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For my in-laws, who are so much lovelier than the in-laws in this story!
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One

Our hire car zooms up the steep hillside, sun blazing through its windows as we weave and climb. In the passenger seat, I grip the door handle and try not to look down the sheer drop to my right, where a dark carpet of trees falls sharply away. Tom is Mr Blasé behind the wheel. I want to hiss at him to keep both hands on it, but he’s gesticulating, shouting to his parents in the back, talking shop only a few hours into the holiday. I close my eyes. Feel a tilting sensation, like the up part of a rollercoaster, as the road gets even steeper.

Just two weeks, I tell myself. Two weeks with Tom and my in-laws.

Two weeks pretending I’m not screaming inside.

‘… proud to be Umbria’s oldest vineyard, but also its most innovative,’ Tom’s mum, Rosaline, reads from her phone about our – hopefully imminent – destination. ‘Our wines are made using time-old techniques and cutting-edge facilities …’

‘Traditional meets modern,’ his dad, George, barks beside her. ‘People lap that stuff up.’

‘Best Trebbiano in the region, apparently,’ Rosaline says. ‘Last year’s vintage went viral.’

Tom laughs from the driver’s seat, turning his head. ‘Get you with the internet lingo, Mum. Will’s gonna find himself out of a job.’



‘Tom!’ I breathe. ‘Watch the road!’

He swivels back as a bend looms. We veer around it, my stomach sliding with the car, fingers tighter and tighter on the handle. I’m waiting for the plummet. Never did love rollercoasters, even as a kid. But instead the road levels out, and a view of the vineyard unfolds like a shimmering reward. A rustic stone farmhouse perches among swathes of candle-shaped pine trees. Fields cascade either side, striped with golden-green vines, all of it cradled by emerald hills rolling to a blue horizon.

Rosaline lets out a delighted ahhh. George gives a low whistle and Tom murmurs ‘nice’ in the same way he does when I serve an unexpected ace on the tennis court. Not that we’ve played doubles in a long time. But he sounds about as impressed as a man who’s spent his career importing wine from beautiful vineyards still can be.

This place does have an aura. Maybe Tom felt that when he booked it for this trip – his mum and dad’s long-planned fiftieth wedding anniversary celebration. Or maybe there’s a business opportunity in the offing. Cut the anniversary cake and cut a deal with the ­vineyard owners while we’re at it.

I flop my head back against the seat. The car is slowing, the sun softening as we drive among greenery and calm. But the tension won’t melt from my belly and I can’t seem to loosen my grip.

We bump along a track pointed by a sign reading Vigna Eterna – Eternal Vineyard – and past the ivy-covered farmhouse that’s the main winery building. Then on through luminous fields, until we’re surrounded by vines on trellis wires, regimented in their rows yet tangled and wild like shocks of backcombed hair.

Beyond another sweep of trees, a giant villa rises. It’s a stone farmhouse too, three storeys high with shuttered windows and a double-peaked roof. A line of people stands on the front terrace, beaming and waving as if we’re VIP guests. Which I suppose we are – or ­Rosaline and George are, anyway. Fifty years of marriage. A family business built from one wine cellar into a worldwide franchise. Was that what I wanted to be part of when I met Tom? Did I think we’d be celebrating our golden wedding in Italy one day, too?

Tom stops the car and looks over at me. ‘What’s the matter?’ he says, as if we haven’t just been part of the same white-knuckle ride. ‘You look pale. But also kind of flushed.’

‘Is that even possible?’ I flip down the visor to check my reflection. Bedraggled, as predicted. Tom jumps out of the car, chinos barely creased, and spreads his arms as if greeting the whole of Umbria. I clamber out, too. The vineyard staff proffer trays of wine and iced water, and some of the family is already here. Tom’s sister, Imogen, strides towards us in a billowing white dress and a Fendi sunhat that almost takes flight in the breeze.

‘You made it!’ She kisses Tom and her parents, then hugs me, enveloping me in her perfume, rosé sloshing in her glass.

‘Just,’ I murmur.



‘Some hairy roads round here, right?’

‘I thought I was the only one who’d noticed!’ Now I smile properly. Imogen and I were close, once. She’s a die-hard Belmont, ferociously loyal to the family, but she took me under her wing when I first got together with Tom, and we kept up regular lunch dates until … well. Till I started ducking out of them. Making my excuses.

‘So, what do you think, Mum? Dad?’ Imogen turns to them, gesturing to our surroundings. Even in her forties, she’s still anxious for her parents’ approval. All the siblings are.

Perhaps with one exception.

‘I can’t believe Michael’s missing this,’ Rosaline says, as if reading my mind.

Imogen’s smile slips. Rosaline floats towards the villa in her head-to-toe linen, leaving Tom and Imogen to exchange a look behind her back. I know that look. It says, even in his absence, our brother’s her main concern. Then Tom notices that George has started heaving the luggage out of the boot and rushes over. ‘Dad, leave that!’

‘It’s fine. Not even heavy,’ George says.

‘You’re not supposed to be lifting!’ Imogen also scurries to her dad’s side. ‘That’s what the staff are for!’

I watch them, feeling as if a veil has dropped. As if I’ve already left them, blown up my life, but I’m still hovering, observing from the outside. Tom wrestles a suitcase off his dad and signals irritably to one of the vineyard staff. George throws up his hands, grumbling about never feeling fitter. Then Imogen turns and rolls her eyes at me and I’m pulled back into the scene. The glint of a bracelet around her wrist fills me with guilt. They all talk about my jewellery business as if it’s just a cute little hobby, but they wear my designs – or Imogen does, at least. That one’s even from my latest range.

I shake myself and call to them: ‘Stop your wrangling! Wine awaits!’

The magic words. Luggage forgotten, boot left gaping, they descend on the villa in a whirl of clinking glasses and immediate commentary on the wine. I make sure to thank the guy who’s been left with the suitcases, then follow slowly, trying to enjoy the breeze, the pureness of the air.

Two weeks. I can do this.

Two weeks of smiling, surviving. 

Pushing my secrets deep down inside.







Two

Imogen’s husband, Cole, intercepts me outside the villa, clapping a hand onto my bare shoulder. ‘Long time no see, Lola. Where’ve you been hiding?’

His palm is cold from the bottle of beer he’s been nursing, as if in defiance of all things wine. Sweat gleams along his thinning hairline and his Hawaiian shirt flaps open.

I fight the urge to recoil. His hand stays on my skin a few moments too long until I shrug it off, an icy print seeming to remain.

‘I’ve just been busy,’ I say. ‘Haven’t made it to the last couple of family things.’

‘Or that dull suppliers’ reception.’

‘No—’

‘Or the new warehouse opening. Also a thriller.’

Has he been keeping count? ‘Like I say, Cole, I’ve been busy.’

‘Urgent demand for necklaces, was it?’ His eyes go to the pendant around my neck – a silver lightning bolt that gave me a shot of courage when I put it on this morning, which now dangles uncomfortably close to my cleavage.

I touch it self-consciously, then turn my back to grab a refill of wine. Cole and Imogen’s seventeen-year-old son, Will, is leaning against a pillar, scrolling on his phone. He lifts his Ray-Bans to flash me a look – a silent apology for his dad’s unique blend of smarminess and sarcasm. I half-smile back, then glug my wine in a way I’ve been trained not to. I stop when I feel Cole watching me with appreciation, as if we’re mutual rebels against the connoisseurs. Pretending someone’s beckoned me from inside the villa, I ditch my glass and hurry away.

The interior of the villa has the same traditional-­meets-modern vibe as the vineyard’s website described. Bare stone walls, terracotta floors, tall windows with wooden shutters thrown wide. But also a flat-screen TV on the living room wall, and a voice-activated sound system that starts playing dramatic classical music as I walk through, making me jump.

Tom is stalking around the massive kitchen, touching surfaces and opening cupboards like a hotel inspector. Sometimes I used to imagine having a child to chuckle with about his habits – Why is he staring into the fridge, do you think? What criteria should it meet? Being ‘Silly Dad’ might have suited him, softened him; kids might have softened us both. But somewhere along the way we missed that boat, and I can’t even picture it now. Can’t tease him myself, these days; I’m never sure how he’ll react.

A flash to my left makes me turn. Will is brandishing his phone, Ray-Bans back in place so I can’t tell if he’s focusing on me or over my shoulder.

‘Did you just take my picture, Will?’

He pans the phone around the kitchen, capturing the floor-to-ceiling wine rack, the solid pine table, the shiny copper pans hanging from thick wooden beams. ‘It’s a reel. For Insta.’

My eyes follow the mobile. On the other side of the room, Tom’s scrutinising the dishwasher, though I’m sure he’ll have paid people to clear up after us this fortnight.

‘Your Instagram?’ I ask Will, ‘Or Belmont Wines’? Either way, I look a mess! Please don’t post that!’

‘People are loving the hashtag-real-Belmonts stuff,’ he says. ‘They’re, like, obsessed with seeing us as a real fam. The rough and the smooth.’

‘Well, I’m not going to ask which I am!’

‘As if, Auntie Lo. You look fire.’ He’s already got the knack of the compliment. But none of his dad’s creepiness – I resist adding yet to that thought. Will’s the baby of the family, everyone’s golden boy. ­Especially ­Imogen’s. She steps into the kitchen then, and Will swings the phone towards her.

‘Speaking of fire, here’s the most beautiful mother in the world!’

Imogen lights up, beaming and twirling in her white dress like a girlish bride. There’s nothing girlish about her stature, though – she has the Belmont height – or the expensive multi-tone highlights in her bouncy blow-dry. Cole elbows past, muttering about her blocking the doorway with her photo shoot. Imogen and Will ignore him and he marches off into the lounge, barging past Rosaline as she appears from that way.

‘And giving total glam gran vibes …’ Will points the phone at Rosaline who clearly thinks he’s taking a photo, not a video, and poses with her chin lifted regally.



‘Nonna in Italian,’ she says. ‘Which is about the extent of my grasp of the language, except for wine terms. Where is Michael when we need him?’

‘Mum!’ Imogen says. ‘Let it go about Michael!’

Will stops filming.

‘Well,’ Rosaline pouts, ‘if Will can be here in the middle of his exams, you’d think Michael could spare us a few days.’

Imogen looks to me for back-up but I blank my face, desperate not to get involved.

‘He’s tied up with work, Mum,’ Imogen says. ‘Apparently. Believe me, I badgered him. But we’re here!’ She loops her arm through Will’s, pulling him close. ‘We’re going to have a perfect, perfect time! Soph and Jean Paul will be here soon and then we’ll all be—’

‘Almost all,’ Rosaline says.

Imogen exhales through her nostrils. I sidestep towards the stairs, mumbling about needing a shower. Heading up, I hear Will diffusing the tension with a joke about Tom’s ongoing kitchen inspection. He seems to get away with it. Laughter echoes through the villa, followed by the pop of another cork.

The villa goes up and up, the staircases steep, the stone walls coarse and cool against my hands. Every room has a giant bed and a welcome hamper full of fruit. Every window frames a lush, endless view.

Mine and Tom’s suitcases have made their way to a top-floor room at the rear of the villa. I peer into our hamper – shiny nectarines, huge peaches, a bottle of Montefalco red – then kick off my pumps and sprawl on the bed, relieved to be alone. The ceiling rises to a peak above me, crisscrossed by wooden beams. Turning my head, I see rows of vines through the window, stretching to the horizon where the sky now blushes pink. There’s a larger terrace out the back, with a long dining table and a pool that mirrors the sunset.

And another villa, I realise, sitting up in curiosity. Didn’t Tom make a thing about having the whole vineyard to ourselves? But this smaller villa is about a hundred metres away, on the far side of a flower garden and a cluster of trees. Peering more closely, I see a red bikini strung up to dry on an upstairs balcony. So, someone’s staying there. I wonder if Tom’s noticed, if he’ll kick up a fuss.

My phone pings and I spin to grab it. So far, I’ve been struggling to get a network. But there’s a message.

I hope you’re surviving. God, I miss you xx

I close my eyes and hold it against my chest.

Then the panic comes, as if Will’s roaming camera might have followed me up here, and I run over to shut the door. Leaning against it, I sneak another look at my phone. We agreed no contact this fortnight. No risks. I mark the message with a heart and then, with a wrench, I delete it.







Three

I’m sitting on the edge of the bed, swaddled in a white towel, when Tom bursts in.

‘Soph and JP are here,’ he says. ‘Are you coming down? There’s food. And Mum wants a big family photo before it goes fully dark.’ He looks at me impatiently, as if he expects me to follow him straight down and pose for a group portrait in just this towel. ‘You’ve been up here ages.’ He frowns. ‘Thought you’d be in raptures over this place.’

‘I am,’ I say, but it comes out flat, and Tom’s frown deepens. ‘I’m just tired. But of course, this place is …’ I look towards the window. The sky is burnt orange now, and a light has blinked on in the silhouetted villa across the way, ‘…stunning.’ I don’t mention the other villa in case it makes him cross. In fact, there’s something comforting about that light glowing in our darkening surroundings.

Tom steps closer and I tense, conscious of my bare thighs below the towel, the fact that we’ve barely touched each other in months. We still walk hand in hand into the business events I don’t manage to wriggle out of. Kiss chastely, smile for the cameras. But he brings his laptop to bed most nights, while I curl on my side, blocking out his huffs of irritation at whatever’s on his screen. Now, as his leg brushes mine, panic grips me. Sadness follows – and guilt, pretty much a constant lately – but the strongest feeling is wanting to shove him away. 

‘You in a mood about something?’ he asks as I go still, my heart beating disproportionately fast. ‘My driving earlier? You’re not still pissed about that?’

‘No!’ I say. ‘No, I’m fine. Just need a minute.’

He narrows his eyes, that knee still pressing. Is he thinking we’ll somehow rekindle things on this trip? We’ve managed it before when we’ve been away in romantic places, his laptop banished, both of us making an effort, but now the idea fills me with more guilty horror. Those days seem far behind us. But maybe not to him. Maybe he has no clue how differently I feel about him, about us, about this claustrophobic closeness.

How much things are going to change once this ­holiday is done.

‘Well, chop-chop.’ He steps away and I’m so relieved, I don’t even prickle at his chop-chop thing. ‘Pity the ­person who keeps my mother waiting!’

‘Yeah.’ I laugh weakly, hugging the towel tighter. ‘I’ll be right down, Tom, I promise.’

Come on, Lola. I stare at myself in the bathroom mirror. Game face. 

I slick on moisturiser and rub it in until my skin sings. A small dash of mascara, lip gloss, and my features come back to life in the steamy glass. I slip a crinkled yellow dress over my head, twist my hair into a bun, and put on my jewellery. My armour. I feel naked without earrings and a necklace, at least.



Deep breath. I’m here. I came. Plenty of people would kill for a fortnight on this vineyard; my friends’ WhatsApp group has been pinging with messages in the run-up, gushing about how lucky I am.

I haven’t told a soul it’s my last ever holiday with Tom. Not my friends, not even my mum, who had her misgivings about him and the Belmonts in the first place – not so easily dazzled as twenty-six-year-old me – but who’ll be shocked I’m blowing up my stable, comfortable life after two decades. Nobody knows how trapped I’ve felt the last few years. That the only shocking part, really, is that I had to fall in love with somebody else to make me do anything about it.

Another deep breath and I head downstairs, following a buzz of voices out onto the back terrace. Everyone’s seated around the long table beside the pool, candles flickering among platters of cured meats, cheeses, olives, white beans, asparagus, and bottles and bottles of wine. There’s a rich, gamey smell in the air, and all the platters have calligraphed labels – cinghiale; porchetta; fagliolina del Trasimeno.

‘Lola.’ Tom’s youngest sister, Sophie, rises to greet me. ‘We were wondering where you’d got to. Oh, you look so …’ her eyes flash to my dress, ‘comfortable in that.’

I smile blandly, used to Sophie’s anti-compliments by now. She’s wearing a jet-black trouser suit – a bold choice for a summer holiday – the waistcoat accentuating the sharp V of her bare collarbone. With her dark hair slicked back, she’s all angles and lines; a spiky creature deterring anyone from getting too close. And I never have managed to get close to Sophie. I guess I probably never will.



‘Jean Paul!’ she snaps at her husband, who is pacing on the far side of the pool, talking on his phone and waving a cigarette around. He nods and makes a winding it up gesture, then wanders even further away. Sophie tuts, but I’m glad to sneak a few more sips of wine before facing Jean Paul. He’s also the Belmonts’ lawyer, super smart and scarily observant – an impression enhanced by the bright blue contact lenses he wears. He’s not a divorce lawyer, of course. But I suspect he knows plenty of powerful ones, which makes me imagine him on the opposite side of a future battle line, shoulder to shoulder with Tom, with all of them … My hand shakes as I gulp my wine.

At the head of the table, George rises to his feet. A hush falls without him even tapping a fork against a glass – I can never help but be impressed when he manages that.

I sit next to Tom and join everybody in gazing expectantly at his dad. Age is catching up with George but he still cuts a suave figure, with his thick silver hair and wiry frame; still knows how to leave a beat of silence once he’s got an audience in the palm of his hand. Only Cole goes on crunching into a bruschetta, ignoring poor Imogen’s frantic nudges.

‘It’s an honour and a joy,’ George says, ‘to have you all here to celebrate the fact that Rosaline has put up with me for half a century …’

‘Somebody had to,’ Rosaline heckles fondly, prompting a ripple of laughter. 

George winks at her. ‘And to be here in this magnificent place to celebrate everything we’ve achieved, as a family, since Belmont Wines was launched on a wing and a prayer.’

‘And a heck of an inheritance.’ Rosaline chimes in again, to more guffaws.

‘Well, that helped.’ George blows a kiss at the sky. ‘But in all seriousness, everybody here has played their part in making it a legacy I’m tremendously proud of.’

His gaze sweeps around the table, his kids all leaning forward, hungry for praise. ‘Imogen. Immie. I know I tease you about inventing your own job as head of branding, or Queen of PR, or whatever it is you call yourself …’ He chuckles and Imogen looks a little embarrassed. ‘But the truth is you’ve transformed the image of the company. The residential courses were your idea and they were a stroke of bloody genius. And all while raising this fine young man—’ He indicates Will, who is filming his speech, of course ‘—who’s dragging us into the twenty-first century one baffling app at a time.’ Will salutes with his index finger and Imogen breaks into a beam, appeased by the praise for her son if not for herself.

George moves on to his other daughter, who is sweating not one bit in her black two-piece. ‘Dearest Soph. I don’t think you could cross more t’s or dot more i’s if you tried. You keep us all in order, and the taxman happy, both of which are superhuman feats if you ask me.’

Sophie pulls a martyred face, her cheekbones even sharper in the candlelight. Jean Paul returns then, apologising to George who waves it away and claps him on the back. Sometimes I think Jean Paul could crap on the table and nobody except Sophie would bat an eyelid. I once asked Tom what their lawyer has on them all, but he just frowned and said I’d been watching too much Succession. He didn’t seem to realise I was joking.

‘And Tom …’ George rests his gaze on his elder son. Is that a glint of tears in his eyes, or just the light? ‘Your dedication to the business … there are no words, really. You’ve stepped up every time I’ve needed you. And with Lola by your side …’ I stiffen. Tom makes a show of clasping my hand and my palm turns clammy. ‘You’re my rock, Tom – along with Ros, of course – as I know Lola’s yours. Even when she’s distracted by rocks of a different sort!’

I force another smile, realising George means my jewellery. My passion, my livelihood – not some side hustle to being Tom’s wife. I employ people these days, I want to say. I even make a profit! But I’m too busy feeling like a horrible fraud as George tips his glass at me, still looking curiously choked.

‘And I know you’re going to step up to the mark again when I retire, Tom. Which …’ George hesitates. Rosaline nods encouragement. Tom squeezes my hand harder and I get an uneasy feeling in my belly – something is coming. ‘Well, you may as well all know. I’m bringing my retirement forward, quite significantly. Tom will be CEO by the end of this year.’

There is a small, startled pause, then a current zips around the table. Imogen cranes in anxiously, asking her dad if everything is okay with his health. Next to her, Cole skewers an olive and mutters ‘whoop-de-fucking-doo’ – drunk already, I see from his glazed eyes. Sophie raises her glass at Tom, her sharp eyebrows too, and Will keeps filming, panning from face to face.

Tom looks at me and mouths surprise! My smile freezes as my thoughts race. Will this change everything? My plans? Tom will have something else to focus on, the big step he’s been waiting for, obsessing over. Maybe it will soften the blow.

Or maybe it will do the opposite.

Rosaline leads a toast to Tom, then to George, then to ‘family together’, a flicker in her face as she glances at the one empty chair. People finally call out their congratulations to Tom. Imogen switches from fretting about her dad to asking if she should draft a public statement. There has always been an assumption that Tom would take over one day, but now it’s been made official – and so soon – there’s a charge in the air.

‘Right!’ Rosaline claps her hands. ‘Quick family photo before we get stuck into all this food! I think there’s still just enough light. Over by the pool, girls and boys!’

My stomach drops again. I can’t be in the photo. I imagine them looking back on it in months to come, me a blot on the memory. No doubt Will’s going to splash it all over Insta and the website, too. As they get up and start to assemble, I hang back, pretending I’ve dropped something, then slip behind the stone wall that runs along one side of the terrace.

I follow the wall down a grassy slope. My phone vibrates in the swinging pocket of my dress but I stumble on, passing the flower garden I saw from our bedroom window. Tom as CEO. Can I really leave him in the midst of that? No time is a good time – that’s what I’ve been telling myself for a year, for years, still failing to make the leap. Waiting till after the big holiday seemed kinder, cleaner, but who was I kidding that coming here was a good idea?

I push through a gate and a security light blinks on, dazzling me to a stop. Shit, I’ve wandered into the other villa’s grounds. There’s nobody in sight but there’s a softly glowing pool to my left, the villa to my right and a sun lounger with a polka dot towel draped over it. A smaller, quieter version of our stone farmhouse and terrace. As the light goes off, I linger, catching my breath.

I can’t stay, of course. Can’t trespass on someone else’s holiday to escape my own. I turn to leave but I set off the security light again, and stall as I see something on the white poolside tiles.

It looks like spatters of red wine. I step closer, intrigued. There are scarlet droplets all along one side of the pool, as if somebody’s walked around leaking Montefalco. Up close, though, they’re a brighter red. More like … I sway a little, suddenly woozy. When I refocus, all I can think is that it looks a lot like blood.







Four

Wooziness under control, I crouch to inspect the stains. There is broken glass, too. Tiny shards glint against the white tiling.

‘Hello?’ I call out tentatively, straightening up. ‘Anybody here?’

I stand still, listening, but the wind picks up and masks any other sounds. The security light goes off again, so I move to trigger it, then edge past the pool as its underwater spotlights turn from turquoise to lilac.

Another spattering of red spots leads towards the small villa. I hesitate, then follow the trail, shutting out images from horror films, or the true crime documentaries I binge with guilty fascination when Tom’s out. I rest my hand against my phone in my pocket, and walk around the back of the building.

Then I stop in my tracks, surprised and relieved all at once.

A young woman sits in a deckchair, one foot crossed over her knee, clutching her ankle as blood drips from her sole. Huge sunglasses swamp her face, despite the fading daylight, and her mouth forms a startled ‘O’ as she gapes at me. 

‘What the—?’ she says, at the same time as I start babbling about blood by the pool, asking her if she’s okay.



‘Do you work here?’ She glances between me and her injury as if unsure where to focus. Her top teeth protrude over her bottom lip, her features somewhere between striking and strange, like a model for an edgy brand. There’s blood on her silver sarong, too. A tiny black bikini visible underneath.

‘I— I’m staying at the other villa. Up the hill. I’m really sorry, I wandered over here accidentally. Have you cut yourself?’ Some kind of motherly instinct stirs, taking over from my unease. I’m not sure how old she is. Maybe mid-twenties – I’m definitely old enough to be her mum. Her feet are small and delicate, nails painted hot pink, but there’s a nasty-looking cut. 

‘Smashed a wine glass,’ she says. ‘Then fucking stepped on it, didn’t I?’ Her accent is South-of-­England posh, but she swears like she was born to. ‘Like a fucking idiot!’ 

‘Ouch.’ I shuffle closer. ‘Is there glass in your foot? Shall I take a look?’

She holds out her foot, as if for a pedicure. Swears again as I gently probe it.

‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘But this really needs washing out. Is there a first aid kit in your villa? Shall I check? I mean, I don’t want to intrude. But I’m guessing you can’t really walk.’

‘No, I’m like the Little Mermaid at the end of the story. Every step’s torture.’ She puts a hand to her forehead, miming agony, though she must be in plenty of pain for real. ‘Not in the Disney version, though, obvs. Have to say I prefer the more brutal ending …’ She blinks as if remembering my original question. ‘Anyway, feel free I guess …’ She gestures towards a set of sliding glass doors behind her.

‘Are you here alone?’

‘Well, there are three male escorts and a couple of naked butlers in there, but you can just ignore them.’

I laugh. At least, I assume she’s joking. I grab another outdoor chair to prop up her foot, then venture into the villa.

Wow. She’s managed to generate plenty of mess for a solo holidaymaker. There are dresses and towels draped over sofas; lotions and pens and hair clips all over the floor; wine bottles on every surface; peach stones, pistachio shells, open bags of crisps.

Looks like a great time, I think with a pang of envy. I loved travelling alone before I married Tom. I was on a trip to New Zealand when I met him, in fact – he was there researching wine, and I was drifting, sketching the mountains, trying to figure out what to do with the rest of my life. I found some bar work, and on my second shift Tom wandered in, handsome and smartly dressed, asking for a pricey glass of Pinot Noir. He insisted on buying me one too – though I was clueless about wine then – and raved about it so passionately that two other people at the bar ended up ordering a glass. I was tickled, watching. For the next three nights, Tom perched on the same bar stool and took up my challenge of swaying other customers towards a different wine each time. Then he asked me out. Took me to a restaurant where I tried green-lipped mussels and Bluff oysters and he seemed endeared by how little I knew about fine foods and wine, but how curious I was about pretty much everything.



As dates turned into weekends and wine tours, he presented himself as the answer to all my uncertainty. So dazzling in his vision of the future, so sure he wanted me in it, that I hardly stopped to question. 

Now I shake away the memories, focussing on my mission. It’s weird opening drawers and cupboards in someone else’s villa – I glimpse some medication but it looks like personal stuff so I quickly shut the door. On a wooden sideboard there’s a stack of brightly coloured notebooks, with multiple page markers sticking out of each. I pause, never able to resist stationery, then turn away; obviously I can’t nose inside a stranger’s notebooks. Finally, I find a first aid box under the sink. I’m bending to grab it when my phone vibrates.

Where the hell are you?!

I stare at Tom’s message, guilt rising. Then I put my phone away and hurry back out, telling myself I’ve something more urgent to attend to.

‘I’m Lola, by the way.’ I kneel in front of my patient and gently take hold of her foot.

‘Carmen.’ She waggles her foot like a handshake. There’s a tattoo of a black tulip on her ankle, a leaf curling around the sticky-out part of the bone.

‘What brings you here?’ I ask, to distract her from the fact that I’m coaxing a small shard of glass out of her wound. I channel the focused zone I go into when I’m soldering jewellery, watching the metal changing colour, trying not to blink.

‘Fuck!’ Carmen says.



‘Sorry!’ I blink.

‘Jesus. You’re more brutal than my eyebrowist.’

‘I’m being as gentle as I can,’ I say, as if to a child. ‘And, eyebrowist?’

‘I know.’ She chuckles between winces. ‘That’s what she calls herself.’

‘Well, you do have lovely—’

‘Fucking hell!’ she yelps again as I tweezer out the tiny, bloodied piece.

‘Sorry, sorry.’ But I’m almost finished, dabbing on disinfectant that makes her hiss through her teeth and almost kick me away. I secure a bandage around her foot, then sit back on my heels with a sense of achievement.

She throws back her head. ‘Oh, wow.’

‘Are you okay?’

‘Yes.’ Her head comes up, colour flooding into her cheeks. ‘Actually, that feels better already. Thank you! And so sorry for, like, nearly kicking you in the face.’ She seems to study me properly now the drama is over, her eyes bright with curiosity. ‘You’re a saviour, Lola. Shall we have a glass of wine?’







Five

‘I can’t stay long,’ I say as Carmen limps out of the villa on her patched-up foot and hands me a glass of white wine. ‘I really should get back.’ She plonks an ice bucket down between us, the half-full bottle inside.

My phone has buzzed several times with messages from Tom, increasingly angry, the last just a string of question marks. But as I settle into a chair on a stranger’s terrace, looking out over twilit hills, the grip of the Belmont holiday loosens a little.

‘Who’s up there?’ Carmen tips her head to indicate the larger villa, up the slope behind us – though I’m deliberately not looking its way. ‘Your family?’

‘My … husband’s family.’

‘Sounds like a lot of you?’

‘It’s a golden wedding party. Hope we won’t disturb you.’

‘Oh, no. No worries about that. So, has there been any family drama?’ Her eyes glint mischievously. ‘­Classic holiday arguments?’

I flush. ‘We only arrived this afternoon!’

‘That would be plenty of time for my family. Well, it’s really just me and my sis now. But we’d have fallen out and made up at least eight times already.’

‘She’s not here with you?’



 ‘No. Just me. This was kind of an impromptu trip. But, God, I needed it.’

‘Oh?’

She twirls her wine glass and disappears into her thoughts, looking more vulnerable for a moment. ‘Just the usual life-getting-a-bit-much stuff. And I kind of came into some money a couple of years ago, but haven’t really touched it …’ She blinks behind her unnecessary sunglasses. ‘Anyway. I decided now would be a good time.’

‘Well …’ I eye her sidelong. ‘You certainly picked a beautiful place.’

‘Mmmm,’ she says, as if she hasn’t noticed. Then stirs and blinks again: ‘Oh, yeah. Obviously. It’s fucking gorgeous.’

We contemplate the rise and dip of the hills, the pine trees marching over them, the first stars glimmering in the violet sky. To our right there’s a ploughed field with dozens of orange flags sticking out of the ground, evenly spaced in rows. A plot for new vines. I remember reading about the new acreage on the vineyard’s website, about the careful preparations, the flags marking where each fledgling plant will go. 

There’s something calming about the field, its potential. Carmen stretches out her injured leg and takes a long drink of wine, and I follow suit, trying to empty my brain.

‘Are you studying?’ I ask her. ‘I saw your notebooks.’

She shakes her head. ‘They’re just journals. Travel notes, doodles. Crap from inside my head.’

I smile. ‘I used to do that, too.’



I’ve still got the journals I kept in New Zealand. Haven’t looked at them in years, afraid it’ll be strange, painful, to revisit that version of myself. It strikes me that this is a bit like doing so – talking to Carmen – but it’s not painful, actually; it’s sort of soothing.

‘So, tell me about your family.’ She lowers her shades. ‘Or your husband’s family.’

She noticed my earlier distinction. I hide behind my wine glass, less soothed now than scrutinised.

‘What about them?’

‘They rich?’

I splutter out a mouthful.

She grins and looks only a tiny bit sheepish. ‘Not supposed to ask that, are you? Not polite.’ She gestures as if swatting the notion of politeness away. ‘You don’t have to answer. Just … that is one fucking big villa.’

‘It is.’ I can’t help but laugh. ‘What, are you deciding whether to rob me?’

‘Well, that is a nice necklace.’ She leans forward almost flirtatiously, then pauses, narrowing her eyes. ‘Hey, is that a Lola Day? Hang on …’ Her eyes go to my face. ‘Wait, are you Lola Day?’

I’m taken aback. ‘You recognise this?’ I twiddle the necklace. ‘You recognise me?’

‘I love Lola Day jewellery! And I’ve seen your picture! I knew you looked familiar! Are you seriously her?’

I turn pink with pride, my face splitting into a grin. ‘I’m … seriously her!’

‘Oh my God! This is incredible! I literally have one of your bangles in my villa. One of those, like, chunky criss-cross ones …’ She mimes it on her wrist. ‘You legend! What are the chances? Cheers! Cheers, Lola Day!’

I laugh as we clink glasses, bubbles of tension popping in my chest. I don’t say, technically it’s Belmont these days. I’ll soon be coming full circle, back to Lola Day – maybe wiser this time round, maybe not.

‘So, you are rich.’ She cycles back with mock ­seriousness.

‘Not from my jewellery!’

‘Oh, come on! You’re so talented! I saw a piece about you online – didn’t you win some design award?’

‘Oh, that was just a small—’

‘Stop that!’ She wags her finger. ‘Don’t play it down!’

I hold my hands up. ‘Well, I do okay.’ Still, I can’t help tempering it: ‘Nothing compared to my in-laws’ business, though. Which …’ I stop and exhale, my mood deflating.

‘Which what?’

‘Oh. Nothing. I just found out my husband’s taking over from his dad. It’s not a big …’ But Carmen looks interested, and panic shoots through me. It hasn’t even been made public yet. The Belmonts would crucify me for leaking it to a stranger. I have a sudden memory of one of the early business functions Tom took me to, when I made a naive comment to some important shareholder or other, and George pulled me aside for a polite-but-firm word. I don’t even remember what the comment was, only the feeling of mortification, of not being quite sure what I’d said that was wrong.

I know better now, I guess. But the wine’s loosening me up, bringing an urge to rebel into my blood.



‘What’s the business?’ Carmen asks.

Still, I hesitate. But she could easily google me, see who I
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