk to look after myself.’ Rachel says it as if it’s a badge of honour to prove how cool she really was, but she can tell by the mischievous look on Noah’s face that he’s about to kibosh her claim. 


‘That’s because that’s what you get like after two beers,’ he teases. ‘Don’t fool yourself into thinking that I wasn’t off my head when I was holding your hair back while you vomited. I’d had ten pints by then and was still able to hold it together.’


‘Children, children,’ says Paige in her best schoolmarm voice. ‘That’s quite enough bickering.’


Noah pokes his tongue out and Rachel throws a packet of sugar at him.


‘So, what’s the plan if they don’t make it back in time for the flight?’ asks Noah.


‘Can we all go home?’ asks Paige hopefully. ‘I’ve got a ton of work I could be getting on with.’


‘Don’t be so bloody ungrateful,’ scolds Noah, laughing. 


Rachel tracks Jack on her phone. They’ve been gone over half an hour, but don’t appear to have left the airport. 


‘I’ll give him a call,’ she says. ‘See where they’re at.’


‘Got it!’ shrieks a vision in pink from across the concourse. 


‘Blimey,’ says Paige as Ali, dressed head to toe in a magenta jumpsuit, toddles towards them in towering heels, holding her passport aloft. ‘Woo-hoo! We’re back up and running.’


Several people in the busy coffee shop turn their heads in her direction. Such is the Ali effect. But Jack, Rachel can’t help but notice, is trailing several steps behind, with a face like thunder, pretending not to know her.


‘Where was it?’ asks Rachel.


‘It had somehow dropped into the footwell in the car,’ says Ali breathlessly. ‘It must have fallen when I was checking I had everything. Ironic really.’ She turns to Paige and Noah. ‘Sorry, I’m such a klutz. Hiiiiii.’


She makes a show of greeting them like long-lost friends, with exaggerated cuddles and air kisses, before loudly proclaiming how exciting this all is as she jumps up and down and claps her hands together. 


Rachel has to stifle a giggle at Paige’s bewildered expression: everything about it screams, ‘Get me out of here’.


She can’t help but feel guilty; if it weren’t for her encouragement, Paige wouldn’t be here, and knowing the part she’s played to cajole her best friend into doing something she’d rather not do, momentarily sits heavy on her chest.


When Will had come over to see them a few months ago to ask Jack to be his best man, they’d both been surprised to hear that Noah and Paige had made the proposed guest list. Not that they weren’t good friends of his – Will and Noah often got together for a game of golf, much to Jack’s chagrin, as no matter how hard he tried, hitting a little white ball with a long stick just wasn’t his forte. 


‘I thought you said you wanted to keep it intimate,’ Jack had said. 


‘Yes, there’s only forty guests,’ said Will.


‘But Paige and Noah are more our friends,’ said Jack. ‘I don’t think they’d be offended if you didn’t invite them. Plus, you’re asking them to take four days out and travel to another country. I know Noah’s taken on more work at the university and didn’t you say Paige had a big case coming up?’ He’d looked to Rachel for back-up.


She’d been about to nod in agreement, but then she’d been struck by how a weekend of imposed purgatory could be turned around if Paige was there too. Instead of spending four days making small talk with strangers, they could eat, drink, dance and pretend they weren’t responsible mothers for once. Suddenly, and selfishly, Rachel could see its potential.


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she’d said. ‘Noah and Paige really like Will and Ali, so I’m sure they’d be flattered to be asked.’


Jack had looked at her with raised eyebrows, silently questioning whether they were talking about the same Paige, who was always so quick to denounce Ali’s shortcomings. 


‘Why did you have to push for Noah and Paige to come?’ Jack had said later, after Will had left.


‘Because it might be an opportunity to spend some time with them,’ said Rachel. ‘We haven’t been away together for a while, and faced with the prospect of spending four days with your family, they might be just the distraction we need.’ She laughed to soften the sideswipe. ‘We could all get a villa together and make a holiday out of it.’


Jack groaned. ‘Why can’t he get married here, where we’d all only have to endure each other for the afternoon before going home?’


‘Don’t be such a miserable old sod,’ she’d said, going up to him and wrapping her arms around his neck. ‘Noah and Paige are our friends.’


‘I’m not talking about them,’ he said. ‘I’m talking about my bloody family. Boxing Day takes enough grit and mettle to survive – why would Will want to impose this on us?’


‘Because. He’s. Not. Been. Here. For. Most. Christmases,’ said Rachel, punctuating each word with a kiss on Jack’s lips. ‘So, maybe this is his way of making up for it; a chance to get the family to spend some quality time together.’


‘But four days in Portugal,’ he moaned, sounding like a spoilt child.


‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ Rachel laughed. ‘Listen to yourself. Your family will be there. I’ll be there – if Noah and Paige come, we’ll have a good laugh.’


He’d looked at her petulantly. 


‘You never know,’ Rachel had said. ‘You might actually enjoy yourself.’


Now, as she looks at his obvious frustration and the strained greeting he gives Paige and Noah, she feels she’s manipulated them all into doing something they don’t want to do.


‘Okay, we’d better get checked in,’ Jack says briskly, grabbing hold of two suitcases and wheeling them away. 


Rachel abandons her half-drunk coffee as she follows him – and a sense of foreboding – across the concourse. 
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Despite Rachel trying her best to deter Ali from drinking on the plane, by the time they arrive in Lisbon two and a half hours later, she’s four gin and tonics down and has trouble negotiating the steps onto the tarmac.


‘I’d have to drink three times as much to behave like she does,’ Paige says to Rachel as they follow a swerving Ali onto the waiting bus. 


‘That’s because you’re hard core,’ says Rachel, smiling.


‘No, it’s because she’s putting it on.’


Rachel looks at Ali as she swings herself around a pole. If this is what she’s like when she’s pretending to be drunk, what on earth will she be like when she really is inebriated? She remembers Ali telling her that she’d once spent a lost weekend in Amsterdam, going out on the Friday night and not remembering anything until she woke up on Monday morning. She’d boasted that she had to rely on her friend to tell her that she’d danced in a podium cage in a nightclub, tried to put herself in a shop window in the red-light district and had almost been arrested as the first person in the country’s history to consume too much space cake.


‘It was the most fun I’ve ever had,’ Ali had said, although it sounded the exact opposite to Rachel. She couldn’t think of anything worse and suspected that Ali would probably agree if she were being honest, but she liked to shock. There was never a simple story where she was concerned. Even an innocuous visit to the dentist recently had resulted in her talking a man out of jumping off a bridge – apparently.


Rachel pulls herself up, ashamed of herself for thinking, even for a second, that Ali may have lied about something like that. But then she remembers what Jack had said after listening to what he was convinced was yet another tall tale. ‘I think we can safely say she embellishes the truth,’ he’d said. 


Half of Rachel wondered where the harm was in that. Perhaps she did see a man who looked like he was about to take his own life, otherwise where would such a story come from? But maybe instead of talking him out of it, she’d merely seen emergency services in attendance and wished she’d been an instrumental part of the action. 


‘She’s had four G&Ts,’ she whispers to Paige, giving Ali the benefit of the doubt. ‘I might start pole-dancing after that.’


Rachel knows that would be the last thing she would do. She’d have been leaning her head back on a toilet-cubicle door until that swaying feeling passed, or splashing herself with cold water well before now. She hates to admit it, because it makes her sound boring, but Noah’s right: even when they were at university together, she was never a great drinker.


‘She’s had two,’ says Paige, without worrying who can hear her. ‘The third she took to the toilet with her and came back mysteriously empty-handed, and she spilt most of the fourth onto Noah’s trousers.’


Rachel can’t help but laugh. ‘I didn’t know you were keeping such a close eye on her. What are you, the fun police?’


Paige pulls a sarcastic grimace. ‘You’ve got to have eyes in the back of your head with that one.’


‘Aw, come on, we were young once,’ says Rachel.


‘You make it sound as if we’re ancient,’ says Paige brusquely, her advancing years always a bone of contention. 


‘We are compared to Ali.’


‘She’s not exactly a spring chicken,’ says Paige.


‘She’s twenty-nine!’ exclaims Rachel. ‘If that’s not a spring chicken, I don’t know what is.’


‘Well, we wouldn’t have behaved like she does at that age,’ huffs Paige.


‘God, I can’t even remember what we were doing then,’ says Rachel thoughtfully. ‘That was thirteen years ago. It feels like a lifetime away.’ 


‘We,’ says Paige, ‘were being responsible mothers. What would Josh and Chloe have been then? Five and three?’


Rachel nods. ‘But, looking back on it now, isn’t there a part of you that wishes you’d waited a bit longer? I was just twenty-four when Josh was born. I was still a kid myself.’ 


‘Are you saying you’d have done things differently if you had your time again?’ asks Paige.


The loaded question is impossible to answer. Rachel would never have wanted her twenty-three-year-old self to be having a baby, but sometimes life throws you a curveball and you just have to run with it. 


‘I wish I hadn’t got pregnant so young,’ she says thoughtfully. ‘But I would never have done anything about it once it had happened, if that’s what you mean.’


‘But imagine how differently things might have panned out if you hadn’t have got pregnant,’ says Paige. ‘Imagine how different my life would have been if you hadn’t.’


Rachel looks at Paige quizzically. ‘How has me getting pregnant back then had an impact on your life? We didn’t even know each other.’


‘Exactly! But if you hadn’t fallen pregnant, you and Noah would have gone off on your gap year after university, as you’d planned. God knows how long you would have travelled the world for. God knows who you might have met along the way. Jesus, the pair of you might have even ended up together.’


Rachel pulls a face, but her heart is beating double-time. ‘Well, that would have been weird,’ she says. ‘He was my best friend.’


‘I know,’ says Paige. ‘But you don’t know where that journey might have taken you. Either way, he would have been unlikely to have found his way to my door.’


Rachel hasn’t ever thought of it like that, but she supposes Paige might be right.


‘So, I’m very happy that you had Josh when you did, says Paige, smiling, as they join the queue for border control.


‘I can’t find it,’ slurs Ali.


Rachel hopes she’s misheard her, but Paige’s eye-roll tells her otherwise.


‘You can’t find what?’ whispers Rachel, always on edge whenever she’s in any kind of authoritarian environment; she’s the type to go red when she’s walking, empty-handed, through customs.


‘My passport!’ says Ali, far too loudly, as she pats herself down. ‘I think I’ve left it on the plane.’


Rachel looks at Jack, wide-eyed.


‘If you think . . .’ he starts.


‘What else do you suggest?’ says Rachel. ‘We won’t get through without it.’


‘They’re not going to let me back on the plane,’ snaps Jack, but Rachel knows it’s not aimed at her. 


‘Alison Foley!’ shouts a voice over the din of three hundred passengers huddled into something resembling an aircraft hangar.


‘Yes!’ responds Rachel, automatically raising her hand.


A flight attendant, who Rachel recognizes as the woman who discreetly refused to serve Ali another drink, cuts through the queue. She doesn’t seem surprised when she reaches them.


‘This was found in your seat pocket,’ she says to Ali, holding up the passport. 


‘I’m so sorry,’ says Rachel, sounding like Ali’s mother. ‘I should have checked.’


‘Do you have any other proof of ID on you?’ says the pursed-lipped air hostess. 


Ali looks at her, momentarily confused, before the penny drops. ‘Oh, yes!’ she blurts out, rooting in her oversized handbag. She pulls out her purse but has trouble with the zip.


‘For God’s sake,’ huffs Jack impatiently. 


‘All right, Mr antsy-pants,’ says Ali. ‘Keep your hair on.’ 


Rachel feels her insides coil up like a spring, pulling back, ready to launch into action, though she’s not yet sure whose defence she’s going to have to jump to.


She takes Ali’s purse from her and finds her driving licence in the side pocket, then presents it to the woman who’s inadvertently deciding whether Will and Ali get married in two days’ time. An overwhelming sense of relief rushes through Rachel’s body as the flight attendant hands Ali’s passport back.


‘Be careful where you leave it in future,’ she says, as Rachel lets out the breath she’s been holding.


‘Thank you,’ says Ali begrudgingly, as if she’s been told off by a teacher. Rachel wills her not to say anything more. 


‘I honestly can’t be held accountable for my actions if this is how the whole weekend is going to be,’ says Jack ominously as he sidles up to Rachel at the baggage carousel. 


‘Cut her some slack,’ says Rachel, reaching up to give him a kiss. ‘She’s over-excited.’


‘You make her sound like a puppy,’ says Jack, managing to smile.


‘In some respects, that’s exactly what she is,’ Rachel says, laughing. ‘She’ll calm down once she sees Will.’


‘I don’t know how he does it,’ says Jack, shaking his head. ‘She’s a freaking liability.’


‘I don’t want to state the obvious, but this is all your fault,’ says Rachel, with a withering expression. ‘You employed her. You introduced her to Will . . .’ 


‘Unwittingly!’ he exclaims.


‘Ssh!’ Rachel laughs, looking around to check if Ali’s in earshot, not that she’s got the wherewithal to hear.


‘She never used to be like . . . this,’ he says, waving his arm about. ‘It seems to me that she’s got a drink problem. She doesn’t know her limits and then becomes this caricature of herself, who spouts garbage.’


‘Is that all that’s bothering you?’ presses Rachel, keen to get to the bottom of his disdain for a woman he used to quite like.


He shrugs his shoulders, as nonchalantly as he can. ‘I just don’t think she’s right for my little brother and it pains me that he might be about to make the biggest mistake of his life.’


Rachel takes hold of his hand. ‘But I’ve never seen Will this happy,’ she says. ‘And it’s your duty as both his brother and best man to play your part and make this weekend the best it can be.’


Jack kisses her on the nose. ‘You’re far too accepting,’ he says. 


‘It’s easier than being cynical all the time,’ she says. ‘That must be exhausting.’


He playfully smacks her on the behind. 


Despite standing up for Ali, Rachel can’t help but feel relieved when she spots Will at the end of a long line of holiday reps holding clipboards in the arrivals hall. Thankful that she no longer has to be the responsible adult, she points him out to Ali and watches her zig-zag over to him, feeling like she’s handing a naughty child over to their long-suffering parent.


‘There’s my baby,’ shrieks Ali as she runs into Will’s arms. 


They all stand there awkwardly as Will and Ali exchange saliva for far longer than feels necessary. 


‘Give it a rest,’ says Jack, jokingly, but Rachel can hear the tension in his voice. If Will knows his brother well enough, he’ll hear it too.


‘Sorry, it’s been a couple of days,’ says Will, breaking away.


‘It’s been three!’ declares Ali, as if it makes all the difference.


‘Hey, bro,’ says Will, hugging Jack and looking at the group. ‘How are we all? Good?’


Jack smiles half-heartedly. 


‘Well, I will be when I get out of these trousers,’ says Noah, laughing.


‘Had an accident, have we?’ asks Will, clearly amused by the wet patch spread across Noah’s groin.


‘Don’t even ask.’


‘So, are we all set?’ asks Jack. ‘What’s the villa like?’


‘You wait until you see the place,’ says Will, his eyes dancing. ‘Man, it’s insane.’


The tension in Rachel’s shoulders dissipates. When Will had told them one of his surfing mates had offered him a villa, so the six of them could stay together, her initial reaction was, Hell, no. She’d rather be in the hotel with all the other guests than with an already hyperactive Ali in the build-up to the wedding. But Ali had insisted that Rachel be there, ‘as the sister she never had’, to help her get ready and keep her calm. Without a valid excuse that didn’t come across as petty, Rachel had resigned herself to it. But her next worry – not wanting to sound like a snob – was that the villa on offer wasn’t going to be of the standard she and Jack were used to. He had a rule that they never went on holiday to anywhere that wasn’t as nice as their home. 


‘What’s the point?’ he’d say. ‘Where’s the sense in me working my arse off and earning good money, to spend the precious time I get off in a place worse than where we live?’ 


She’d imagined Will’s surfer friend having a shack that hung precariously off a cliff, giving a whole new meaning to sea views.


‘So, it’s okay?’ Jack asks again, no doubt aware of the vast difference between his ‘insane’ and his brother’s.


‘Trust me, it’s off the charts.’ Will smiles. 


And Rachel has to hand it to him, as just over an hour later, they pull up at a villa perched on the edge of a clifftop, overlooking the Portuguese fishing village of Nazaré. The imposing glass-and-white walls preside over the terracotta roofs of tightly built houses that line the beach below. The villa’s modern, angular features, softened by a swathe of warm light, create an awe-inspiring silhouette against the darkening skies.


‘Oh, baby, it’s beautiful!’ squeals Ali as the minivan moves slowly up the inclined driveway – the lit chrome bollards making it look like a little runway from which they’re about to take flight. Rachel nervously grabs Jack’s hand as her eyes follow the calçada paving until it seems to disappear into the abyss.


Thankfully, the van stops short, though not in time to stop Rachel’s hand from growing clammy. Jack gives her a reassuring smile, as if he knows that her mind momentarily saw them all going over the edge. 


Noah whistles appreciatively through his teeth as the oversized front door swings open onto a breathtaking double-height room. An open fireplace sits in the middle, its stone-clad chimney reaching up into the vaults of the ceiling. 


Rachel feels Jack relax beside her as he looks around the vast space, his fears at what his nomadic brother could have had them staying in immediately allayed.


She’d often wondered how two boys who were brought up together could have such different outlooks. While Jack needed to check his schedule several times a day, and was known to call restaurants to confirm an already confirmed reservation, Will didn’t know where he was going to be from one day to the next. If he woke up and felt the need to go to a kibbutz in Israel, he could well be at one by that evening. He’d just throw his meagre belongings into a backpack and head to wherever he felt the calling. He was at his happiest spending the night under the stars, with nothing but a stretched piece of tarpaulin separating him from the elements. Hence why Jack – and she, too, she has to admit – are so relieved to be standing here, in front of glass doors that wrap around three of the walls, looking out onto an azure-blue swimming pool lit by underwater spotlights. 


Will excitedly pulls back one of the patio doors and invites them to step out onto the polished concrete terrace. There’s a saltiness in the air that tells Rachel she’s close to the ocean, but it’s the crashing of the waves that tells her just how close. It’s so difficult to get your bearings when you go somewhere new, especially in the fading light, but she knows that, once morning comes, she’ll be able to explore and get a feel for where she is. Right now, the roar of the Atlantic resounds in her ears, making her shiver involuntarily. 


Jack puts his arm around her shoulders. ‘It’s stunning mate, it really is.’


Will smiles, seemingly relieved by his big brother’s appreciation.


‘Which one’s our room?’ asks Ali, hanging onto Will’s arm like a limpet. ‘I hope we’ve got the honeymoon suite.’


Will’s eyes light up. ‘You’re not going to believe it,’ he says, taking Ali by the hand. ‘Let me show you.’ 


‘Well, this is all right, isn’t it?’ says Jack, taking a deep breath of sea air and stretching his arms up.


‘This is better than all right, mate,’ says Noah jovially. 


‘It’s like something out of the Real Housewives of Beverly Hills!’ Paige laughs, unable to disguise her glee. 


‘See, I told you it wasn’t going to be all bad,’ muses Rachel as she bumps her shoulder into Paige.


‘Let’s see if the groom’s managed to get any sundries in,’ says Jack as he walks back into the house.


‘Does red wine fall under that category?’ asks Noah, following him.


‘I bloody hope so!’ Jack laughs. It’s the first time that he’s seemed genuinely relaxed. 


‘This really is something,’ says Paige, as she and Rachel stay where they are, looking out into the darkness. The moon is shrouded in thin clouds, casting a sliver of light across the inky-black sea below, and Rachel can’t help but shudder again at the proximity of the ocean, and all that lies beneath its surface. 


‘Here, do you want this?’ asks Paige, pulling her pashmina from her shoulders and offering it to Rachel. 


‘Thanks,’ she says, gratefully taking it. 


Paige pulls the shawl up onto Rachel’s shoulder. ‘You’re very forgiving of her, you know,’ she says.


‘Who?’ asks Rachel, unnecessarily.


‘You know who.’


Rachel shrugs. ‘What else am I supposed to do? She’s going to be family soon and you know what they say . . .?’


Paige looks at her with raised eyebrows.


‘You can’t choose your family . . .’ Rachel goes on. 


‘She should certainly come with an instruction to only take in small doses,’ says Paige, half laughing.


Rachel chuckles. ‘I’ll give you that, but once the wedding’s out of the way, we’ll probably not see that much of her. It’s poor Will we should feel sorry for.’


‘Why have we got to feel sorry for him?’ asks Jack, returning to the terrace with two glasses of red wine. He hands one to Rachel, and Noah gives another to Paige.


‘Ssh,’ says Rachel, pulling Jack towards a sunken seating area. It’s only as she collapses into the cushions that she realizes that a firepit is simmering in front of her. 


‘Don’t you find it tiresome?’ asks Paige, sitting down. 


‘What?’ asks Jack.


‘Her!’ says Paige, nodding her head in the direction they’d last seen Ali. 


Jack takes a large slug of wine.


‘She’s just so full-on,’ says Paige. ‘Even before she’s had a drink.’


‘You’re full-on, even before you’ve had a drink,’ says Jack, laughing.


‘I get why she rubs some people up the wrong way,’ says Rachel, eager to dispel the growing sense that a ruckus is brewing. It often does when Jack and Paige get together, because they’re both so hot-headed and keen to prove themselves right that they could argue over the price of a pint of milk. ‘But I think she’s a laugh. The world would certainly be a duller place if she wasn’t in it, that’s for sure.’


‘You were moaning about her earlier,’ says Paige.


‘I wasn’t,’ says Rachel. ‘I was just talking about how she seems to wind some people up.’


‘Namely, Jack,’ states Paige.


Rachel widens her eyes, wishing she hadn’t said anything. 


‘Woah,’ says Jack, holding his hands up in the air. ‘Don’t bring me into this.’


‘But you have got a problem with her?’ presses Paige.


‘I didn’t say that.’


‘You didn’t have to,’ says Paige. ‘It’s written all over your face.’


‘And since when were you able to read my expressions?’


Here we go, thinks Rachel, as she brings her feet up under her and swills her red wine around in its glass. Once they get started, Jack and Paige are like a sparring brother and sister who seem to enjoy getting a rise out of each other. It’s good-humoured for the most part, the pair of them playing a ping-pong game of banter – each of them desperate to win the volley – but it’s been known to get a little out of hand. Rachel suspects it’s because they both work in high-pressure jobs and are used to – perhaps even thrive on – being constantly challenged by someone else’s opinion. 


Defending herself, or someone else, is what Paige does for a living – ‘the Rottweiler with a handbag’ is how she’s known within the legal profession. If you were ever in trouble, she’s who you’d want onside to get you out of it. But whilst her ability to argue her way out of a paper bag may well be of use to someone accused of murder, when the same tactics were used to wage a war on your husband, it could be a little overkill. 


Rachel rolls her eyes at Noah and he smiles knowingly back, no doubt wondering, like her, how the four of them could ever be best friends. If a stranger looked at them, they would probably assume that it was her and Noah who were a couple; the pair of them sharing an easy, laid-back attitude that Jack and Paige couldn’t even imagine possessing. They were happy just bobbing along, seeing the good in everyone and everything, whilst Jack and Paige cast a cynical eye over the minutiae of life. 


Yet somehow, collectively, it worked. Perhaps because they all got something from each other’s spouses that they didn’t get from their own. 


‘So, what’s your problem with her?’ Paige asks, like a dog with a bone.


Jack looks into his glass, as if he’s deliberating whether to say what he’s about to say.


‘I . . .’ he starts, before looking around. ‘I . . . just don’t trust her.’


‘Why not?’ asks Paige.


‘P . . .’ says Noah, warning her not to push it.


‘I’ve got my reasons,’ is all that Jack says.


Rachel leans forwards, her brow furrowed. ‘Is there something you’re not telling us?’


Jack sighs heavily.


‘There’s clearly something playing on your mind,’ says Paige, doubling the pressure.


He looks resignedly between Paige and Rachel. ‘I think she’s cheated on him.’ His words are almost inaudible.


‘What?’ exclaims Rachel, followed by a deafening silence from Paige. She daren’t look to see the ‘I told you so’ expression on her face. 


‘How do you . . . how do you know?’ asks Rachel, as her heart breaks into a thousand pieces for poor Will, who’s like a brother to her.


‘Rick at work,’ said Jack. ‘He told me he’d been sleeping with her for a couple of months. 


‘But does he know . . .?’ starts Rachel. ‘That she’s with Will and he’s your brother?’


Jack shakes his head. ‘When they started going out, I told Ali I didn’t want anyone at work to know there was a connection. I wanted to keep everything professional.’


‘So, this Rick guy didn’t know he was revealing anything untoward?’ asks Paige.


‘No,’ says Jack. ‘It was just one of those situations in the pub after work and he said to a few of us that he had been “banging the hot girl who used to work in A&R”, for want of a better expression.’


‘Well, when did this happen?’ asks Rachel. ‘Was it recently or before her and Will got together?’


Jack shrugs his shoulders as if he’s physically trying to unburden himself of the knowledge he’s been carrying for all this time. ‘He told me in the summer,’ he says. ‘I don’t know if it’s still going on, as he left shortly after.’


Rachel can hardly think straight as her mind desperately tries to unravel the news and put it back together in a form that she’s happy with. 


‘Does Will know?’ she says, when it doesn’t work.


‘I don’t think so,’ says Jack. ‘And I don’t want him to either.’


‘You can’t let him marry her,’ says Paige, her voice high-pitched.


‘Listen,’ says Jack, sounding suddenly authoritative. ‘I’ve had this going around on a loop in my head for months, wondering what I should do.’


Now, it’s all beginning to fall into place, thinks Rachel. He’s been so wound up lately. ‘But don’t you think he deserves to be told?’ she offers meekly.


He turns to face her. ‘You said yourself, that you’d never seen him so happy.’


She nods miserably.


‘He’s a grown man who can hopefully see Ali for what she is,’ says Jack. ‘And if he’s happy with that, then who am I to stand between them? It doesn’t mean I have to like her, but I can put the face on to get through this weekend and I’d ask that you all do the same.’


He looks at Paige with raised eyebrows, knowing that she’s the most likely to struggle with such a request. 


‘I’ve never liked her,’ she hisses. 


‘I shouldn’t have told you,’ says Jack, raking a hand through his hair. 


‘I wish you hadn’t,’ says Rachel, wondering how on earth she’s going to stand by and let her trusting brother-in-law marry a woman who has been unfaithful to him.


‘But you have to promise to keep it to yourselves and not let it ruin the weekend.’


‘It just goes to show that you never know what goes on behind closed doors,’ says Noah. 


The four of them fall ominously silent when Ali and Will appear at the top of a flight of stairs leading onto a darkened corner of the patio. Rachel immediately feels herself going hot at the thought of them having heard what they’ve been saying. She searches their expressions for any tell-tale signs. There are none.


‘Oh my God, you guys,’ shrieks Ali, as irrepressible as ever. ‘You need to see our room.’ She claps her hands together like an excited child on Christmas morning.


‘Another drink, anyone?’ asks Paige, not even trying to disguise her indifference.


‘I’ll help you,’ says Jack, getting up. ‘What are we having?’


‘Just a glass of water for me, please,’ says Ali. ‘I’m still recovering from the flight.’ She pulls an apologetic face.


‘Will?’ asks Jack.


‘A glass of red, please, mate.’


Rachel watches as Jack and Paige retreat to the kitchen, half-wishing that she’d been quicker off the mark.


‘Honestly, guys, our room is insane,’ squeals Ali. ‘It’s got windows into the pool, so you can see underwater.’


‘Wow,’ says Rachel lamely, willing herself out of the stupor that’s she’s become entrenched in. She can’t let Will see the change in her, no matter how dramatic the reason.


‘So, whose villa is this, exactly?’ asks Noah, proving he’s better at pretending everything is fine than she is.


Will sits down on the plump cushions opposite Rachel, and Ali immediately plops down next to him, snuggling herself under his arm.


‘Funnily enough, it’s owned by the family of my business partner back in the UK,’ says Will, looking up at the villa. It’s now awash with cool blue lighting, giving Rachel the vibe of a club that she and Noah went to in Ibiza, the summer after they graduated from uni.


‘He and I met through the surfing school I set up down here,’ Will goes on.


‘God, I’d forgotten about that,’ says Noah. 


Rachel hates to admit it, but so had she. Will had had so many failed business ventures and half-cocked, hare-brained ideas, it was probably easier to remember the things he hadn’t done.


‘So, he’s who you work with on the water-sports company back home?’


Will nods. ‘He had the finance to set us up with all the equipment, but it’s gone so well that we’re fifty-fifty partners now.’


‘Do you think it’s something you’ll look to expand even more?’ asks Noah.


‘I hope so,’ says Will. ‘It’s all very well having a water-sports company on a lake, but I miss the sea. We’re looking at premises down in Newquay, with the hope of setting up a surfing school again.’


‘I’d love to give surfing a go at some point,’ says Noah.


Will smiles. ‘Well, you never know . . .’


Ali bounces up and down in her seat. ‘Can I tell him?’ she says. ‘Please, please let me tell him.’


Will looks at her with such warmth in his eyes that it almost makes Rachel cry. She doesn’t care if it’s still going on or not: she’ll never understand how Ali could ever cheat on him. She forces the thought to the back of her mind, because she has four days to get through and she can’t feel like this every time she looks at him.


‘Go on then,’ says Will, encouragingly.


Ali sits up and looks between Rachel and Noah, her eyes alight with mischief. 


‘So . . .’ she says, drawing it out. ‘We’ve got something to tell you.’


Jack and Paige return with a bottle of wine and a glass of water, which Paige almost looks pained to offer to Ali. This trip is going to be harder than any of them could imagine. 


Ali waits until she has everyone’s undivided attention. ‘We’ve arranged a little surprise for tomorrow.’


Rachel’s sure that she hears Paige groan. If she did, Ali chooses to ignore it.


‘The boys are going surfing, while us girls are having a yoga session on the beach.’ Ali smiles and puts her arms in the air. ‘Woo-hoo, surf’s up dudes.’ 


There’s a tangible delay in reaction, and if it weren’t for Noah, Rachel’s unsure anyone would have said anything.


‘That’s awesome,’ he exclaims, eager to fill the void.


Ali flashes a megawatt smile. ‘Will’s going to take you and Jack out and give you a lesson.’


‘Great,’ says Jack, desperately trying to show willing. ‘I haven’t been out on the waves for years.’


‘We’ll take it slow to get you familiarized,’ says Will. ‘And Noah, I’ve no doubt that once I show you the basics, you’ll be well on your way.’


‘And while they’re doing their thing, ladies,’ says Ali, ‘I’ve booked us a one-hour yoga session.’


Will blows his cheeks out. ‘Though, I warn you not to follow Ali’s lead unless you want to do yourself some serious damage, because she can get herself into some insane positions.’


‘I bet she can,’ says Paige, looking as if she has a bad taste in her mouth.


Rachel doesn’t need to look to know that Jack’s eyes will be boring into her best friend, sending a silent warning to watch what she says.


Ali giggles, none the wiser. ‘I remember one time we were in Paris and we went to see the Moulin Rouge. I’m ashamed to say that I was so drunk, that I thought I could join the cast, so got up on the stage just before the final curtain and did the splits.’


‘That must have been some show,’ says Paige to Will, sarcastically.


‘Oh, she wasn’t with me,’ he says.


‘It was an ex-boyfriend,’ says Ali, grimacing. ‘I don’t think he was particularly impressed.’


‘I can’t imagine anyone would be, if their girlfriend made a fool of herself like that,’ says Paige.


Noah laughs awkwardly. ‘So how long did you have your surf school down here?’ he asks Will, in a clumsy attempt to change the subject. 


‘About eighteen months,’ says Will. ‘It’s just about the longest I’ve stayed anywhere. But hey, I must have managed to put down enough roots to make this feel like the place I wanted to get married. I know a lot more people here than anywhere else in the world.’


‘Well, let’s give thanks for that!’ says Noah, looking up at the house and raising his glass.


‘Oh, don’t be acting as if butter wouldn’t melt,’ Ali says to Paige, as if Noah and Will hadn’t spoken. 


Rachel’s ears burn with a searing heat as she prays that Paige hasn’t heard her, and wills Ali not to say another word. 


‘You must have done things you’re not particularly proud of,’ Ali goes on, leaving Rachel’s prayers unanswered. 


She feels Paige bristle as an expectant hush descends, as if they’re all waiting with bated breath for an answer. 


‘I don’t tend to make mistakes,’ says Paige eventually.


‘Oh, come on,’ pushes Ali. ‘You can’t possibly have been this perfect all your life.’


Noah chokes theatrically on his wine. ‘Well, there was this time . . .’


‘Ah-ha!’ shouts Ali triumphantly, as Paige throws Noah a warning look. ‘I knew it!’ 


‘So, come on, Noah,’ presses Ali. ‘Tell us what your perfect wife used to get up to.’


Paige laughs, but it sounds hollow. ‘I can assure you, I’m by no means perfect.’ She takes hold of Noah’s hand beside her and squeezes it, but Rachel can’t tell whether it’s for support or to reprimand him for dropping her in it.


Ali tucks her legs up underneath her as if she’s settling into a good film, and Rachel winces as she waits to see how Paige is going to play this. Is she going to give Ali what she wants? A glimpse of her old self, in another life? Or is she going to stick to the carefully crafted character she’s created for herself in order to get ahead in an industry that has piranhas snapping at your heels at the first sign of weakness?


It was that version that Rachel got to see more often than not these days, as the pressure in the city forced Paige to be someone she never used to be. They still had fun whenever they were together, but it had become more and more inhibited – as if Paige had an impenetrable barrier around her that wouldn’t let her fully kick back and relax. As if by doing so, she would reveal a vulnerability she couldn’t afford to expose.


Paige drains her glass of wine and puts it back onto the table with a vigour that has both Noah and Jack reaching for the bottle to give her a refill. 


‘So, what have you done?’ asks Ali, unable to let it go. 


Paige looks around the group, as if sizing them all up; gauging whether she should say what she’s about to say.


‘I took drugs once,’ she says eventually.


A hush momentarily descends over the group before Ali spits out some water. ‘Are you serious?’ Her eyes widen.


‘Yep,’ mutters Paige.


‘That doesn’t count,’ exclaims Ali. ‘We’ve all done that! Come on, Noah, what’s Paige done that she’d be ashamed to tell us about?’


Noah laughs nervously. ‘Should I tell them about the time you refused to come down from the podium in Halkidiki, or when you got yourself arrested?’


Paige’s jaw involuntarily spasms as she tries to smile, but it doesn’t quite reach her eyes.


‘Oh my God,’ squeals Ali. ‘You got arrested? What for?’


Paige clears her throat. ‘I was at a rally and an overzealous police officer decided to make an example of me.’ 


‘That’s brilliant!’ says Ali, clapping her hands together. ‘What were you protesting against?’ 


‘Erm, it was a women’s rights march in London,’ says Paige. ‘A judge had let off a rapist because he said the victim was too drunk to know whether she consented or not.’ 


‘No way,’ says Ali, without a modicum of conviction. ‘That sucks.’


‘Indeed it does,’ says Paige tightly. 


‘So, do you consider yourself a feminist?’ asks Ali.


‘I don’t think wanting to see a rapist convicted of his crime makes me a feminist,’ says Paige. ‘But believing in equal opportunities and not wanting to be treated any differently because I’m a woman, probably makes me one.’


‘So, you’re not a fan of being called darling or being whistled at in the street?’ asks Ali.


‘Who is?’ replies Paige. ‘Anyone who condones that kind of behaviour is doing a real disservice to the rest of the female population.’ 


‘You work at the Old Bailey, right?’ asks Ali. 


Paige nods. ‘Sometimes.’


‘So, do you feel you have to work extra hard to prove yourself? To prove that you’re just as good at your job as your male counterparts.’


‘I’ve worked hard to get to where I am,’ says Paige. ‘But I’ve no doubt I’d be even further on if I was a man.’


‘Doesn’t that piss you off?’ asks Ali, as if trying to get a rise out of Paige. 


‘Yes, but it’s the way of the world and, although it’s slowly changing, we’ll never truly be equals. But it would really help the cause if we could all unite and present a stronger force, so that men know they can’t take any of us for fools.’


‘I think the tide is turning,’ says Ali.


‘Do you?’ says Paige, seemingly taken aback. ‘How can it be, when there are still some women who continually let the side down? Who feel that the only way to get a man’s attention is to play the damsel in distress?’


Rachel sinks further into the sofa cushions as Paige’s sharp tone reverberates around the group. She knows her well enough to know that if any one topic is going to get her stoked, feminism is it, and with the new information on Ali, it feels like a firecracker is about to go off. 


‘God, I hate women like that,’ says Ali, without any trace of irony. ‘I’ve met a few of them in my time.’


‘Anyway, how’s the new job going?’ asks Rachel, desperate to change the subject. 


Ali laughs. ‘I’ve been there over a year now, so it doesn’t feel like a new job anymore.’


‘Gosh,’ says Rachel, looking at Jack with raised eyebrows. ‘Has it really been that long?’


‘Mmm,’ he mutters. ‘Time flies.’


Rachel remembers being introduced to Ali as if it were yesterday. She’d gone to meet Jack in the pub after work and Ali was there waxing lyrical about how nice he was and how he’d taken her under his wing. 


‘Seriously, he’s gone way over and above to help me settle in,’ she’d said.


‘That’s Jack for you,’ Rachel had said as the pair of them stood there watching him order a round of drinks at the end of the bar.


‘But he doesn’t have to,’ said Ali. ‘He could easily offload me onto someone less senior, but he seems really invested in my success. I’ve learnt so much from him already.’


Rachel had raised her eyebrows in surprise because, if the truth be known, that didn’t actually sound like Jack at all. For the past month, all he’d done was complain that he couldn’t leave the office much before nine at night. He’d said the company was in the middle of a merger and he’d been working flat-out on supplying all the data and information that was required before the deadline. Which, much to his annoyance, had superseded his day job of finding new musical talent to produce and promote. So, if his workload was that full-on, Rachel had wondered, where was he finding the time to mentor a new recruit?


Despite herself, Rachel hadn’t been able to help but re-evaluate the woman standing in front of her as she silently weighed up the risk factor. Not that her marriage was prime for sabotage – she and Jack were as tight as any couple she knew – but she defied any woman in her position not to at least make an unspoken checklist. 


To start with, Ali was blonde, and Rachel had never known Jack to veer away from brunette. She had almost laughed out loud, unable to believe her mind was even taking her down this road, but still she couldn’t stop herself from taking in Ali’s curves, impossibly tiny waist, and full rosebud lips, that she imagined were the stuff of men’s dreams. 


Rachel had felt like an ungainly giant standing next to her, but she’d refused to quite literally bow to the pressure of making herself seem smaller, more petite. Yet she couldn’t help but wish that she’d worn her long brown hair down, instead of it being in a messy bun on top of her head, and that she’d applied a smidge of lipstick to make herself feel as if she was at least a contender in the race.


The race for what? she’d asked herself as she looked at Jack. I’ve already won.


‘Where were you working before?’ she’d asked Ali, by way of making small talk, even though she wasn’t really interested in the answer.


‘I was at Maverick Promotions,’ said Ali. ‘And my boss there was a total dickhead.’


Rachel had looked at her through narrowed eyes, surprised by her indiscretion.


‘How so?’ she said.


‘He crossed the line,’ said Ali. ‘He thought because I’m the way I am, that he could take advantage of me.’


‘The way you are?’ asked Rachel, keen to establish exactly what she meant and the threat it might present.


‘That I’m outgoing and friendly,’ said Ali. 


Rachel waited for her to add ‘and because I look like every man’s fantasy’, but she didn’t.


‘So, what happened?’ Rachel asked, when no more information was forthcoming. 


Ali looked up, her piercing blue eyes staring straight through her. ‘He took me for a fool,’ she said. ‘He thought I was just some blonde bimbo who he could silence, due to his position of power, but he was wrong.’ The tone of Ali’s voice as she said those last four words troubled Rachel, though she couldn’t quite put her finger on whether it was because he’d treated her badly or because she’d made sure he hadn’t got away with it. 


‘Well, I’m glad that you made a stand,’ she said, part of her wanting to ask more questions, but equally not wanting to get into it. ‘Men like him need to know that we won’t accept that kind of behaviour. We need to push back against these predators.’


‘Yes, girl!’ Ali had declared, before pulling Rachel into a sudden embrace. As Rachel extricated herself, making excuses that she needed to go and help Jack, Ali started making her way towards a circle of men who were becoming rowdier by the minute.


‘She’s quite a force,’ Rachel had commented to Jack as he handed her a glass of white wine.


‘Mmm, I wonder if she’s too much so.’


Rachel had cocked her head to one side. ‘Meaning?’


‘Well, look at her,’ said Jack, taking a sip of his pint of lager and licking the white-foam residue from his lip. 


As Rachel had watched Ali coil her arm around the neck of the most handsome of the bunch, pleading with him to dance to Whitney Houston’s ‘How Will I Know?’, she wondered if Jack might have a point. 


‘Hey!’ said Will, coming up behind her at the bar and squeezing her waist.


‘Hi!’ Rachel squealed, excitedly pulling him into her for a hug. ‘You’re back! Ooh it’s so lovely to see you – it’s been far too long.’ He flashed her a smile through his thick beard.


‘Hey, bro,’ he said as he leaned into Jack and they did that macho shoulder nudge thing that men who like to be cool do nowadays. 


‘Come here,’ said Jack, thinking better of it and pulling his younger brother in for a proper embrace. ‘How you doing?’


‘Knackered,’ said Will. 


Jack laughed. ‘How can you be knackered when you’ve spent the last two months in Vietnam, doing sweet FA?’ 


Will smiled and rolled his eyes at Rachel, as if to say, here we go. ‘I meant from the flight. Being stuck in economy for twelve hours with legs this long is punishing.’


‘My heart bleeds for you.’ Jack sighed theatrically. ‘What can I get you?’


‘I’ll have a pint please,’ said Will, as he put his arm around Rachel.


‘So, what have you been up to?’ she asked. ‘How was your time at the monastery?’


‘Intense,’ said Will. ‘Let’s just say that two months was plenty long enough to know that it wasn’t what I wanted.’


Rachel had looked at him: so worldly-wise, yet still so vulnerable. At thirty-three, he was seemingly no nearer knowing what it was he did want. 


He meandered from one low-paid job to the next, flitting between countries and continents as casually as if it were a routine commute. Sometimes, Rachel envied his bohemian lifestyle; his ability to put down roots wherever he landed, no matter how shallow they were. But mostly she worried, like an over-protective big sister, whether he was ever going to be able to settle down in one place long enough to meet someone and start a family of his own.


She could never have guessed that, that very night, her prayers were going to be answered.


‘You must miss having such a livewire in the office?’ offers Paige now with a hint of sarcasm that only those who know her well would notice.


Jack looks at her with raised eyebrows. ‘Her absence is noticeable,’ is all he says.


‘Aw, that’s so sweet,’ gushes Ali, leaning over to rub Jack’s arm. ‘I’m pleased that I’m missed.’


Rachel squirms on his behalf. 


‘So, you’re working for David Friedman’s company now?’ asks Noah, no doubt feeling the chill in the atmosphere.


Ali nods animatedly. 


‘Have you met him yet?’ 


‘Yes,’ says Ali, smiling broadly.


Paige throws a scathing glance in Rachel’s direction that says, ‘She’s probably sleeping with him’.


‘That must be pretty exciting,’ Noah goes on. ‘Is he just like we see him on TV?’


‘Nicer,’ says Ali. ‘He used to have a reputation as being a bit mean when he first started on the judging panel of Star Maker . . .’


‘Yes, I remember,’ says Rachel. ‘But he’s a bit more chilled out now.’


‘Well, he’s even more so behind the scenes,’ says Ali. ‘I really like him.’


‘You’d think that someone like him would be able to spot them a mile off, wouldn’t you?’ says Paige, almost to herself.


‘Them?’ questions Ali.


‘The kind of women we’re talking about,’ says Paige, proving her reputation that once she’s got the bit between her teeth, she doesn’t let go.


‘The women you’re referring to don’t all wear short skirts and have a sign over their heads,’ says Ali.


‘True enough,’ says Paige.


‘If you’re implying . . .?’ Ali starts, before stopping herself.


‘I’m not implying anything,’ says Paige.


‘Wearing the clothes I want makes me feel empowered,’ says Ali, sounding a little more authoritative than Rachel has heard her before. ‘If a man happens to find that attractive or misconstrues it to mean that I’m coming on to them, then so be it, but make no mistake: I’m the one in control. Not them.’ 


‘You sound as if you’re speaking from experience,’ says Paige.


‘Anyone want another drink?’ blurts out Rachel, in an attempt to change the subject. She looks to Noah, wide-eyed, but he offers a reassuring wink and a nod to the almost-full bottle sitting on the table.
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