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For all my friends, both good and bad, and for Alaric, the best of them all.





You’re lying, sprawled at the bottom of the stairs, legs bent, arms wide. If I squint, you could be playing Sleeping Bunnies. Or maybe Twister. Or you might have flung yourself there in a parody of total exhaustion the way we did as teenagers. ‘Stop the world, I want to get off,’ we used to shout, tossing our school bags and collapsing onto the sofa. But tonight, your hair’s covering most of your face and your neck’s at a funny angle. And there’s blood. So much blood.

The blood around the gash on your forehead is starting to crisp. I wish I could tell you how beautiful the tiny claret-coloured crystals are or that the blood pooling around your head looks like a halo. But you’re past listening.

I should be beside myself. Instead, I find myself circling, careful to avoid the blood, acting like I’m trying to work out what happened. Even though I already know. I feel detached, like I’m watching this unfold on CSI or one of the other trashy TV shows we always used to watch together. I stop and wait for the waves of sorrow and regret to come rolling in. Nothing happens. I blink hard, trying to force tears into my eyes so I can palm them away. Nothing comes.

I lean in, so close the tips of my hair almost graze your skin. I need to see your face. It’s the face I see in my head every time I go to the gym. The face that makes me run until my trainers burn against the rubber of the treadmill. The face that makes me clench my thighs tighter every time I have sex.

This close, I can see dark hairs under the arch of your eyebrows. There are bags under your eyes and dried saliva on your lip. I want to wipe it away, tidy you up. But I can’t disturb the scene. I cast my eyes up the stairs behind you. Polished wood, so shiny you could eat your dinner off it. Every homeowner’s pride and joy. Lethal to a pair of stockinged feet. The tiniest misstep could have catapulted you headfirst to the bottom.

I bend down again, my ear an inch from your mouth. There it is. The tiniest exhalation. You’re breathing. The tears come now, a cascade of emotions I can’t separate accompanying them. Wedged among them, the sharp sting of disappointment. I tamp it down and hurry to the door. I need to let the paramedics in. And then I have to be careful. Because as the energy trickles out of your body, it’s pumping into mine. And while this could be a tragic accident, if anyone’s got a motive to hurt you, it’s me.






One

Saturday 1 December

9.02 a.m.

I stamp my feet and bang on the door again. I wish they’d hurry up and open it. I’m dying for the loo. And it’s Baltic out here. The Porsche Cayenne is parked outside so they’re definitely home. Aren’t people with kids always saying they have to be up before dawn? So why aren’t they answering? The old woman with the dog climbing the steps to one of the tall houses on the opposite side of the road keeps looking over. She probably thinks I’m breaking and entering. To the suspicious mind, my faded black leggings and dark puffa jacket are just what a burglar might wear. I want to call out something reassuring like, ‘Don’t worry, I’m a friend of the Waverlys’, but I suspect that might alarm her further. I inspect my left hand – I was so excited to get over here I didn’t think about getting a much-needed mani – and try to think warm, non loo-related thoughts instead.

It doesn’t work. I shift from one leg to the other, eyeing the potted bay trees on either side of the glossy front door. If I have to wait much longer, I might end up squatting over one of them. Not quite the way I wanted to introduce the best thing that’s ever happened to me. I should have called first.

I jiggle for a few moments, then give up and start rummaging through my bag. I’m digging past the sticker book for Tilly, Ed’s car keys, three lip balms and a bag of dog treats when the door swings open. Standing in a cloud of the Issey Miyake perfume she’s worn since school is Izzy, my best friend. She’s a vision in Lycra. I thrust my left hand behind my back – I want this to be a surprise.

‘Bec? What are you doing here? And why are you standing like a penguin?’

‘Are you going running?’ I feel a little guilty. I was so excited to get over here it slipped my mind that Izzy runs in the mornings. I remind myself that I’d be more than happy for her to turn up on my doorstep any time of the day or night. Though, given the state of my flat, it’s unlikely she would.

‘I was about to head up to the common. It’s my morning to run while Rich watches Tilly. Is everything okay, hon?’

‘More than okay. Just some good news to share. And –’ I rustle the paper bag in my right hand ‘– I brought pastries.’

Izzy hesitates. Her Fitbit blinks like it’s having a seizure. She looks at it longingly, then says, ‘Go on then. I went to the gym while Tilly was at nursery yesterday.’

‘That’s the spirit! Now will you let me in already? I’ve been standing here so long your neighbour thinks I’m a burglar. And I’m dying for the loo.’

‘I’ll put the kettle on.’ She stands aside so I can rush past. ‘Then you can tell me this good news. It must be something big to get you out of bed before lunchtime.’

9.14 a.m.

I’m sitting on the buttercup-coloured Oka sofa next to the breakfast bar. It offsets its Farrow and Ball surrounds perfectly. I brush my fingers along the wall. ‘Lamp Room Gray’ with ‘Elephant’s Breath’ for the feature wall. The Dulux colours of mine and Ed’s two-bed don’t lift the imagination in quite the same way.

She seems to be taking forever to plate the pastries. I play with one of the throw cushions to distract myself. This is exactly the kind of sofa I’d love to have if dog hair and my natural tendency to spill didn’t prevent such a style statement. Not many three-year-olds could be trusted around such a beautiful piece, but naturally Izzy’s daughter, Tilly, is super well-behaved. Not to mention well-policed; half her toys have nanny cameras in them and she’s not allowed to go to the bathroom on her own. As if on cue, I hear her on the landing upstairs, her footsteps punctuated by Rich’s heavier tread. I jump up. I want my news to have Izzy’s complete attention. Apart from texting my brother, Rob, she will be the first person I tell.

‘This is quite a haul.’ Izzy offers me a plate as I come round the bar. ‘Did you win the lottery?’

‘In a manner of speaking.’ I grin as I shoot my left hand across the marble counter splaying my fingers so fast I look like a demented Harry Potter character casting a spell. She can’t miss the huge diamond sitting on my ring finger. ‘Ed proposed.’

Izzy’s so surprised she doesn’t say anything for a second. Then her face breaks into a smile. She sweeps me into a hug.

‘That’s fantastic, Bec. Just what you’ve been waiting for. I’m so thrilled for you.’

She goes over to her double fridge and pulls out a bottle of Moet. She’s so grown up. The only booze in my fridge is the stuff I’m planning to drink that night.

‘Tell me everything.’

‘Don’t you want to see the ring first?’ Izzy loves diamonds. I’m surprised it wasn’t the first thing she asked about.

‘I can see it from over here. It’s massive!’ She’s fiddling with the champagne.

‘What’s massive? Hey, Bec.’ Rich comes in, Tilly looped around his neck so her blonde plait sweeps across his broad chest. His dark hair’s rumpled like he just got up. I concentrate on my cheese straw. I might have known him my whole life – we even had baths together as kids – but I still get tongue-tied when I first see him. Rich Waverly was captain of the rugby team while I was what you might call a ‘late bloomer’. Izzy thinks my feelings are a throwback from when we were at school. She, of all people, should know there’s a bit more to it than that.

‘Ed proposed!’ Izzy practically throws the champagne at Rich. ‘Here, do this. I’m useless this morning.’

‘Bec, that’s great! He’s a lucky man.’ Rich deposits Tilly on the floor and pops the cork in one movement. ‘Where is he?’

‘On the common walking Missy.’ I pull myself together. ‘He thought I might want to tell Izzy on my own so we could – and I quote – “get all the screaming and crying” out of our systems.’

Rich laughs. ‘A man after my own heart. And he walks the dog as well. Why don’t we meet him up there? Take Tilly’s scooter and make a morning of it?

Tilly’s already at the built-in shoe rack, pulling shoes and boots off at random.

‘What about the pastries?’ Izzy’s looking flustered. ‘And the champers?’

‘Bring them. I’ll grab plastic flutes from the pantry.’ Rich starts moving and I picture him at work, executing deals, a stream of minions in his wake. Not that I really know what he does. Something in finance. ‘We’ll bung the pastries in a carrier bag. What’s left of them, anyway…’

He smirks as I blush. Now I’m engaged, I might need to rethink my pastry habit.

‘Come on.’ He grabs Izzy’s hands and swings her arms. ‘Where’s your sense of adventure?’

‘Okay. But only for an hour or so. You promised you’d get the Christmas tree this weekend and I’ve got to finish the Beef Wellington before your family comes over.’

‘I’ll do that when we get back. I only have to finish the chapter I’m working on then I’m free as a bird.’ Rich starts to chase Tilly up the stairs, their feet clattering against the polished wood as Tilly’s laughter bounces down the stairs.

‘I’ll text Ed and tell him to meet us at the bandstand,’ I call.

‘Already done,’ Rich shouts back. ‘See you up there.’

Their footsteps recede.

‘How is his book going?’ I ask while Izzy forcefully repacks her Anya Hindmarch ‘mummy’ handbag.

‘Fine.’

‘Are you okay?’ I ask. ‘You’re a bit quiet. I’m sorry I derailed your run.’

‘Don’t be silly.’ She stuffs another packet of wet wipes into the bag. ‘I’m just knackered. I know everyone thinks I’ve got nothing to do now that Tilly’s at nursery four days a week but I’ve actually got a lot on. Rich is working all hours and if he’s not, he’s holed up in his study trying to “write”.’ Izzy swipes her hands through the air to make inverted commas.

‘Is his novel any good?’

‘How should I know? He won’t let me read it. And that’s not the point.’ Izzy sounds harassed. ‘I’ve got a lot to manage. I’m trying to get Christmas sorted and Tilly’s picked now of all times to have some sort of sleep regression. I could do without a big family lunch this weekend.’

I know she resents the time Rich’s writing takes up but I can’t help thinking that if she gave him a bit more freedom to pursue it, he’d be a lot happier. Not that I would ever dare say that. ‘Can you postpone?’

‘Don’t be silly. You know I love seeing Rich’s parents and they’re so excited to have Henry back in town. This is the first time all their boys will be together since he got that job in Geneva.’

‘Jenny will be in her element.’ Rich’s mum once told me that he and his brothers, Henry and Charlie, were named after kings of England, which is appropriate given that she treats them like royalty. As someone who’s lost their own mother, it’s touching to watch. ‘Do you know, when they were little, she used to—’

‘Anyway, hark at us.’ Izzy changes the subject, oblivious to my attempted anecdote. ‘Boozing on Clapham Common in the early hours of a Saturday morning. It’s almost like nothing’s changed in the last fifteen years.’

‘Our terrible taste in blokes?’ I play along.

‘Speak for yourself. My taste has always been impeccable. Yours on the other hand…’

She’s joking. But out of nowhere, the memory of a white rose, as bright as a fresh sheet of paper, and Rich’s hand brushing my face tumbles into my mind. If things had been different that night… I steady my breath. I haven’t let myself think about that moment in almost two decades. I will not start now.

‘We can’t all meet Prince Charming when we’re sixteen,’ I say lightly as Izzy switches off the kitchen light and holds out her elbow so we can link arms. ‘Some of us have to wait a while.’






Two

9.30 a.m.

‘So tell me how he did it. Did he whisk you out for a swanky dinner or get down on one knee in front of the Christmas tree? I want to hear every last detail. Even the naughty ones.’

We’re at the traffic lights at the end of their road. Clapham Common’s at the top of the hill, a swathe of green stretching the length of the road all the way down to the station. Normally it’s packed with joggers and dog walkers but today the cold is keeping all but the most dedicated away.

‘It was a total surprise.’ I smile both at the memory and at the idea of being organized enough to have a Christmas tree already. ‘Though I probably should have clocked something was up when he was home before me.’

‘Don’t tell me he missed Friday night drinks. Sacre bleu.’

Before she had Tilly, Izzy used to work at the same risk management firm as Ed. That’s how I met him. Of course, at the beginning, I assumed he was interested in her. With legs up to her armpits, blonde hair and perfect features, most guys usually are. Thankfully I was wrong. This time.

‘Exactly. Anyway I thought it was a bit weird when I saw his bike chained up in the front garden but he made some excuse about drinks not being on because it’s December and everyone’s so busy.’ I breathe in, remembering the smell of cinnamon in the air. ‘But he’d lit candles. And he was making curry as well. That was when I thought something might be up.’

‘Candles and curry. Basic male seduction 101.’

‘We can’t all have Mr Romance.’

Rich has always surprised Izzy with gifts and treats. I remember the collective envy of our entire sixth form common room when he bought her a locket from H Samuel for their one-month anniversary. She’s honed his taste in jewellery since then. He proposed with a family heirloom on a cliff in Cornwall. He’d got up at the crack of dawn and abseiled down to spell out ‘Will you marry me?’ in stones on the beach below. As grand gestures go, it’s pretty hard to beat.

‘Carry on,’ Izzy urges.

The lights change and we start walking across the road. A car beeps, either at our leisurely pace or, more likely, Izzy in tight Lycra.

‘Okay. So I was thinking maybe he’d got a pay rise or that he finally wanted to talk about moving house. I didn’t think he was going to propose. I had my coat on! I was hanging it on the bottom of the stairs when he suddenly dropped to one knee in front of me. I thought he’d tripped on a loose floorboard at first.’ I shake my head. ‘I was so busy trying to help him up I didn’t even see the ring box in his hand.’

‘Only you would try and give a proposing man some assistance.’ Izzy laughs. ‘I’m surprised you didn’t fetch his toolkit and make him a cup of tea while you were at it.’

‘It has been said I do make a good cup of tea.’

‘Must be all that practice you get at work,’ Izzy quips. I laugh, but the comment stings a little.

She sees my face. ‘Too close to the bone?’

I shrug. I’ve been the features assistant at the magazine where I work for the past four years and some days it does feel like all I do is make tea. That doesn’t mean I want to be reminded of it.

‘So anyway, I stopped trying to help him up.’ I try to restore momentum. ‘In fact I pretty much stopped breathing altogether. Then he looked at me and said, “I’ve known from the minute I met you I always wanted you in my life. Would you do me the very great honour of marrying me?”’

I wait for Izzy to point out that if he knew from the moment he met me, it shouldn’t have taken him three years to ask. Uncharacteristically, she lets the comment go.

‘That’s so sweet, hon. These men pretend to be so macho but they’re jelly when it comes to this. I remember Rich was so choked up he could barely get the words out.’

‘Ed didn’t cry,’ I admit. ‘But his voice did go a bit scratchy.’

‘So romantic.’ Izzy looks up at the shops we’re about to pass. ‘I’m dying for a coffee and we’re going right past Grind. Shall we pop in?’

‘I thought you were off caffeine.’ Izzy switched coffee for green tea about six months ago. She claims it’s for health reasons but I suspect it’s because she’s thinking about getting pregnant again.

‘I need something to keep my eyes open.’ Izzy steers me into a café with a gunmetal grey awning and thumping bass. ‘Last night was like something out of The Night of the Living Dead, I can’t tell you. In the end, it got so bad I made Rich go and lie on her bed with her until she fell asleep. I better grab him one too.’

Grind turns out to be one of these trendy places that have turned coffee into an art form. The barista shakes his head condescendingly when I ask if they do hot chocolate. Izzy takes charge, ordering two flat whites while I lean against the wall, letting the smell of beans fill my lungs. It reminds me of my mum and her five-a-day habit. She would not have approved of this café, I think, looking at the men with man buns and designer stubble serving coffees in glasses. I swallow. It’s been fifteen years but some days the loss feels so sharp it’s like it happened yesterday.

‘Ready?’ Izzy’s voice breaks in. She’s holding a cardboard tray with three paper cups jammed into it. ‘I thought about getting you a mocha but I figured if you’ve managed to avoid getting hooked on coffee this long, why start now? I got Ed a flat white as well though.’

‘Thanks.’ Luckily, I wasn’t that thirsty anyway.

‘Figure I’ve got to keep him on side now that he’s going to be a permanent fixture. Speaking of which, have you guys started making plans?’

‘Iz, we’ve been engaged for less than twenty-four hours.’ I don’t mention I’ve already bought two wedding magazines.

‘It’s never too early,’ she says. ‘And I know it’s going to be tricky planning it without your mum. So if there’s anything I can do to help, I will.’

‘Thanks.’ I can feel a lump mushrooming at the back of my throat. Mum was never that convinced about Izzy. She thought our relationship had a toxic element to it (show me a teenage friendship that doesn’t), but I’m sure if she saw us now she’d be glad we’ve stayed in each other’s lives. I tuck the thought away. Thinking about Mum will only make me upset. ‘We’d better get a move on or those coffees will get cold.’

9.51 a.m.

‘Well done, you.’ Izzy is already hugging Ed by the time I reach the bandstand. She started power walking as soon as we hit the common. I lean down and scratch Missy’s long ears. She sniffs my hand to see if I’m carrying any treats then gives a disgruntled snort and lumbers off to investigate the bag of pastries. My brother, Rob, says she’s more of a portable dustbin than a dog, but I love her. I let her go and pass Tilly her sticker book. The force of her hug nearly knocks me over. I ruffle her hair and tell her it’s no big deal but really I’m chuffed.

‘Let’s have a toast.’ Rich starts handing out the plastic flutes of champagne.

‘Toast. Toast and jam and jam and toast,’ Tilly sings, the wind snatching her words away as we raise our glasses.

‘To the wonderful Bec.’ Rich inclines his glass towards me. ‘And to Ed, the man lucky enough to spend the rest of his life with her. Well done for pulling it off, mate.’

The plastic glasses snap as we tap them together. Ed clears his throat.

‘Thanks for that,’ he says. ‘But we all know I couldn’t have done it without a little help. I’d like to raise a toast to the other lovely lady in our company today. To Izzy.’

Izzy blushes and looks at the floor.

‘Yes. Thank you for introducing us.’ I nudge my glass against hers. ‘And thanks to Rich for going AWOL at that dinner so that I got the chance to be your plus one.’ I smile, remembering how Ed caught the seating plan after I nearly knocked it off its easel as soon as I arrived. ‘Basic risk assessment,’ he’d said with a chuckle, before swiping drinks off a passing waiter. I’d just had my heart broken by a sports journalist I’d been obsessing about for months but Ed made me smile. The rest, as they say, is history.

‘We wouldn’t be here without you guys.’ I move closer to Ed and he wraps an arm around me.

‘That’s not all we’ve got to thank her for.’

‘What do you mean?’

Izzy’s face starts to look a bit strained. She’s obviously worried about stealing my thunder. I smile to try and communicate that I’m more than happy to share it.

‘Well when I decided to make an honest woman of you I knew I needed a partner in crime, so I went straight to Izzy. I swore her to secrecy and she gave me all sorts of advice. She even helped choose the ring.’

Ed’s grinning like he’s won a prize but I stare at Izzy, who is still gazing intently at the floor. ‘When I told you this morning you pretended to have no idea.’

The corners of Ed’s mouth start to fold in on themselves. ‘Darling, I’m afraid I made her promise. I hope you’re not upset. I just wanted to get it right.’

‘Why don’t you help me give this a push, mate?’ Rich nudges Ed towards where Tilly’s discarded her scooter. ‘Come on, Tills, let’s see if we can really make you fly.’

Izzy waits until they’re a safe distance away then says: ‘I didn’t want to spoil it for you.’ She stares at me, eyes wide like a Disney princess. ‘Besides, I had no idea how he was going to do it or when exactly. So really it was a surprise, if you think about it.’

‘I feel like an idiot banging on like it was some massive bombshell when you knew all along.’

‘I didn’t want to spoil your moment. If you think about it, Ed put me in quite a difficult position. I could hardly say anything, could I?’

‘I guess not,’ I say doubtfully. My whole engagement now feels like a loop I was left out of.

‘I wanted to make sure you got a decent ring.’ She glances over her shoulder to check Rich is out of earshot. ‘Not a hand-me-down like mine.’

I think Izzy’s engagement ring – an antique square sapphire flanked by diamonds – is stunning, but I know she prefers her wedding and eternity bands.

‘Did I do good?’ Izzy looks like Tilly when she’s done something she’s really proud of. ‘Do you like it?’

I look at the ring on my finger. The diamond blazes back at me. I always thought that if Ed ever got round to it, he’d choose something smaller, quirkier. This is so big I’m going to struggle to use a keyboard when I go in to work on Monday.

‘I do… except…’

‘What?’

‘I keep waiting for the Titanic to call and say it wants its iceberg back.’

A cloud scuds across the sky and casts a shadow across Izzy’s face and I worry I’ve offended her. Before I can check, Rich and Ed amble back around, Tilly and Missy sandwiched between them.

‘So now Ed’s finally popped the question –’ Izzy claps her hands ‘– we want to throw you an engagement party.’

‘We can’t let you do that,’ Ed says. ‘It’s too generous.’

‘We don’t need to make a big deal of it,’ I agree. Rob’s the party animal in our family. Large rooms full of people I don’t know stress me out.

‘Don’t be ridiculous. You know I love a party. We can have it at our place,’ Izzy starts ticking things off on her fingers. ‘If we get a move on, we can get it in before Christmas. It’ll be Christmas-themed so we can save on the decorations. Oh, it’ll be so much fun. Ed, Bec, can you get me the email addresses of the people you want to invite by the end of the weekend? That way I can get cracking.’

‘You must let us cover the booze,’ Ed replies. ‘To thank you for the gesture.’

To my surprise, Izzy accepts. ‘That would be wonderful,’ she says. ‘Plus that way you can make sure you like all the stuff we serve.’

I want to say that I’ve never met a glass of wine I didn’t like – and that I don’t really want an engagement party – but Ed’s nodding.

Izzy grabs his arm. ‘Come on. It looks like it’s about to rain. We can talk about it on the way back. Guest list, band, that kind of thing. I need to head off now if I’m going to make this Beef Wellington in time.’

‘I said I’d do that.’ Rich flips Tilly’s scooter over his shoulder as if it weighs nothing. ‘I’ve only got a few pages to finish.’

‘I’ll believe it when I see it,’ Izzy dismisses him. ‘There was something else I wanted to talk to Ed about anyway.’

Ed hands me Missy’s lead. ‘I’m all ears. Bec, do you mind taking her round the bandstand one more time to make sure she’s ready to go? I don’t want her crapping in my car again.’

‘She’s only done that once,’ I say, but they’ve already started walking off. A slight sourness creeps over me as I pack up the remnants of the picnic. Ed and Izzy are laughing, heads thrown back, teeth flashing as they walk. Perfect father Rich is bringing up the rear, his whole body inclined towards Tilly so he doesn’t miss a syllable of what she’s saying. And I’m back here, crumpling pastry wrappers into an old Waitrose bag. It doesn’t feel much like an engagement celebration. Then I hear my name being called.

‘Bec.’ Izzy’s cupped her hands over her mouth and is hollering at the top of her voice. ‘Hurry up. Ed’s making all the decisions. And some of them are terrible. We need you!’

Just like that it’s as though the sun’s come out. I stuff the carrier bag in the nearest bin and set off at full pace after them, my resentment fluttering out onto the common behind me.






Three

Saturday 15 December

6.47 p.m.

I jiggle my leg on the bed while I wait for Ed to finish getting ready. For a man with relatively little to do (shower, shit, shave), he seems to be taking an awfully long time. Izzy says Rich is the same; in the mornings she has to use the bathroom down the hall because he hogs the en-suite. Not a problem Ed and I need to solve. I look through the open bedroom door across the hall at the door to our sole bathroom. The paint at the edge of the panels is starting to flake. It’s still the bland magnolia colour it was when we bought the flat. I keep suggesting we repaint but somehow we never get round to it. Maybe now we’re engaged, we’ll move somewhere bigger. With Ed being a partner I’m sure we could do better than a cramped two-bed. Before I can start fantasizing about Clapham townhouses, Ed opens the door and steps out in a cloud of steam. With the towel tight around his waist like a mini-skirt, he looks like a modern-day Roman gladiator.

‘You know that’s the hand towel, right?’

He takes it off and whirls it around his head. He’s trying to make me laugh but my mind’s already flying ahead to tonight. I wait for him to start getting dressed then stand up and give myself a final onceover in the full-length mirror opposite the bed before it fogs up. I liked the way the navy Reiss dress hugged my hips when I bought it. Now I’m wondering if it’s too tight. Or too short. I always underestimate how smart these things tend to be. I tug at the back and wonder whether there’s time to change into something else. Not that I really have anything suitable.

‘You look gorgeous.’ It’s as if Ed read my mind. Either that or my insecurity is written across my face.

‘Really?’ My mum always used to tell me off for fishing for compliments but I could use a boost.

‘Really. You’ll be the belle of the ball.’ He leans forward and kisses me on the forehead. Then he finishes buttoning up his shirt and pushes his glasses back up his nose in a way that reminds me a bit of Clark Kent. ‘Now, are you ready?’

‘I think so.’ I take a last look in the mirror. With the help of YouTube, I’ve managed to sweep my shoulder-length brown hair into a chignon and for once my make-up looks okay. My eyeliner’s a bit wonky but I’m hoping Izzy will fix it.

I spot him tuck a piece of paper into the pocket of his jacket as he puts it on. ‘You’re not planning on making a speech, are you?’ My stomach twists at the thought. ‘Please tell me you’re not making a speech.’

‘Don’t worry. I know you hate being the centre of attention. Relax.’ Ed grabs me by the shoulders. ‘I promise I’m not making a speech about you.’

I fiddle with my handbag. Ed’s been acting ‘surprise birthday party’ funny all week. Tapping away on his phone constantly and going out of the room to answer when it rings. But if he tells me he’s not going to make a speech, I believe him.

7.18 p.m.

Like most men, the Uber driver’s idea of three minutes differs vastly from mine and he takes two wrong turnings while he’s trying to find the South Circular. I’m drumming my fingers on the dirty window by the time we finally turn onto Izzy and Rich’s road. Their house is lit up like Christmas. Izzy’s studded the tall hedges at the front with fairy lights and hung enormous red bows in every window. It might be set back from the hustle and bustle of Northcote Road, on one of Clapham’s more exclusive streets, but its festive embellishments could compete with any of the area’s bars and restaurants. As we pull up outside, the first strains of Michael Bublé’s ‘Holly Jolly Christmas’ waft down the front steps. Nobody throws a party like Izzy.

The front path is frosted with ice and I’m conscious of my heels so I totter up the front steps, gripping Ed’s arm like he’s a life raft and I’m drowning. I only let go to knock. The brass doorknocker is barely out of my hand when Izzy whips open the door. She’s wearing a pale gold, floor-length dress that can really only be described as a gown. Rich fills the doorframe behind her, looking like James Bond. He’s wearing a dinner jacket, for heaven’s sake. I tug at the material around my hips. I knew I should have gone full-length. It’s not until Ed coughs that I realize I’m standing on the doorstep with my mouth open. And it’s freezing.

‘Sorry, I was so taken aback by your gorgeousness that I forgot myself.’ I reach forward to kiss Izzy. ‘You should hire yourself out for weddings and bar mitzvahs.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ Izzy air-kisses me on both cheeks. ‘You look pretty gorgeous yourself. I wish I were brave enough to get my legs out in this weather. And who is this silver fox you’ve brought with you? George Clooney, eat your heart out.’

I shoot Ed a sympathetic look. I know he’s conscious about the grey hairs peppering his sideburns. But he’s laughing along.

‘You guys are among the first to arrive, which works perfectly,’ Izzy carries on. ‘Ed, come with me and choose what we should be drinking. There’s champagne already open but I bet you can come up with something more imaginative.’

Izzy practically scoops Ed into the hall, leaving me standing on the threshold with Rich.

‘You look lovely, Bec. I’m so glad we can celebrate this with you.’ He leans down and I breathe in a waft of his aftershave. I hold the bunch of white flowers I’ve brought in front of me like a shield before he can hug me. I wonder if I’ll stop needing a minute to regulate myself around him after I’m married. I hope so.

‘Here.’ I remind myself that I should be thinking about Ed not Rich, then hand the flowers over. ‘A little thank you from us.’

‘You really shouldn’t have. This is your party.’

‘I couldn’t come empty-handed but it seemed pointless to bring more booze. I’m sorry about the colour – I know pink roses are more Izzy’s taste.’

‘These are my favourite as it goes so you can stop apologizing. Honestly, you haven’t changed. Do you remember that time when we were kids and you apologized to a paving stone that tripped you up?’ Rich cracks up.

‘I can’t believe you remember that.’ My shoulders start to loosen. ‘But that paving stone probably did deserve an apology – it was about to feel the full force of my fat arse.’

‘Moments like that you don’t forget,’ Rich shakes his head. ‘If you want a proper trip down memory lane, my mum’s coming. If you’re lucky, she’ll probably bring out pictures of the five of us in the bath together.’

‘I’m hoping Rob’ll pop along later. He’ll love that,’ I say with a dose of sarcasm. ‘I’m pleased your mum’s coming though. I was hoping to stop in and see her when she was last here but it didn’t work out.’

‘After Beef Wellington-gate, you mean.’ Rich winks. ‘Just as well you didn’t. I was supposed to set a timer on my phone but I got carried away writing. It was ruined. I was in the doghouse all afternoon. I don’t know who was more pissed off – Izzy, who’d been up since the crack of dawn making it, or Mum because she was starving. On the plus side, it did have them agreeing on something.’

‘You’re exaggerating,’ I laugh. Izzy and Jenny get on like a house on fire.

‘I promise you, I’m not. Oh and Bec? Stop putting yourself down. You didn’t have a fat arse back then and you certainly don’t have one now.’

I blush so furiously even my scalp is burning but, luckily, Izzy reappearing from downstairs saves me from having to reply.

7.31 p.m.

I’m loitering in the hall, drinking champagne when the doorbell goes again. I hear Rich’s mum’s – Jenny Waverly’s – distinctive tones through the door declaring she could murder a gin and tonic while someone else, presumably David, stamps his feet against the cold. Izzy’s patting her hair into place in the hallway mirror so I move to open the door and save her a job. She cuts in front and beats me to it.

‘Hello, darling.’ Jenny steps in and pats her on the back, while David nods a curt greeting and wanders down the hall looking for the bar.

‘I’ll have a gin and slimline,’ Jenny calls after him. ‘Isabel, the house looks gorgeous. You have been busy.’

‘It didn’t take long.’ Izzy ducks her head modestly. ‘Of course you remember my friend Bec?’

‘Remember her? I’d know her in the dark. She was getting under my feet for the best part of her formative years.’ Jenny beckons me into a warm embrace that quells the flicker of irritation I feel whenever Izzy tries to make out she knows the Waverlys better than I do.

‘Rebecca, darling, lovely to see you. I’m so thrilled about the engagement and I know your darling mummy would have been too.’

‘Thanks, Jenny.’ Normally I hate it when people reference what they think my mum would have thought about something. But with Jenny it’s different. I’m glad she’s here.

‘I mean every word.’ Jenny grips my upper arms. ‘And is your father coming tonight?’

‘The flights from Dubai are very expensive at this time of year. I did ask him but it wasn’t possible.’

Jenny’s mouth forms a moue of discontent as if she thinks my dad’s excuse – or residential status – doesn’t pass muster.

‘And tell me, Isabel, Matilda can’t be in bed already? I came early to see her.’

‘It’s past seven, Jenny. We didn’t want to disrupt her routine.’

‘If I crept in, I’m sure I wouldn’t disturb her.’

I can see Izzy smiling through gritted teeth.

‘Jenny, something about you is different,’ I chip in. ‘Have you had your hair cut?’

‘I have.’ Jenny pats the side of her silver chin-length bob. ‘I’m so glad someone noticed. That’s the problem with having sons.’

‘And did I hear you saying something about wanting a gin and tonic? What a good idea – why don’t we go downstairs and sort them out ourselves? I don’t know about you but I find every time I wait for a man to get me a drink, I practically die of thirst.’

Jenny laughs as if I’ve cracked the joke of the century and I flash Izzy a thumbs up behind her back. Perhaps tonight won’t be so nerve-wracking after all.

‘You two go on, I’ll be a minute.’ The doorbell rings again and Izzy waves us off. I follow Jenny, glancing up to see who’s at the door as I turn the corner. But Izzy hasn’t answered it. She’s too busy staring at the roses I brought, lying wrapped in paper on the ornate side table where Rich left them. I know she’s precise on colour schemes – you only have to look at her perfectly coordinated interiors to see that – but her next move shocks me so much I have to blink to make sure I’m not seeing things. And when I open my eyes, the white roses are still lying upended in the leather wastepaper basket, the bottoms of their green stems poking out. Izzy brushes her hands and goes to answer the door as though nothing’s happened.






Four

7.45 p.m.

I’m so confused by what I saw that by the time I step into the kitchen, I’m starting to wonder if I imagined it. It takes me a second to get my bearings. They’ve pushed the dining table against the wall under the skylight to serve as a makeshift bar. The breakfast bar, which Izzy’s usually militant about keeping clear, is covered in platters of food. I hang onto the stair railing and count to ten before I step down. There’ll be a logical explanation, I’m sure. I just need to ask Izzy.

Jenny’s already at the bar filling a glass that’s more gin than tonic but I know a drink’s not going to help my state of mind. I leave her to it and start to wander, trying to spot someone I recognize. Ed’s talking to a couple of guys from work and there’s a clutch of mums I remember from the times I’ve picked Tilly up from nursery. Looking around, I realize that I don’t actually know that many people here. That’s why I didn’t want a big party. But when I tried to tell Izzy that, she misunderstood and told me she’d help make up the numbers. Speak of the devil. She appears in the doorway, her dress shimmering under the lights. I know I need to speak to her. I’m screwing up my courage when I feel a hand on my arm.

‘Bec, are you okay?’

‘Jules! I’m so glad you made it. I wasn’t sure you’d come.’ I practically throw myself into her arms. Jules is the mag’s beauty editor and my closest friend at work. In a room full of strangers, she’s the person I want to see.

‘We almost didn’t by the time my husband had finally dragged himself back from football.’ Jules disentangles herself and gestures at the gangly guy in glasses next to her. ‘You remember Jonny.’

‘Hey, Jonny.’ I reach up and give him a quick peck on the cheek. ‘Thanks for coming all this way.’

‘Well you know I lose my super powers the second I cross the river,’ he jokes. Jules rolls her eyes.

‘Can I get either of you a drink?’ Jonny can obviously see the way the conversation is heading.

‘I’m all right but there should be some champagne knocking around somewhere.’ I point at the bar. ‘See that guy. That’s Rich; he’ll know where everything is.’

‘Got it,’ Jonny dips his head and makes his way towards Rich.

‘So that’s the famous Rich.’ Jules squints in his direction. ‘You never mentioned he’s a dead ringer for Tom Cruise. If Tom Cruise were tall.’

‘You probably only think that because he’s behind the bar.’ Rich says something that makes Jonny laugh then ducks under the table and reappears with a champagne bottle and two glasses.

‘Probably. He is gorgeous though.’ Jules starts looking around the room. ‘More than a match for the beautiful Izzy.’

‘When did you meet Izzy?’ My voice is sharper than I meant it to be. But Jules is my friend, not Izzy’s.

‘I presumed she was the tall blonde in the metallic number who let us in.’ Jules looks a bit taken aback by my intensity. ‘She had a right face on her. Uber glam but a bit done, if you know what I mean.’

‘She looks as good in joggers as she does tonight.’ I shrug, trying to bring things back to normal. ‘She’s just one of those people.’ I glance back at the doorway to see if I can spot her but Izzy’s gone.

‘Check out this house anyway.’ Jules’s eyes are wide. ‘This basement conversion is insane. And don’t tell me they sunk the garden so it was in line with the kitchen. That must have cost a fortune.’

‘It wasn’t cheap. Luckily, Rich is a banker and they had a bit of family money.’ I look through the aluminium and glass bi-fold doors to the garden beyond the patio. The tips of the grass are glazed with frost, like a winter wonderland. Even the weather cooperates with Izzy.

‘Is that our managing ed?’ Jules interrupts her own running commentary to clutch my arm again. ‘How on earth do you know Tony Maxwell-Martin?’

Izzy’s dad. I look over. In a long silver dress with her blonde hair cascading around her shoulders, Izzy’s mum, Glenda, has worked hard to look like an exact replica of her daughter. Her cheekbones are unnaturally prominent, and I know she spends her life in the gym. Next to her, Tony looks bloated. He’s supposed to be on a health kick but the skin around his eyes is pouchy and he could do with losing a few pounds.

‘That’s the family money,’ I say. ‘Tony’s Izzy’s dad. I’m surprised you didn’t know. I thought everybody at work did.’

Jules frowns. ‘I’ve never heard anyone mention it. Certainly nobody in beauty.’

‘Really?’ I recall the humiliation of walking into the loos on my second day to find two girls from the fashion department bitching about Tony dropping by my desk to say hello. I’ve been convinced everyone thinks I got the job because of him ever since. It’s one of the reasons I keep such a low profile. ‘Well, for God’s sake don’t tell them now.’

‘Of course I won’t. Anyway, I mustn’t monopolize you. I should go and find Jonny and enjoy our forty-five minutes of freedom before we head back north.’

‘Thanks for coming, Jules. I really appreciate it.’

‘I wouldn’t come to deepest, darkest south London for anybody else. Have an amazing night.’

Jules plunges into the party. I look around. Izzy’s behind the breakfast bar now, pulling serving platters out of a cupboard. I could go over but she looks like she has her hands full and I’m not sure what to say yet. I look for Ed instead. He’s over by the sofa talking to the same group of guys from work as before. I hesitate. It’s not that I don’t like Ed’s colleagues; more that I’m worried they don’t like me. They all love Izzy and I thought that being her friend would grant me automatic acceptance. But every time I see them, they crack inside jokes and I find myself either tongue-tied or spiky and defensive. Which means half of them probably think I’m a moron and the other half think I’m a bitch. But right now that group’s my best option so I put on a bright smile and slip through the crowds towards them. Perhaps tonight’s the night for a fresh start.

‘Hi, guys.’ I nudge my way into a space next to Ed.

‘There you are.’ Ed pulls me in. ‘I’ve been looking for you.’

‘We were just quizzing Ed about how he popped the question,’ says the only girl in the group. She’s got dark hair and a sharp face with a mouth that turns down at the corners. I think her name is Emma. ‘Congrats.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Congratulations,’ says the short guy with the goatee standing next to her. ‘I’m Ian, by the way. I don’t think we’ve met before.’

‘Ian’s joined us from Slaters.’ Ed names one of their major competitors.

‘Nice to meet you.’

‘Are you in insurance as well?’ he asks.

‘God no.’ Worried I sound rude, I add: ‘I’m not nearly clever enough.’

‘Bec writes for Flare,’ Ed answers for me. ‘It’s one of the country’s leading women’s consumer magazines.’

‘One of the leading women’s magazines, is it?’ smirks Ben, the self-anointed leader of the group. Ed says he goes out to lunch with clients at least three times a week. It shows; he’s got the gut of a man ten years his senior. ‘What’s it leading women to, then?’ He laughs and I force myself to join in.

‘Better shoes,’ I suggest and then, when nobody reacts: ‘We’re the usual selection of fashion, health and beauty, celebrity and lifestyle.’

‘And current affairs,’ Ed reminds me. ‘There’s a healthy mix of that sort of stuff in there too.’

‘You’ll be perfectly placed to plan a wedding then,’ drawls Emma as if Ed hasn’t spoken. ‘I imagine you have a lot of contacts.’

‘A few.’ I don’t mention that most of the connections are above my pay grade.

‘Have it planned by the year end, will you?’ Ben continues. ‘Watch out, Ed, the net’s tightening.’

He mimes a fishing rod reeling Ed in and this time they all laugh.

‘I’m well and truly on the hook,’ Ed says, but Ben’s self-satisfied guffawing drowns him out. ‘Anyway the point I was making about the new trade credit regs is pretty simple.’ And off he goes.

‘Izzy’s offered to plan it for me,’ I can’t help saying when they’ve quietened down. No matter how churned-up my feelings are, I know she’ll have my back with Ben. ‘Were you at their wedding, Ben? It was amazing. I don’t remember seeing you.’

Spotting her, I add: ‘There she is. Shall I call her over?’

I can see Ben’s Adam’s apple bobbing as Izzy adjusts one of the canapés. She’s paid local teenagers to come and waitress (I’ve already snagged a duck roll and a mini Yorkshire pudding from someone with thick eyeliner and hunched shoulders) but Izzy makes everything herself. As she turns around and bends over the oven to pull out the final baking tray, I can almost hear the saliva frothing in Ben’s throat. It’s disgusting.

‘Don’t distract her while she’s cooking.’ He sticks his hands in his trouser pockets. ‘There’s nothing that woman can’t do. It was a sad day when that arse walked out of the office.’

Remembering himself, he takes his hands out of his pockets and folds them across his stomach.

‘Speaking of which.’ He nudges Ed. ‘Isn’t it about time you made that speech, old man?’

Ed shoots me a smile of apology before he steps forward. I tighten my grip on my glass. I thought he said he wasn’t going to make a speech. Behind us, Emma’s shushing people and Ben is braying for silence.

‘Ladies and gentlemen.’ Ed takes out the paper from his jacket and clears his throat with a soft click. ‘Please forgive the interruption but I couldn’t let the evening pass without thanking our wonderful hosts, Rich and Izzy Waverly, for throwing this fabulous party for us.’ Aping a traditional wedding speech, he continues: ‘My future wife and I thank you for your generosity and your friendship.’

Everybody cheers and the people closest to me lean in to clink their glasses against mine.

‘We also want to thank the rest of you for coming – some from far and wide – to share in our celebrations. I think you’ll all agree that Bec looks absolutely stunning tonight. The moment she said yes to me was the happiest of my life.’

I start to breathe more easily. That was lovely, and it feels nice to be appreciated. I make a mental note not to make such a fuss next time. But Ed hasn’t finished yet.

‘Second only, of course, to learning that we’d won the Credit Suisse account off Marsh, that is.’ The insurance side of the room titters and Ed holds up his hand in acknowledgement. ‘On that note, I’m sorry to take things from pleasure to business but with so many of you here, celebrating with us, I wanted to share some additional news. This time it’s about a partnership of a different kind.’

Somebody near me – I think it’s Ben – makes a suggestive catcall and a few people laugh. Ed waits for silence. I can’t help smiling – it’s so typical of him to revolve a party – even his own engagement – around his job. It’s what makes him so successful.

‘Earlier this week, SZR voted unanimously to ask Izzy Waverly to rejoin the firm and spearhead that account, this time at partnership level.’

What? My stomach drops like it’s on a rollercoaster. Pushing a work agenda is one thing; using my engagement party to promote Izzy is quite another. I know I said I didn’t want a fuss but I thought I would have at least this night to myself. And Ed’s still talking. I try to catch Izzy’s eye to see if she knew about this but she’s staring at Ed.

‘As many of you may recall, Izzy started as a graduate at SZR and rapidly worked her way up the firm to head of the banking division, a position she held for five years before deciding to take some time out to have a family. Now she’s made the excellent decision to come back—’

His lips carry on moving but I can’t take the words in. Different thoughts are firing across my brain so quickly I can’t take any of them in. Izzy and Ed are going to be working together again? This is what all the secrecy was about. I watch him beckon her over. Her cheeks are slightly pink but her smile is wide and broad like she’s doing a victory lap. Just before she reaches Ed, she looks right at me. Am I imagining the edge to it? I shrink into the crowd. Why didn’t they tell me?

There’s a burst of applause. Ed must have stopped speaking. I clap along, hoping nobody can see the confusion splashed across my face. I don’t understand why she didn’t say anything before tonight. I feel a burst of resentment as I watch Ben and his cronies surround her, welcoming her into their circle. The memory of the flowers smashed in the wastepaper basket resurfaces.

Ed materializes at my side with two glasses of champagne. ‘What did you think?’ he twinkles at me. ‘I told you I wouldn’t make a speech about you.’

I snatch one of the glasses out of his hands and take a glug. ‘Very clever.’

‘What do you make of the news, then?’ Ed smiles expectantly. ‘Isn’t it great that Izzy’s coming back?’

‘What I think is that it would have been nice to have heard it, say, about two hours ago before the rest of the masses.’

‘Bec—’

‘No, Ed,’ I hiss. ‘Don’t you “Bec” me. I can’t believe you didn’t do me the courtesy of telling me this major life-changing news about my friend before everybody else found out. It’s humiliating.’

‘I wanted to.’ Ed makes the same click in his throat he made before the speech. ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t. I never imagined you’d react like this. But it wasn’t my place.’

‘Isn’t that exactly the point though? It is your place. Your place of work that she’s coming to work at. Why didn’t you say something?’

‘Izzy asked me not to. If I’d known it would upset you, of course I would have said something. But I thought you’d be pleased for her.’ He looks surprised and I feel bad. He’s right. What kind of person am I who can’t be pleased for her best friend?

‘I am,’ I manage to twist the words out. ‘I just don’t understand why she didn’t tell me before tonight.’

‘I expect she didn’t want to steal your thunder. SZR made the offer just before we got engaged. She’s been delaying telling anyone for weeks. I only announced it tonight because there are clients here.’

‘Oh.’

‘I’m sorry you felt out of it.’ Ed wraps his arms around me. ‘That wasn’t my intention. It was one of the things Izzy was most worried about through the whole process. How it would affect you. She’d be horrified if she thought you were hurt in any way.’

I nod, though I can’t help thinking that if she were that horrified she could have given me a heads up instead of letting me find out in Ed’s speech at our engagement party.

‘She really cares about you, you know.’ Ed kisses the top of my head. ‘And so do I. Now, can I get you another drink? I want you to have a good time.’

‘Sure.’ I finish my champagne. It tastes like sugary water. Maybe another drink will help.

I watch Ed wind his way back towards the bar with my glass. But when he gets absorbed into Ben’s group on the way, I head over to the bi-fold doors. I yank them open and a welcome blast of cold air smacks me in the face. The gravel flicks against my heels as I skirt around the side of the house. I reach the corner of the side return and breathe a sigh of relief as the automated security light clicks off. I press my face against the brick wall and let the darkness envelop me like a cloak. I’m shuffling through what I want to say to Izzy when, out of the gloom, a voice says:

‘Bec?’

It’s Rich.
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