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Excerpt from the London Gazette

Most middle-class injury ever!

Just as doctors call for avocados to come with a cutting-injury warning, there’s a new health hazard to panic middle-class suburbanites: the humble cheese plate.

At a dinner party in the leafy south-west London suburb of Barnes, a guest was allegedly stabbed in the stomach with an elaborate silver cheese knife normally used for nothing more harmful than slicing a good Brie.








Chapter One

CARO

Caro was on her way to the gym when the invitation arrived. The postman handed it to her along with a bill and a clothing catalogue. They exchanged their normal pleasantries about the glorious weather and the noise of the builders three doors up. Normally, Caro would have got in the Lexus, sweated her way through Body Pump and then spent an hour in the café sussing out the hierarchies of the post-class cappuccino group and made chat accordingly.

Now, however, she found herself back in the house, sitting on the staircase, third step from the bottom, holding the expensive envelope in her hands while her eyes honed in on the family crest embossed on the 140 gsm stationery.

Her upper lip was sweating.

She turned the envelope over in her hands. Thought about leaving it on the sideboard and heading outside to carry on with her day but she would be too consumed by morbid, itching curiosity to do anything productive. So she opened it quickly and without ceremony, tearing the thick paper deliberately irreverent.

Lady Charles Bellinger desires the honour of the presence of

Mr and Mrs Brian Carmichael,

at the Unveiling Ceremony of the

Sir Charles and Henry Bellinger Memorial

on Sunday 15th July at No. 6

Riverside Gardens, Chiswick

NOTE – THIS CARD MUST BE PRESENTED

TO ENSURE ADMISSION.

Caro stared at the fancy black font for an indeterminable amount of time; it could have been seconds or half the morning, her eyes going in and out of focus.

A memorial unveiling. She could imagine nothing worse than standing on the manicured lawn of the Bellinger family home listening to speeches while waiting for a life-sized likeness of Henry to stare down at her from above like Jesus.

Caro stood up. Exhaled slowly. Henry Bellinger seemed to follow her everywhere she went, existing in her peripheral vision; she saw him in faces going past on the bus or at the airport. She’d see the broad shoulders or maybe the laughing eyes and the dimples. But then he’d stand up and be too short or he’d smile and his teeth would be wrong and that Henry would morph back in to just a stranger getting onto an aeroplane.

Caro leant against the banister, the carved handrail digging into her back, and read the invite again. Riverside Gardens. It was just up the road. She wondered who else Lady Bellinger had invited. If Caro was on the list then surely everyone was; the old witch would never have afforded Caro special privilege. She imagined the Bellinger private secretary having his work cut out tracking them all down.

For a second she considered politely declining, inventing a prior engagement, and felt a moment of relief. But she could never give Lady Bellinger that satisfaction.

The front door opened. It was Mary-Anne, Caro’s cleaner. ‘Oh, Mrs Carmichael, I didn’t expect to see you,’ she said, startled by the sight of Caro in the hallway.

‘No, no, I was just leaving. Sorry, Mary-Anne.’ Flustered at having been caught unawares, especially by her cleaner, as if spotted by the boss asleep on the job, Caro rushed to gather her gym bag and keys and dropped the invitation.

‘Is everything all right, Mrs Carmichael?’ Mary-Anne asked, moving forward to help.

‘No, fine, absolutely fine.’ Caro scooped up her things. She caught a glimpse of herself in the hallway mirror. She looked completely fine; a little paler than usual but not of scrap of agitation present on her face. ‘I’ll get out of your hair, Mary-Anne. Let you work your magic.’ Caro slipped out the door.

Outside, the river air and traffic fumes did the trick. She would not be cowed by this, she thought as she strode to the car. She would face it head on. ‘Caroline, detachment is easy, you just imagine yourself in a play, acting the part of yourself.’ It was a technique handed down by her mother as a way of sealing off one’s emotions. Just one of the many nuggets of how-to advice to secure a wealthy husband. But in this case, Caro felt she might need more armour, something to cocoon her from the furtive looks of other guests, the murmured pity, the sadness of what might have been, or at least, the haughty disregard of Lady Bellinger.

As Caro bleeped the car she thought maybe she could host a dinner the evening before. Recruit some of the key players as reinforcements. She could invite them to stay the night; her house, after all, was the closest to the Bellingers, and that way they could turn up en masse. She checked her diary. Saturday 14th July; her husband Brian and their eldest daughter Bethany would be out at the Barnes Rugby Club dinner. Perfect.

She got into the Lexus, settling herself in the cream leather interior, pleased that a plan was coming together. It suddenly didn’t seem so bad. A glorious dinner with old acquaintances reliving their youth. It made her think of humid afternoons spent punting on the river. Honed, toned athletic bodies. Sweet, sticky cocktails and sweat-soaked dancing at college bops. Adoration. Eager, carefree faces filled with hope and idealism. Nights when she didn’t wake up staring blankly at the ceiling. All that promise.

Scrolling through her phone she found George Kingsley’s number. Last Caro heard of George he’d just moved to Henley-on-Thames, his wife Audrey was expecting a baby and he was working at a middling asset management company in the City. He used phrases like, ‘Going great guns!’ He was everything she would have expected him to be. George was the type who kept in touch with everyone.

Caro rewrote the WhatsApp five times before she hit the right level of casual. George, long time no see. Thinking about a dinner before the memorial – a chance for you to prep me. I’ve never been to one of these things before! Let me know, am in Barnes so you can stay if you want. Caro x

She felt better already. She checked her watch; she wouldn’t make it to Body Pump but she could still get to the coffee afterwards. Perhaps she’d suggest a glass of wine. Caro tried not to drink during the week. But as one of the mums at the school gate had quipped earlier that morning, Thursday is nearly the weekend.

The Lexus purred along the road. The message from George came back within minutes. The robot voice of the car speaker read it out for her.

Caro! Heard you were back from Switzerland. Dinner sounds great. These things always sad but good – gets very messy afterwards. Travis meant to be staying with me night before so can bring him? TBH would be good to have drink and catch up and not have to worry about baby waking up. G x

Caro pulled into the Virgin Active parking lot considering her guest list. Travis Lawrence-Dixon wouldn’t be Caro’s first choice, but that was fine, she could squeeze him in.

She opened the car door. The sun was shining. She put her sunglasses on, grabbed her purse from her gym bag and noticed that in her haste she’d brought the invitation along with her. Suddenly it seemed like Henry Bellinger was in the car. His upturned smiling eyes watching from the soft leather seat.

Caro felt her throat tighten. Her skin prickled. She didn’t want to be forced back into the past. She had a new life now. One she had pushed and pummelled herself into. Her prickling skin grew hot and itchy; she wanted to yank off her gold chain, her tight Lycra vest. She couldn’t bear the reminder of what could have been. Red and sweating, she was on the verge of hyperventilating when a car horn beeped.

Fellow gym buddy Fliss Weschler waved as she reversed her Audi, snapping Caro out of her panic.

She raised a shaky hand. Her thumping heart slowed. She felt the wave of terror retreat. She definitely needed a glass of wine now. Luckily Fliss liked a drink; she’d be up for a chilled Chablis.

Caro reached forward and picked up the invite, stupidly tentative. She turned it over in her hand and read it again. It was just a piece of paper. It couldn’t hurt her. Sticks and stones and all that.

As she tucked it into the side pocket of her bag, she noted the Bellinger name embossed at the top and, as she hopped out to greet Fliss, made a mental note that she and Brian should get their own stationery printed.






Chapter Two

LILY

When Lily Enfield got the invite to Henry Bellinger’s memorial statue unveiling she immediately booked an emergency appointment with her therapist.

‘I don’t want to go,’ Lily said, straight out. ‘The only reason I’ve been invited is because of my book.’ Lily had recently hit the Sunday Times’ bestseller list with a thriller about a ballsy female fossil hunter forced to play detective when her partner is murdered in inhospitable Antarctic terrain. She often felt herself a disappointment at literary events or, more recently, token parties because any similarity between her and the main character stopped with Lily studying Antarctic fossils for her PhD. ‘And then there’s this dinner at Caro’s,’ she added, feeling her panic rise. ‘It’s too much.’

The therapist looked from the invitation to Lily. Letting the silence settle.

Lily stayed as still as she could under the scrutiny. It was hard to avoid eye contact as there was nothing else to look at in the consulting room. Of course that was probably the point. She often focused on the box of Kleenex on the side table. Thought about all the clients who plucked a handful of tissues to wipe their eyes while the therapist waited patiently. The idea of crying in there was once so unfathomable Lily could just as easily have stood up and taken all her clothes off. On the floor of the room was a geometric rug. Lily had stared at the pattern so much it repeated in her dreams.

‘Remind me which one is Caro?’ The therapist took off her glasses. Frameless. Lily had tried a similar pair on in Vision Express but felt far too exposed.

‘The princess,’ said Lily, then clarified, ‘not a real princess. She’s the one I met up with in Zurich.’ Lily had flown over for a literary festival. Caro had taken her to an ubertrendy rooftop restaurant that was just known by three dots on its sign because, she’d said, who could resist a place that was too cool to have a proper name? Lily Enfield, that was who. Lily was terrified of heights and had to shut her eyes as they were led to the table. Caro had chuckled, sweeping her glorious red mane over her shoulder as she’d turned to say, ‘You haven’t changed a bit.’ Which Lily knew instinctively wasn’t a compliment.

The therapist looked back over her notes. ‘Ah yes, the literary festival. Where the panic attacks started, in fact.’

Lily watched the spectacles, held loosely in the therapist’s thin fingers, bobbing as she spoke. She wondered if she’d actually had to look back over the notes or if it was just a tactic.

‘At the time we explored if maybe something to do with the trip was the trigger?’

‘Except we decided it was just coincidence,’ Lily replied, shifting uncomfortably in her seat. Her trousers were digging in at the waist. Her grey V-neck jumper was too warm.

‘You decided,’ the therapist corrected. ‘I don’t decide, Lily. I suggest avenues for you to explore.’

Lily tried her hardest to sit completely still, avoid the all seeing eyes, but that in itself probably told her something.

‘And she’s hosting a dinner the evening before you go to the memorial?’ the therapist checked.

‘Yes,’ said Lily. ‘She must need more girls at the table. Caro’s not the kind of person who has close girlfriends. I said girls just then because it feels too formal to say women. I don’t want you thinking I think I’m still a young girl.’ Lily sometimes felt she was handing over her neuroses on a plate.

‘I thought she only invited you because of the book?’

‘No, that was why I’ve been invited to the memorial. The dinner is different.’ Lily’s neck started to blotch; she was hot and stressed. ‘Or it might be the same. I don’t know.’

The therapist neatened her papers. ‘I think we’re moving away from the point. What do you want to do, Lily?’

‘I don’t know.’ But Lily did know. She wanted it all brushed under the carpet and forgotten about. She wanted to live in the quiet anonymity she always had. When she’d seen Caro’s WhatsApp about the dinner she’d thought she was having a heart attack and curled into a ball on the floor waiting for either death or her ears to stop ringing.

In her kindest voice the therapist said, ‘Why do you think I might think you should go, Lily?’

They’d been through something similar the other week. Lily almost put her hand up. ‘Because, you think I need to reclaim my story.’

‘To go back to where it started.’ The therapist sat back and replaced her glasses. ‘Take an interest in it, Lily. Explore how it makes you feel. See how they make you feel.’

Lily couldn’t bear it. The very idea of sitting round the table with them all.

The therapist was staring at her, waiting for the agreement that Lily didn’t want to give. The silence ticked on. Sometimes, to distract herself when it got too intense, Lily imagined the therapist suddenly jumping up and doing something crazy. A rendition of ‘Gangnam Style’ or morphing into a cartoonish villain. Raising her hands to the sky amid burning flames and cackling, ‘Lily, this is your chance! Stir things up, find the truth. Let it combust into hellfire!’

In these moments, Lily had to be careful not to let a flicker of amusement show on her face. Instead she just stared blankly back as her therapist actually said things like, ‘You’re much stronger than you think, Lily.’

And Lily replied, ‘I’m not sure I am.’






Chapter Three

ELLE

The embossed invite was waiting for Elle Andrews when she got home from work. She opened it, curled a red lip in distaste and chucked it straight in the bin.

Today she was clearing out her late-sister Sarah’s flat. Her head deep under the kitchen sink where it smelt of mould and mouse droppings, Elle found another bottle of Lidl’s Rachmaninoff triple distilled vodka. This one half drunk, hidden and forgotten about. She got it out, poured herself a cupful and started to tip the rest of it down the sink.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ Her brother, who was outside on the phone, leant in through the window and snatched the quarter-full bottle. ‘That’s good stuff!’

Elle didn’t say anything, just leant against the chipped laminate worktop and took a swig from her cup. Wills and Kate were on the side; it was a commemorative wedding cup ordered from some shitty catalogue.

She looked round the room. There was so much to clear out. The yellowing net curtains were so depressing she reached forward and ripped them down. Outside, her brother made a face.

‘What d’you do that for?’

Then he got distracted by a neighbour. ‘Afternoon, Phyllis. Yep, yep, we’re clearing out her place. Very sad. Yeah. Very sudden. No, you’re right, she wasn’t happy. Okay then. Mind how you go.’

Elle rolled her eyes. He could chat to anyone but did nothing to help. She went to poke her head into the living room to see how her mum was getting on.

‘You haven’t done anything?’ Elle couldn’t believe it; the room was exactly as she’d left it. Piles of papers on every table. Cups, glasses. Detritus of life. ‘Mum, we need to get this sorted.’

But her mum wasn’t listening. She’d found an old photo album, was staring at pictures of them as kids. Her face was all wet with tears when she looked up at Elle. ‘Oh, it’s awful. I just can’t… Your child’s not meant to die before you.’

Elle sat down on the sofa next her, put her arm around her shoulders, squeezed her tight. ‘I know.’ Elle had actually fantasized about the day she wouldn’t have to rush round here and sit in the dark, holding her sister while she wept. No more hours on the phone to the doctor. No more waiting for ambulances. No more cleaning, cooking, checking. But no matter how bad it was, how ill someone was, however much she thought she’d already grieved for her, her sister not being there was still a shock. She looked between her brother, who was now glued to his phone in the corridor, to her lank-haired mother staring obsessively at the old photos. It was all down to Elle now. The pair of them were useless. But perhaps she should give in to it. Did it matter if the place got cleared out or not? None of it belonged to the sister she knew, it was all just a depressing reminder of the person Sarah had become.

Elle sat back, rested her head on the threadbare sofa, lit a cigarette and got her phone out. She opened the email she’d received from Lily Enfield.


Hi Elle, just wanted to check if you’re going to the dinner at Caro’s before the memorial. If you are, I was hoping we might be able to go together. Look forward to catching up. Hope you’re well, Lily x



Elle scrolled through Instagram, her mother quietly weeping next to her. She stayed behind the scenes on social media. She watched – a detached, yet addicted, observer. She had an account under a false name, belinda.bakes.cakes, with a photo of a smiling woman holding up a batch of cupcakes. Everyone accepted her follow request, she was very non-threatening.

She clicked on George Kingsley’s page. He didn’t post a lot, but what he did was all selfies and humblebrags. Him on a yacht in the Med, damp hair slicked back, mirrored Ray-Bans reflecting the iPhone, ‘Lucky enough to take this little beauty out. Hope I can remember how to sail!’ or straddling a bike at the top of a hill, sweating in expensive cycling garb, ‘Phew, made it! Not quite as fit as I used to be!’ Occasionally George’s brown-haired, heart-shape-faced wife, Audrey, made an appearance, usually referred to as ‘wifey’. Audrey Kingsley’s was an Instagram account Elle would like to get a look at, but as yet her follow request had gone unanswered.

George’s latest post showed him and Audrey with their tiny newborn baby, glimpses of the living room behind showing stylishly neutral furnishings. The baby was swaddled in pale blue, its miniature hand wrapped tightly around George’s thumb, giant in comparison. The caption read, ‘Such love for this little fella. Greatest achievement!’

Elle didn’t like to put a name to the emotion she’d felt when she’d first seen the photo. She wanted to think it was all disdain but there had definitely been an annoying flicker of envy. Looking at it again today, in light of the memorial invitation – an event which George Kingsley would no doubt be a key part of – she found the disdain morphing into anger. Sitting among the sad remains of her sister’s life didn’t help. The juxtaposition of George and his classy off-white lounge with her sister’s yellow nicotine-stained wallpaper made her blood boil.

Beside Elle on the sofa, her mum’s phone rang and she answered it, saying under her breath, ‘Yes I know, yes, I’ll be home soon. I’m just dealing with Sarah’s things. Yes, yes, I promise.’ When she hung up she looked at Elle and said sheepishly, ‘Darrell just checking where I am.’

Elle hated Darrell, a controlling conspiracy theorist who believed the world was both flat and against him, cut from the same cloth as most of her mum’s exes. Elle considered how poles apart posh, public schoolboy George Kingsley was from dreadful Darrell, yet both had played their hand in making Elle swear off relationships.

Her mum turned another page of the album, sniffing and dabbing her eyes with her sleeve while next to her, her phone pinged with a stream of Darrell texts. Elle couldn’t bear it. The claustrophobia of being with her mum, surrounded by her sister’s stuff. The reek of regret and frustration.

Elle got up and went back to the kitchen. Stuck her head back under the sink to see what else was hiding back there. But her heart wasn’t in it any longer. She didn’t care if they just closed the door and walked away. She sat down on the floor and reread Lily’s email about Caro’s pre-memorial dinner. Then she flicked onto Caroline ‘Caro’ Carmichael’s Instagram. Her little squares were all highly curated suburban chic. Photos of her on the school run in tasteful navy yoga pants, long red hair loose and glossy like an advert. A corner of her house with a new brass cocktail trolley arranged with vintage glasses against teal Farrow & Ball. Or a nauseating photo of #brunch with lots of little hands reaching for blueberry pancakes in a café with hipster lighting and bad art.

Out of interest, she searched Travis’s name and laughed out loud. Pumped and inked, all the photos were of him doing a million different yoga poses with various sunsets in the background and a bio that read: ‘Travis Lawrence-Dixon | Strength in wisdom | Book me to speak or teach’.

Elle cradled the cup of vodka. She thought of the statue being erected for Henry Bellinger. Of George and Caro trotting along to the ceremony for canapés and champagne. George taking the mic for a fawning, heart-wrenching speech. All of them at Caro’s dinner to which Elle was deemed unworthy of an invite.

Why should people like them get to live how they wanted? All shiny and unencumbered. Elle tried to imagine a world where it was her sister being immortalized in marble or sipping lattes dressed in lululemon, not having drunk herself to death. It drove her mad, the injustice of the world.

She thought how pleasing it would be to put a bomb under their nice tidy lives. But then as one of her stepdads, Neal who lived in Deal, used to say, it’s wise to leave the past where it belongs. Elle downed the rest of her vodka. But where would the fun be in that?






Chapter Four

THEN

Michaelmas term, second year

University of Oxford

GEORGE

George Kingsley put his bags down in the hallway. ‘Hey.’ He was fresh from a week’s pre-season rowing training in Lucerne. Tanned the colour of chestnuts from the late-summer Swiss sun reflected off the water. He pulled his shades off, looked around the dilapidated house. ‘Not ideal, is it?’

The girl in front of him was mousy, wore heavy tortoiseshell glasses, looked like she came pre-packed with a book in her hand. She wasn’t his type by any stretch of the word but when she introduced herself as Lily Enfield, it occurred to him that she could be useful for this year’s list. The list was issued every year by the boat club captain; last year the challenge was to shag a girl from every nationality – almost impossible. This year the aim was to work through the alphabet. George was on the fence when it came to the list’s moral reprehensibility and had rarely chosen a girl for the sake of it but he did find it pleasing to strike his conquests off against it nonetheless. Term had only just started and he’d already ticked off J – a nice girl called Jessica from the women’s rowing team – and V was looking promising, after he’d flirted his way out of a disagreement regarding his privilege with a girl called Vickie in the Junior Common Room earlier.

‘So has everyone already picked a room?’ George asked, taking in the sparse furnishings and hastily painted walls. As a fresher he’d had a very nice room with an en suite, almost a home from home. This place, in contrast, was shabby to say the least: swathes of blue paint had peeled off the outside of the old Georgian building, the window frames were rotten and the front room looked suspiciously like it might have been a shop when last inhabited. He peered down the end of the corridor and saw a miniscule kitchen with unappealing brown cupboards. Luckily he’d eat most of his meals in the college dining hall.

The mousy girl, Lily, shook her head. ‘Only me and Travis.’ Her glasses slipped down her nose. Her cheeks pinked with embarrassment every time she opened her mouth. George could not believe he was sharing a house with this girl. He picked up a bunch of his stuff and followed her up the creaking stairs. As the boat club boys would say, nice arse, shame about the face.

The corridor smelt of paint and damp. The carpet was splattered with white gloss, slapdash brushstrokes covered the edges of the emergency exit sign. George passed an open door on the landing. ‘Hey man,’ he said to a guy lounging on a double mattress blowing smoke rings into the ether.

The guy sat up, hair all on end, eyes bleary. He seemed to take in George’s outfit – his international rowing kit, his massive Nike bag, his dinner jacket in a clothes bag over his shoulder. ‘You look way too energetic for me,’ said the guy and lay back down again. His room looked to be devoid of possessions except a laptop, speaker and a box set of Harry Potter books on the shelf.

‘That’s Travis,’ said Lily, hovering on the landing. ‘His room has a really lovely view.’

George peered across through the six-paned window. Travis didn’t strike him as the type to appreciate the picturesque courtyard over the road with its metal finials, the large horse chestnut tree or the ornate Victorian streetlamp visible through the mottled glass. George had met Travis before. He’d helped him out last year when George had bought some steroids off one of the rugby players who’d sworn they were undetectable. But then the guy was kicked out after a mandatory drug test and George had never felt terror like it. He’d sat up all night playing out his dad’s reaction were he to face the same consequences. In the end, having worked himself up into a 3 a.m. terror, George asked one of the stoner guys on his course if they knew anyone who might be able to help him. They’d directed him to Travis who charged him fifty quid for some hydrochlorothiazide, a prescription diuretic to mask the drugs in his system. George took it then passed out from dehydration and dizziness the next day at training. And was never drug-tested anyway.

Now, somehow, he was living with this waster.

But did he care? Not really. George was at Oxford for one reason only. A seat in the Oxford and Cambridge Boat Race. That was his destiny. The Kingsleys were Oxford. He’d grown up listening to his father’s and grandfather’s stories of Boat Race glory. Victorious against Cambridge, they had both been granted the honour of becoming Oxford Blues. Their framed certificates hung one above the other in the hallway of the family house in Devizes. A space for George’s was ready underneath. In his first year the competition had been stellar and George hadn’t made the cut. In a way it was a blessing; meant he could learn the ropes while having a little bit more fun on nights out, enjoy being a fresher without quite so much pressure – getting used to the workload was hard enough. This year, though, it was different, no more niceties. Most of the old guard had graduated and there was everything to play for, this was George’s year. He was going to get a place in the Blue Boat if it killed him.

The front door slammed, making the windows rattle. A redhead marched up the stairs in jeans and a cropped top and a cloud of sweet perfume. ‘This just isn’t right. I don’t understand how this is happening. How can they just throw us together? We’ve paid money for this! My room is meant to have an en suite. What’s this place got, like one bathroom? They’re ruining our experience.’

She was very pretty. Long flaming hair. Perfect hourglass figure. Pale limbs. Blow-job lips. Oozed confidence from every pore of her being.

The quiet one, Lily, said more dryly than George would have expected from her, ‘I think it was the subsidence that caused half the student accommodation to collapse that ruined our experience.’

On the bed, Travis smirked as he lit another cigarette off the previous one. George wondered when the best time was to tell him the accommodation was non-smoking.

The redhead didn’t seem to have heard Lily’s comment. She pouted, hands on the exposed skin of her narrow waist. She was directing her attention at George which made his chest puff on instinct. ‘What is this place? It’s a dump – hardly habitable, they’ve just splashed paint on the walls of some random old building. Why is it us? Why does everyone else get to be together in the main building?’

George chucked his kit bag and suit into the first available room. ‘I don’t think they do. I think it’s all a mess. From what I heard, the college had to scrabble together as many extra rooms as they could find. Some people are miles out so we should count ourselves lucky.’

The redhead did not look like counting herself lucky would ever be a viable option.

George changed tack. ‘They’re saying it’s temporary. Once they’ve assessed the structural damage we’ll be out of here and back in the main building.’

‘Dude, have you seen the damage?’ came Travis’s mocking voice.

George stiffened. ‘No. Not exactly.’

Travis rolled over on the bed, hollow-cheeked, grinning. ‘You’d better start unpacking your chinos. We aren’t going anywhere.’

Out the corner of his eye, George saw the mousy girl giggle.

The redhead seethed. ‘I’m going to speak to the dean. It’s so unfair. I can’t live with you people.’

The sound of a low whistle made them pause. Then an amused drawl, ‘Bloody hell, what a shithole.’ The deep, delighted laugh that followed seemed instantly to elevate the stature of the house.

George moved to look down the stairs, drawn to the effortless confidence of the voice. He almost gasped when he saw it was none other than Henry Bellinger kicking the front door shut and navigating his way past the redhead’s stack of matching luggage that was blocking the hall. Slinging his giant duffel bag over his shoulder to climb the stairs, Henry’s eyes crinkled with delight as he surveyed the cracks in the ceiling and the woodchip wallpaper.

‘Love this place!’ He chucked his bag to the floor when he got to the landing, his affable delight making them feel like hipster pioneers in a burnt-out London suburb, not second-year students lamenting the lack of private power shower.

George knew Henry from the rowing circuit. They’d raced against each other since their school days but George barely registered on Henry’s radar. The closest George had got to them being friends was last year at the freshers’ rowing initiation when Henry was forced to lick up his own sick after downing various lethal and disgusting concoctions from a selection of old wellington boots; George had given him a pat on the back for good luck.

Now George found himself mutely starstruck. A dizzying future whizzed before his eyes where he was suddenly part of Henry’s inner circle.

Next to him, the redhead’s demeanour changed in an instant. With a flick of her long locks she stepped forward, back arched so the fabric of her strappy top pulled invitingly. Hand outstretched, she said, ‘Isn’t it so fun? All of us slumming it together! I’m Caro.’

Henry’s eyes narrowed appreciatively. ‘Are you new? I’m sure you should have been on my radar before now.’

Caro giggled coyly. ‘No, I’m not new. Maybe you just haven’t been looking in the right places.’

From his bedroom Travis snorted.

Henry went over to take a look at who it was. ‘Trav! Mate. Didn’t know you were here.’

Seemingly Travis’s tentacles spread in every direction. The sight of Henry was enough to make him haul himself off the bed, yank up his grey tracksuit bottoms and saunter over for a greeting.

Lily, the glasses girl, stayed firmly in the shadows. She’d raised her hand in a wave as Henry had moved towards Travis’s door but it had gone unnoticed by all but George. She was ignored again when Henry went to look up the next set of rickety stairs and said, ‘All right if I take a room on the top floor? I like being able to see out.’

‘Absolutely!’ said Caro. ‘Next to mine.’ She sashayed up the stairs to claim the other bedroom, adding with a wink, ‘We can admire the dreaming spires together.’

Without taking his eyes off Caro’s arse, Henry bent to pick up his exorbitantly expensive, discreetly labelled duffel. He clapped George on the shoulder – as if they’d been friends forever – and whispered, ‘Race is on to bag the C.’

George felt a rush of delight. He would forgo the entire alphabet of the year’s list if it meant being elevated to the ranks of Henry Bellinger’s dizzying cool.






Chapter Five

NOW

CARO

Pre-dinner drinks: Belvedere vodka Martinis

Hors d’oeuvres: Smoked salmon blinis with Icelandic black caviar

Caro put down the phone and considered calling the whole thing off. JB Watson and his wife had just cancelled leaving her two people down at the dinner.

Caro’s husband Brian, who was in the process of tying his rugby club tie, said, ‘It’s not that bad, is it?’

It was that bad. Not only was it humiliating, but it threw the whole balance off. ‘JB was crucial,’ Caro moaned, thinking of the popular rower. JB Watson, an uncomplicated good egg who, alongside George, would give the party its reason for being. They were meant to reminisce about Henry and the good old days and be bonded enough to flank Caro like bodyguards at tomorrow’s memorial.

Brian said, ‘I can stay if you want.’

‘No,’ Caro replied, perhaps a touch too sharply.

Brian looked wounded.

Caro went over and smoothed his tie down. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean it.’ Really she wanted him out the house so she could get to work salvaging what was left of her dinner party. Lily, Travis and George. What a motley selection.

‘I know you didn’t.’ Brian gave her a little pat on the bottom as he went to get his suit jacket off the chair. She tried to ignore it. Especially when he came back and gave her bum an extra rub, saying of the velvet she was wearing, ‘This is lovely.’ Then, with his accountant’s eye, ‘Is it new?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did you use the Amex?’

They went through this every time. Yes, of course she used the bloody Amex. Yes, of course it was new. But by pointing it out he could brand it with his cautious disapproval. Could never let her just enjoy spending what she felt was her hard-earned money, even though he believed it was his.

Her daughter Bethany bounded in wearing a silver slip dress that made her look twenty-five rather than a gauche teenager. ‘Ready, Dad?’ she said.

Caro swallowed, readying herself for battle. ‘I told you that dress wasn’t appropriate.’

Bethany pierced her with a glare of contempt as she held up a baggy grey cardigan. ‘And I told you I’ve got this, Mother.’

Caro was still navigating the first forays into teenagehood. She had adored the soft, fresh-baked bread smell of newborns and the wide-eyed neediness of the primary-school days. This stage was more of a challenge; she could recognize too much of herself in Bethany.

Brian stepped between them. ‘Come on, let’s not get heated. I think she looks very lovely.’

Caro rolled her eyes. Oh Brian, she thought with pity, what do you know about teenage girls?

Caro’s phone buzzed with a message and Bethany took the opportunity to drag her dad out the house before Caro could further object.

‘Bye, darling,’ Brian called.

Caro waved absently, distracted by the WhatsApp which was from Travis Lawrence-Dixon.

Did I mention I’m vegan non-dairy? Will bring own cheese.

Caro grimaced. She’d never wanted Travis there in the first place; now she had to knock him up his own vegan menu.

In the kitchen, she ran through the positives as she drained some chickpeas. Luckily it wasn’t raining, they could have drinks on the terrace. She could show off the lawn. The three youngest children had all been packed off to Brian’s mother’s house. Edward, her second eldest, was at a sleepover with friends. They were all out of the house which was good and she’d made up the beds for Travis and George to stay.

An hour later, the doorbell chimed. Act natural, Caro told herself as she walked from the kitchen, plucking a wedding photo from the hall console table and tucking it into the drawer; she didn’t want the details of her life on show. These were just old friends. It was fun, a boost to the ego. She’d be effortlessly in command. Think of all those drinks and parties she’d hosted while they lived in Switzerland. You didn’t have to like someone to be friends with them as an expat, you just took what you could get.

Brian had said, when they returned to the UK, that looking back on their lives in Zurich, it all had an air of unreality. Fun but fake, like McDonald’s or candyfloss – nice at the time but just hot sugar and air. She had thought that was quite perceptive for Brian. Although actually, Switzerland had suited Caro perfectly; no one got too close or asked too many questions.

She paused in front of the big mirror in the hall, looked at her reflection. Flawless make-up, exquisite emerald earrings and bracelet set that she’d picked out for her anniversary present, freshly washed gleaming hair. All good. But did her eyes look wary or was that just her imagination? She blinked a couple of times. Better. Would they be impressed with the house? Of course they would. Come on, Caro. She put her shoulders back. She was on edge. Nervous about tonight and the statue unveiling tomorrow. At times she woke up gasping for air. But no, she wasn’t going to think about that now. One thing at a time. This was her night. Brian was out. These were her friends.

She stared hard at herself in the mirror. ‘You are Caroline Carmichael and no one can break you.’

Caroline flung open the door.

George Kingsley was standing on the step adjusting his shirt, checking his cuffs were straight, taking in all the details of the front of the house. ‘Great pad, Caro, gorgeous.’ He nodded appreciatively at the stained glass and the black-and-white tiled path that Caro had insisted they have laid. ‘Am I late?’ He checked his watch. ‘Bit of trouble with the trains.’ In one hand he had his wheelie suitcase with flowers tucked into the handle, in the other was wine and a paper bag filled with the cheese he’d offered to contribute. ‘Brie so ripe in there it cleared out the carriage. Nice to see you, Caro, looking as ravishing as I’d expect.’ He put his hand on her shoulder, firm and confident. You could always count on George. Schooled from birth for compliments and easy chitchat.

‘Hello darling George.’ Caro leant in for the kiss. He smelt of something expensive, musk and sandalwood. Intoxicatingly refreshing when compared to Brian who couldn’t wear any scent because it aggravated his eczema. However, he did look exhausted. He was still a good-looking guy but he certainly wasn’t in peak shape. The crisp Paul Smith shirt couldn’t hide the small paunch. His hair was definitely thinning. And the line between his eyebrows was etched in place. ‘How are things? How’s the baby?’

‘Spawn of the devil.’ George laughed. ‘Just kidding. He isn’t too fond of sleep.’

Caro ushered him in. ‘Oh it’s horrid when babies don’t sleep. I was lucky, mine were always great sleepers. Straight through from almost week one.’ It was a lie – both Bethany and Alice, her youngest, had been terrible sleepers – but the nerves were making her overcompensate.

George blew out a breath. ‘I hate you.’

Caro laughed.

They both turned to the sound of an Uber pulling up at the gate. The car door opened and out stepped a guy almost unrecognisable from the Travis Lawrence-Dixon they knew. Hair shorn, skin the colour of a raisin, black T-shirt, khaki combat trousers. Tattoo up the front of his neck.

‘Wow, Travis, look at you!’ Caro was taken aback as he walked up the path.

‘Nice house,’ he said with a wry smile. After a quick peck on her cheek he added, ‘Wouldn’t expect anything less from you, Caro.’

She narrowed her eyes, unsure whether it was a compliment or a sly dig. But she didn’t have a chance to reply because George was already slapping him on the back. ‘Namaste, Trav, namaste.’

Travis stood back to get a good look at George. ‘You look old, mate.’

‘Fuck off.’

Travis laughed. ‘Who else is coming?’

‘Martinis on the lawn?’ said Caro, deflecting the question. Ignore and move on was a tactic she had perfected over the years for keeping control of a situation.

Travis said, ‘I’d prefer a beer.’

They followed Caro through to the kitchen.

George pointed to the pale green hallway wall and said, ‘Mizzle if I’m not mistaken?’

‘Spot on!’ Caro paused to stroke the fresh paintwork. It was actually called Whirlybird but, as her mother once instructed, men like to feel they know things.

‘My life is consumed with paint charts,’ George said as they entered the kitchen.

‘That’s suburbia, mate.’ Travis’s derision appeared to suck the air out of George. He countered by peering forward and saying, ‘What is that hideous thing on your
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