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Dedication

For my parents, and my husband.With love.








Prologue THE WEDDING NIGHT


BLOOD HAS SEEPED INTO the ivory satin, a crimson spider’s web creeping up the bodice. The dress is ruined. There are specialist dry cleaners for wedding dresses, but who in hell would touch it?

A wedding gown sticky with blood, crisped with death.

I’ve caught the way the police officer is looking at it, narrowing her sleep-crusted eyes and weighing up whether it needs to be removed and stuffed into an evidence bag.

Her colleague is younger, less hardened. Judging by his puffy face, I’d say he’s been crying. It must have been a shock, even for a police officer, the horror of the mutilated body.

Or maybe it was the sight of a beautiful trembling bride.

I sip my tea politely, but long for a lace of whisky as I observe the faces dotted around me. The six of us waiting on plastic chairs, rigid and ripe for questioning after the way we behaved at the rehearsal drinks. We are stiff with fear. Sick with regret at the memory of the insults we hurled at each other. It makes me cringe now to think of how we sullied the party with our accusations and hidden truths. It was a wonder the landlord didn’t throw all seven of us out.

God, only twenty-four hours later, and one of us is dead.

We were violent and vile, the worst versions of ourselves. More like enemies than friends.

It attracted a crowd. A pub full of witnesses, some we know from way back – Lord only knew what they’d say now, might they tell the police rumours they’d heard about our old games? Would they be placing bets this minute on which of the six of us was capable of it? Murder.

I study our shocked faces, our nervous glances.

If the last month has taught me anything, it’s who to trust with my secrets. And who to fear.
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PART ONEONE MONTH TO THE WEDDING






1 Ali

ALI CRANKED THE CAR stereo up. Felt the buzz of the dance track. Tried to tune into her weekend mood, party mode. It’ll be good, she told herself, searching for the old thread of excitement that used to run through her in the build-up to these weekends away with her best mates. The thread, though, had become frayed. Next to her, Dan’s face was tight with frustration at the crawling chain of camper vans and roof racks, but his fingertips danced against the Mercedes steering wheel. Light, maybe even happy.

It’ll be good, Ali told herself, for a second time.

She glanced between the nav (forty-seven minutes to go) and WhatsApp. Still no messages. Where was the chat from the girls? It was Ali who’d set up the ‘Toppy Girls’ group the second WhatsApp was a thing. She’d scoured her photos reel for the perfect shot of her, Erin and Soph to place as its icon. The picture was over a decade old now. They were in their early twenties. Gorgeous, golden. One of Ali’s old boyfriends had caught them just as Ali cracked a joke. Clearly a dirty one; Soph’s eyes were wide with shock, Erin’s smile wry and knowing. Ali looked radiant, young. These days she would open the photo up to a nip of anxiety, and next thing she’d be googling: Botox, fillers, chemical peels.

‘Fuck it,’ Ali whispered, her thumbs flying across the WhatsApp screen. It looked like it would be down to her to get the party under way. God, would it hurt Erin to show a bit of enthusiasm these days?

Ali: Left Toppy two hours ago but traffic’s a bloody nightmare (and we had a cheeky stop at a pub!) ETA 19.10. Cocktails on arrival?! How are you getting on girls? X

Soph: Thomas and I have just arrived. OMG, the house is beautiful!!! The food delivery is due in 20 mins so I’ll have everything unpacked and a casserole on the stove ready for your arrival! Lots of kisses, and can’t wait to see you both very soon xxxx

PS Erin, does your boyfriend have any dietary requirements?

Ali: Cheers Soph! Erin, what’s his name, and is he fit?! X

Erin: Just left the office. On the train from Waterloo. No dietary requirements. His name’s Joe (I texted that last week, Ali) E

It took all of Ali’s might not to fling her phone through the windscreen. She gritted her teeth. Shifted in her seat. Huffed.

‘What’s up, babe?’ Dan didn’t take his eyes off the creeping traffic.

‘Erin.’ Ali’s breath was like fire through her nostrils. ‘Her fucking attitude these days. I’ve had it with her.’

‘Whoa, calm down.’ Dan glanced sideways at her now, soft and loving. She’d missed that look the last few months. ‘That’s your oldest friend you’re talking about.’

‘I know, I know.’ She took a deep breath. ‘But she’s being so arsy. Like I’ve done something wrong when it’s actually her!’

Dan’s eyes went back to the road, to the cloudy expression Ali had started to get used to. ‘I mean, she has got a lot on her plate at the moment.’

Ali’s skin flamed with shame. How could she say a bad word about Erin with everything she had going on right now? She had to bite her bottom lip to stop herself from crying whenever she thought of Erin’s little brother and how ill he was. ‘I know, I know. I’m not being mean. You know I’m not like that. But this thing with me and Erin, it started well before that. God, we’ve not been right for almost a year now.’

‘Why don’t you use this weekend to sort your shit out?’ Dan rubbed her thigh, the coarse thumb of a man respected for his hard labour. ‘But don’t go in there like a bull in a china shop. I know what you’re like. Tell her … I don’t know, tell her … the truth. You miss her.’

Ali’s fists clenched into knots of hurt, upset. ‘What about her saying she misses me?’

Fat fucking chance. Erin had never been the gushy sort, and the higher she got up the corporate ladder the more blunt she became. The more Ali lost a bit of her oldest, closest friend.

Dan shook his head. ‘We both know Erin’s not the best at that stuff. Look, you’ve got a whole weekend together.’ A cheeky grin appeared. ‘Plenty of time to kiss and make out. Sorry, I mean make up!’

She bashed his arm, the curves of muscle. ‘Honestly, you boys and your girl-on-girl fantasies.’ She laughed. ‘You do know you’re all pathetic?’

He nodded, amused at his own stupid joke. The grin reminded her of the old Dan. The one who used to have the class in bits, even the teachers some of the time. The boy she’d fallen so hard for. Ali would kill for this version of him to hang around for the weekend.

‘You seem more yourself.’ The second she said it, she regretted it.

‘What you talking about?’ His voice was a pricked balloon.

‘Just … well—’ she flicked her hair over one shoulder ‘less stressed, I suppose.’

‘God, will you stop banging on about me being stressed.’

Now wasn’t the time to get into a row, not with only four weeks to her Big Day. She rolled her eyes and cut him off before he began the usual moan. ‘I know, I know, okay. All the wedding planning! Don’t worry, just another month and you can go to the gym as much as you like.’ She knew she sounded sarcastic; it was better than appearing mad or worried.

He sighed. ‘Ali, you know how excited I am about the wedding. It’ll be epic. I’ve just had a lot on with all the planning and with work these last few months. Okay, babe?’

‘Okay.’ She forced a smile. ‘But I’m not sure my friends will think you’re excited—’ she laughed, tried to make it sound like a joke ‘if you’re sulking all weekend.’

Dan acted like he hadn’t heard.

Ali replayed his words in her head, a reassuring record on repeat: You know how excited I am about the wedding; you know how excited I am about the wedding. A couple of weeks ago, on the way back from the photographers with her mum, Ali had made a passing comment about Dan’s mood. Remember, Ali’s mum had replied, it’s his second time around, lovey. There’d been no angle; God, her mum couldn’t be mean if she tried. It was just the truth. Dan had done it all before. Wedding photographers, sweet favours and embossed invitations. Champagne receptions, morning suits and honeymoon planning were old news.

Ali wanted her Big Day to feel special, perfect. She wanted Dan to think she was special, perfect. Not second time around. Not second-best. He’d messed up not choosing her first, and he should know it.

She crossed her legs, tugged her skirt up and recrossed them to cover the white patch on her left knee. It was the third time the new tanning place had done a shit job. Ali reached over and rolled her fingernails along Dan’s neck, willing him to look at her. To crave her.

A little cough. ‘Do you remember what you said about my legs on our first date?’

‘Err, that they tasted of bourbon biscuits.’ Dan looked pleased with his fake tan joke.

‘Ha, ha. Very funny.’ Her fingers slid back and yanked the skirt towards her knees. It was too cold for it anyway. She was such an idiot. A mini skirt in October, on the British fucking south coast.

They’re your best asset, Dan had said, two years before, his summer-sky-blue eyes glued to them. They’re fucking incredible. She’d felt so special.

‘Poor sods,’ Dan said, as the traffic cleared past a broken-down old Punto in the first lane. A grey-haired woman was shivering on the grass verge, a yellow anorak pulled tight across her chest.

Dan let his foot off the accelerator, muted the music and slid the window down. ‘You all right, love?’ he yelled. ‘Are you on your own? Do you need a hand?’

She waved him on. ‘Ah, bless you. I’m all right. My husband’s on his way.’

The window glided back up, cutting off the stab of cold air.

All the goosebumps on Ali’s legs vanished into her heated seat, and suddenly she was straining against the seatbelt to kiss Dan’s cheek. ‘I love you.’

‘Love you too.’ He flexed his hands on the leather wheel. ‘I tell you what, I’ll be ready for a beer by the time we get there.’ His eyebrows shot up. ‘And some of Soph’s grub.’

Ali pictured her friend pottering around a kitchen, smiling and fussing, trying to make the weekend perfect. ‘She’s making one of her casseroles.’

‘Good old Soph.’

‘I know. She’s a star.’

Yeah, everything would be okay, Ali tried to convince herself. For a third time.






2 Sophie

SOPHIE INSTRUCTED THOMAS TO check the bedrooms while she inspected the three bathrooms. All spick and span. Shiny taps. No mould. No disgusting little hairs curled into the corners of the floor tiles. She exhaled, delighted at having booked such a lovely place. It had taken weeks of research and enquiries. Cottagey and characterful on the outside, renovated inside. Warm oak and William Morris wallpapers. Dusky pinks and olive greens.

‘Is the bedding okay?’ Sophie called across the landing.

‘Seems good to me.’

She padded towards Thomas. ‘Let me have a look.’ Her palm smoothed across a pillowcase. ‘Perfect,’ Sophie said. She was beaming, which always made Thomas light up in return. ‘What a lovely place!’

‘Well done, sweet pea,’ he said. ‘You’ve outdone yourself with this one.’ She played with the top button of her cardigan, and felt a rosy glow stain her cheeks. It was always Ali who suggested the trips, but it was Sophie who tried to make them perfect. Thomas clapped his hands together as they made their way downstairs. ‘Let’s pop the kettle on and have a cup of tea while we wait for the food. I’ve brought a box of Earl Grey with me.’

The kettle had no sooner whistled than the delivery van’s headlights illuminated the box hedging that framed the front garden. While Thomas began lugging in the bags, Sophie opened the cupboard doors and planned out where to put everything.

‘No substitutes,’ Thomas sang from the front door through the open-plan living space.

‘Any missing items?’ The house was only a twenty-minute walk from a village, but she’d checked in advance and the local shop closed at five. She could pick up anything she might need tomorrow but had started to fret about the ingredients for tonight’s casserole.

‘Has the chicken arrived? Oh, and the leeks?’

Thomas’ brogues clipped towards her, hands aloft clutching chicken and leeks.

‘Yay! Thank you.’

As Sophie placed the final few items in the fridge – double cream and fresh berries – her heart swelled with excitement. She couldn’t wait to see her friends. To watch their eyes light up at the beautiful house she’d chosen, at the food she’d prepared. Little brought her more joy than making sure they had a lovely time together. Goodness, poor Erin needed it right now. Sophie had hinted at Ali in advance to smooth over her tiff with Erin, so that should all be fine. If they were a pair of her year six girls, Sophie would have bashed their heads together.

Hands on her hips, she surveyed the kitchen. Yep, all in order.

Nothing would spoil this weekend.

‘I’m just popping to the loo,’ she said. ‘And then I’ll get supper on.’

‘Okay.’ Thomas rolled his glasses up his nose. ‘I’ll start dicing the chicken.’

Sophie closed the door to the downstairs bathroom and shimmied down her pants with her tights, ruching the thick cotton skirt around her waist as she sat.

No, please, no. A trembling whisper.

The blood was as red as rage. Her heartbreak as raw as a fresh wound.

Her period wasn’t even due until Monday. She’d had a little word with herself earlier in the week, determined to spend the weekend in a state of hopefulness. After twelve long and disappointing months, this would be the one. The month where her knickers stayed white, day after day. And after four days – or perhaps three, if she couldn’t bring herself to wait quite that long – she’d pluck one of the test kits from the bathroom cabinet and do a little wee, and then she could dance a happy dance, and Thomas would hug her, and they’d cry with joy. A joy she’d imagined since she was a teenager playing with her baby cousins.

Sophie’s throat went thick. Both eyes flooded.

Her finger and thumb shook as she tore off a few sheets of toilet paper. She folded it into a neat, padded rectangle to put in her pants until she could get to her handbag in the bedroom upstairs. To the emergency pad she’d hoped would remain buried at the bottom of her bag for the next nine months. She ripped off more paper and mopped her tears, dabbing away the rivulet of snot that had trickled onto her upper lip.

Come on now, pull yourself together, don’t ruin the trip for everyone else. Sophie dragged herself upright and smoothed the new floral skirt over her hips. The irony stung; her wide, fleshy hips looked like they’d been made for childbearing. Not for skinny jeans like the ones Erin wore or for leather leggings that looked amazing on Ali, but for carrying babies.

A robust breath and a brave face, and out she marched. If she’d been at home, she’d have crawled into bed in her flannel pyjamas and thumbed to her bookmark. Thomas would have brought her ginger biscuits and a hot water bottle.

When Sophie stepped back under the ivory-painted beams and into the modern take on a farmhouse kitchen, it seemed different, less homely. The air no longer felt thick and warm with joy, but cold. Thin and flat, and empty.

Thomas held out her cup of tea, and she found her mouth had gone numb. She couldn’t prise open her lips to sip it for fear she might scream. One look at her face, though, and he knew. Of course he knew. Her kind, gentle husband. The man she’d loved for over a decade. His eyes dropped to the oak floorboards.

She snatched an apron from a drawer and fired up the stove. Before she knew it, she’d torn open a large bag of Tyrells crisps and was shovelling handfuls of them into her mouth as the oil hissed in the pan. More and more mouthfuls. Hiss and crunch. Hiss and crunch.

Thomas hovered at her side as she threw the chicken into the pan. He usually knew to stay quiet when she was like this, and so his voice jolted her.

‘Sophie, sweet pea.’ His gaze rose from the floor.

Her dewy eyes went wide.

‘Don’t you think we need to talk? You know, about …’ His head wobbled, sprigs of grey in the unruly auburn sparkling under the spotlights. ‘About all this … this baby stuff.’

The words swooped out like a gust of wind. ‘Baby stuff!’ She stormed to the herb rack. ‘No, I don’t think we need to talk. What I think we need to do is GET PREGNANT.’

Thomas reeled, thrusting his hands into the pockets of his corduroys as if he was back at boarding school and receiving a dressing down from the housemaster.

Sophie’s shoulders dropped, sorry. ‘I’m just … devastated. I know you are too. Yet another month of us trying.’

His arms were tentative around her at first. ‘I know.’

After a minute he drew her closer, and she let herself slump into his familiar soft shape, the comfort of his bobbly jumper.

‘I know, sweet pea.’ His voice was a lullaby. ‘I know.’

The chicken sizzled and Sophie’s mind suddenly swirled. The others would be here any minute. She ached to tell Ali and Erin, but the last thing Sophie wanted was to spoil the weekend. No, she had to finish supper, lay the table, and calm her nerves before they arrived.

‘I need to get this meal ready.’

Thomas’ palm circled her back. ‘Your friends would be happy with a takeaway and a copious amount of alcohol. They don’t care about a casserole. They care about you, Sophie. I care about yo—’

The front door flew open with a bang.

Ali raced in, Dan one step behind with a suitcase big enough for a fortnight away.

Even after years of friendship, Sophie found herself awestruck by Ali’s beauty.

‘Ha! Caught you two lovebirds!’ Ali waved her left hand theatrically, as if nobody had seen her engagement ring before. ‘We’re supposed to be the romantics around here.’ She squealed, half-turning backwards to root for Dan’s hand. She clutched it like it was a safety rope. ‘Only twenty-eight sleeps to the Big Day!’

And so it was under way, the Ali show.

Sophie blinked, squished away the mean little unbidden thought, ground it to a pulp. Scolded herself for being unkind about one of her favourite people in the whole, wide world.

She disentangled herself from Thomas, whipped off the apron and switched on a lamp inside of her.

‘Ali,’ Sophie called, dashing into Ali’s arms and making a smile for her.

Ali smelt of Kenzo perfume and fake tan. Of teenage friendship. Sleepovers, and summer holidays sniffing samples in Boots. Hugs on the morning of their GCSE results. Getting ready in Erin’s bedroom to go clubbing on a Friday night.

Ali’s scent should have been called girlhood love.

Sophie collapsed into her grip. Imagine if Ali could still pull Sophie into one arm and Erin the other, the three of them children again, and tell them she’d fix whatever was making them blue. From bullies to boyfriend troubles, Ali would sort it out.

If only she could magic a baby into Sophie’s womb.

Wave a wand to make Erin’s brother better.

Maybe they were misfortunes that couldn’t be fixed. Sophie shuddered in Ali’s arms. Perhaps it was karma, payback for what they’d done when they were eighteen.

But if that were true, what was Ali’s punishment?






3 Erin

ERIN GLANCED UP FROM her laptop and knew with a gut-sickening certainty that he – the dishevelled man stumbling down the packed carriage with a stinking KFC bag – was going to ask her to move her handbag. She used to get frustrated with territorial people on trains. You know the ones? They drape their coat on the seat next to them like it’s their God given right to take up a double. Erin had become one of those people now. The commuter that plonked down her leather tote, set up a laptop and treated the space like her home office. She’d even fallen into doing a snooty eye roll when someone asked, Is that seat taken?

She knew it was out of order. It wasn’t their fault that Erin had had to move back to Toppington and commute to London. Six-thirty each morning and God knows what time every night, wading through emails and swearing at the crap Wi-Fi. It wasn’t for them to care that Erin liked – needed – her personal space, especially when she was tired and tense and worried about her little brother. To rub salt in the wound, her daily train passed by the city flat she’d had to sub-let. It was such a beautiful place. But her brother was more beautiful, and Erin wanted – needed – to be near him until he got better.

Anyway, enough moaning, Erin knew she was in the wrong. But really, the guy with BO and a chicken burger? All the way to the coast? Now that wasn’t fair. She shoved her calfskin handbag between her feet and shuffled towards the window. When he unwrapped the greasy paper, she remembered she had a scarf with her. Something to circle around her neck and inch up over her nose. She plunged into the chaos of her oversized handbag.

Years ago at a work seminar, one of those Myers-Briggs workshops, the presenter had said you could tell a lot about a woman’s personality by looking in her handbag. Some women are disorganised, whereas others have pouches and pockets separating tissues from tampons, makeup from mints. Erin had immediately pictured neat, fussing Sophie, and smiled. It was hard not to smile when you thought of Sophie.

Erin wondered what a psychologist would make of the contents of the handbag nestled between her ankle boots. Crumpled receipts she needed to expense. Wads of investor reports to get through by Monday morning. Toothbrush and paste. Shea butter lip balm. Concealer (she’d found NARS worked best on the old marks, the scars that still tormented her). Three pairs of knickers and socks. Two T-shirts. One cashmere sweater. A packet of condoms. It wouldn’t take a shrink to deduce she was on the hop, hadn’t even found half an hour to pack a proper case.

Erin gazed out of the window. The sky was fading into a charcoal sketch of the countryside that was eerily beautiful, calm. Her mind slowed. Perhaps a psychologist would see something deeper than a woman in a rush. It was their what, eighth or maybe ninth annual couples’ trip? Ali had first suggested the idea when they’d all got jobs and money, and she’d got a boyfriend she wanted to show off. Why hadn’t Erin prepared for this trip with her oldest friends and her newest boyfriend? Why hadn’t she booked a pub for Sunday lunch like she used to, or helped Ali make a playlist? The new Taylor Swift track. An old Madonna one.

‘Shit,’ she swore under her breath. She’d forgotten to bring jeans. Work trousers were hardly appropriate for a wintry weekend on the coast. She’d banked on using Joe’s deodorant and moisturiser (she’d only stayed over at his a handful of times but had clocked the neat row of organic products), but there was no way she could borrow a pair of his jeans. He was six foot two, to her five foot five. Ali would have a spare pair. She’d have spent the week curating the perfect coastal retreat look. Breton stripes and wool miniskirts. Oversized cardigans with cropped vest tops and skinny jeans. A year ago, Erin wouldn’t have even asked; she’d have run into Ali’s room and shouted, I’m borrowing your old skinnies, Ali.

But that’s not how things were between them anymore. No wonder Erin hadn’t wanted to plan for the weekend away, hadn’t given it enough thought. It hurt too much. And she was full to the brim with hurt.

She dug in her coat pocket for her phone, not an easy manoeuvre with the manspreading going on next to her, and typed a message.

Hi Mum, give Christopher a kiss on the head from me please, he always liked it when you played with his hair as a kid. Tell him goodnight and I love him, E

Since moving back to Toppington, Erin had kissed her brother every night, no matter how late. It reminded her of the way she used to plant a big kiss on his forehead when she was five years old and loved nothing more than helping her mum and dad nurse Baby Christopher to sleep. For all of her parents’ years in medical school, nothing could have warned them that a stroke was lying in wait. It had pounced with cruel speed. Christopher was barely twenty-eight, sprinting the last mile of a half-marathon this summer, probably dreaming of a cold beer with his colleagues to celebrate the money they’d raised for the faculty’s charity. Now, he couldn’t talk or walk.

She scrubbed the words from her screen.

Hi Mum, text me if you need me over the weekend. Call me straightaway if there’s any change with Christopher, E

She pressed send and messaged Joe to let him know the train was on time. He’d caught an earlier one because he wanted to call in and see a friend on the way. Erin had asked him to meet her at the station so they could get a cab together to the Airbnb. Her phone lit up.

Got here early so went straight to the house. Your friends are wonderful x

What the …?! Her thumbs were hammers.

I thought we’d agreed to meet at the station??

Sorry, didn’t think you’d mind. The house is incredible. Can’t wait to see you x

She’d only invited Joe to be the distraction. Bringing him along had been a last-minute decision so that her friends would be taken with him when Erin walked through the door, rather than dashing to her with tears and questions about Christopher. She’d been back in Toppington for almost three weeks and had managed to avoid them. She loved her friends; she hated how they fussed.

When the food trolley rattled down the carriage, Erin stretched over the headrests, desperate to catch the woman’s attention. Craving a drink. Something to take the edge off. To stave off the dread of arriving, and of her and Ali playing at being the best friends they once were. Erin’s stomach knotted, and before she could help it, one fingernail was picking at a patch of skin under her earlobe. Please God, don’t let Ali suggest one of her games.

Erin could survive the weekend, but not another game.

Not another night when they all said or did things they lived to regret.

It bemused – no, disgusted – her, the inevitability that she would participate in Ali’s madness. That the three of them hadn’t learned their lesson, and could be lured in. It was like the enticement of a first drink, the buzz. The belief that this time it wouldn’t escalate and end in a disastrous hangover.

* * *

Erin clicked the Airbnb door shut behind her and paused in the hallway of the open-plan space, unnoticed. Where Ali entered a room with bluster and Sophie with fluster, Erin sort of floated, quiet and poised. Her parents used to turn from the television and start. Darling, we didn’t even hear you come in, they’d say when they spotted her in the window seat, reading The Guardian supplement with the same intensity she applied to her homework.

Joe was sandwiched between Erin’s girlfriends on a green velvet sofa. All she could make out from the door was the back of his head and two beautiful profiles, a dark-blonde ponytail to one side of him and a mane of pure caramel to the other. Ali’s mouth was an open roar of laughter, and Sophie was nodding, her ponytail bouncing, interested and enthusiastic. Joe would be amused by Ali, enchanted by Sophie. Erin’s heart pounded with pride.

In the kitchen, Thomas was stirring a steaming pot and bobbing his head, out of tune. Dan was mixing cocktails. A smile wound its way across Erin’s face. To her, Dan would always be the blonde boy at the back of the school bus who made sure Ali’s shy, serious friend was included, Erin’s blunt wit gradually finding a home with the other kids’ banter.

‘So,’ Erin called, nerves snapping at her tongue. ‘Does the last to arrive get the worst room? Let me guess—’ she winked in Ali’s direction ‘Queen Bee’s nabbed the best one.’

It was a terrible joke. Why on earth did she walk in and immediately dig at Ali?

Thomas turned, his head tilted to one shoulder, his expression warm and caring. Discreet. Dan, Ali and Sophie, though, flew towards the door. Erin braced herself for the sweet suffocation, her index finger clawing into the tender patch at her lobe. Her friends were hugs and kisses, a cacophony of concern. How’s Christopher? God, how are you coping? Is it better now that you’re home with him? Erin’s body went rigid. Dan’s eyes were wet, Sophie’s lips trembled and Ali heaved with a sob. They had known Christopher since they were all kids.

‘Come on now.’ Thomas’ cotton-wool voice held a hint of the steel Erin had always known he must have for the big job in pharmaceuticals he rarely spoke of. ‘Let poor Erin get through the door. Dan, maybe you could fix her one of your cocktails.’

Erin was mouthing thank you in Thomas’ direction, when Joe appeared at her side, a look on his face that said, I know less is more with you but I’m here for you. Only fifteen weeks together and yet he seemed to be figuring her out.

On their second date, she’d got drunk enough to tear off a layer of armour and tell Joe about Christopher. There’d been the usual shock; twenty-eight! No shock, though, at Erin wanting to be in Toppington for a while, until the physical and speech therapy began to work.

Joe edged Erin’s finger away from her ear now, tried to grip her hand. She bristled, and her friends went still, their faces contorted with distress.

‘I’m absolutely fine,’ Erin said, prickly and private, and hating herself for it.

‘Anyway, well said, Thomas.’ Joe smiled. ‘Let’s get my girl a drink, hey, Dan? It sounds like she needs it.’ His voice was honey, trickling through the room’s tension, turning everything sweeter.

Erin nodded at Dan, desperate to knock back whatever he might concoct.

* * *

Sophie finished laying the table and announced that supper was ready as she marched back to the oven. Thomas asked if Dan minded him changing the music, and the fast, tinny beats that had been filling the space when Erin arrived were replaced with jazz. Jaunty and chilled. Ali was quickly at Sophie’s side at the kitchen counter, plating up, as Ali had always called it.

Joe suggested he and Erin took care of water and wine. It sounded biblical and she expected Dan to make a joke about Thomas’ faith, which Thomas had always been a good sport about. Dan, though, was gazing out of the floor-to-ceiling window, mesmerised. It wasn’t like him, but she could see the attraction. The moon glinted like steel on the waves. A shimmer of light in the darkness.

Dishes of greens and mash were passed hand to hand around the table, and Sophie blushed, her chin lowered as they tasted the food and gushed about it.

‘So, tell me everything?’ Joe’s smile could melt an iceberg, and it flooded the party. ‘What do you all do? How did you become friends?’ His eyes glimmered. ‘Couples?!’

Ali glared, spears hurtling across the table towards Erin.

She would be offended: Why haven’t you talked about us, Erin? she’d be thinking – as if the world revolved around Ali. Because it’s not serious, Erin would pretend, he’s just another fuck. The truth felt like a rotten tooth Erin wanted to rip out, but wasn’t brave enough to: Yes, I know, Ali, I know he’s ridiculously fit and stupidly charming, but I can’t, mustn’t, let myself fall for him. I cannot be hurt, again.

The notion of telling her friends she might be falling for someone made Erin stiffen. How could she be so open when all men had ever done was use and betray her? They’d caused the girls no end of trouble.

No, it was wiser to keep it to herself, to feel as little as possible.






4 Ali

ALI KNEW THAT ERIN’s boyfriend from London would be all ‘roll-your-own cigs’ and ‘organic cotton beanies’. He’d have an apartment in Shoreditch with an Italian coffee machine and art displayed on the walls from hip, emerging artists. She’d bet money on it. It hadn’t crossed her mind that he wouldn’t be white, but the colour of his skin wasn’t what surprised her. It was his gorgeous eyes, dancing right now over the top of a wine glass as they all tucked into dinner. It was the model jawline and ski-slope cheeks. He was fucking hot.

Her chin propped in one palm, and her half-eaten casserole pushed to one side, Ali gazed at him. ‘Don’t worry, Joe. We’ll fill you in on everything Erin’s been too shit to tell you.’

Ali clocked Erin’s eye roll and sailed on regardless. There was a wicked satisfaction in needling her.

‘So, Erin and me have known each other since we were toddlers. And then we met Soph at high school. Over twenty years, the three of us have been best mates.’ Ali cocked her head to Dan, her face breaking into a grin. Loving, flirtatious. ‘And Dan went to Toppy High too, but we were all just friends back then. Dan and me only got together, like—’ she air-quoted with her fingers ‘together together, about two years ago.’

Joe’s eyes were the colour of amber in the candlelight, flickering between them all. ‘Wow, it’s incredible you’ve all stayed such good friends for decades. I’m envious.’

‘I know.’ Ali felt warm inside. ‘We’re really lucky. And Thomas has been part of the gang practically forever too.’

Thomas nodded, his eyes darting to the fire, which was crackling away in the corner. He looked like he’d rather be anywhere other than here. Well, anywhere peaceful. Good on him, though, he always joined in. Got stuck into the booze like the rest of them, chuckled along. Every weekend away, night out, or Christmas do. When they all knew he’d be happier hiking up a mountain with Soph or sitting through an opera or something.

‘Soph and Thomas met in their first year at uni. Up in Durham.’ Ali giggled. ‘It was lurve at first sight.’

Soph’s naturally pink-stained cheeks darkened to crimson. ‘Oh, Ali!’

‘And Thomas lives in Toppy now too. All of us do.’ Ali’s voice sharpened. ‘Well, except Erin of course.’ She made her tone cold, glacial. ‘I believe she’s only back temporarily.’

Soph rushed in, like a panting rescue puppy. ‘Anyway, it’s a really cute place, Joe. I joined the Parish Council last year, and everyone’s so lovely. And there’s a stream, and you can buy food from the shop to feed the ducks.’ She had a dreamy look. ‘Oh, the shop doubles up as a café too. The scones are out of this world.’

‘Err.’ Dan smiled. ‘Not as good as yours, Soph.’

‘Thanks, Dan! Anyway, it’s the best place in the world to bring up a family.’

Ali took a breath. God, she loved Soph, but had she always been this dull? All that girl could think about was kids.

‘Isn’t it, Thomas?’ Soph’s smile was small. ‘The perfect place for a family?’

Thomas adjusted his glasses and flicked his head in agreement. The poor fella, he apparently had some highfalutin job in pharma, but when it came to Soph he was a big softie.

‘It’s … quaint,’ he stuttered. ‘There’s a mix of old and new housing and a village green with a pub. And a small railway station. The train tracks cut through the village.’

‘It sounds idyllic.’ Joe leant forwards, eyes wide and eager.

‘Come on, folks,’ Erin said, fiddling with the delicate silver necklace she’d worn for as long as Ali could remember. ‘Don’t over-egg it. Toppington’s okay, but it’s a bit of a backwater. It’s not the most progressive or … diverse place, is it?’ She was as abrasive as sandpaper. ‘I’ve only moved back because I want to help with Christopher.’

Ali’s eyes blazed at Erin across the smeared dishes. Was she trying to wind Ali up?

‘Snob.’ It came out louder than Ali had intended, a bite that made Erin inhale.

Ali felt Dan’s hand on her thigh, a small pressure as if to say: Calm down, remember what we talked about in the car, Erin’s your close friend.

Soph fumbled for the bowl of peas. ‘More greens, anyone?’

The men nodded and held their plates out, grateful for the distraction. Erin shook her head with a hard smile. Come on, Ali silently dared her, have it out with me.

Whenever she and Soph met up to walk Soph’s dog or for pizza night at the pub, Ali would put selfies of them on the Toppy Girls WhatsApp. She craved Erin’s jealousy. If it was the other way around, Ali would be racing to get the train back from London every weekend for a girls’ night out. Erin, however, sent bland replies: Nice photo, E, or Enjoy, E. Ali would picture her in a cocktail bar with women carrying Celine handbags, discussing stocks and shares or shit like that, Ali miles from her mind. The thought of what Erin had achieved made Ali beam, but it didn’t mean it didn’t sting, being forgotten by her in the process.

Dan coughed, broke the uncomfortable silence.

‘Toppy’s all about community for me, Joe.’ His voice inflated with pride. ‘I run a local business so the Toppy investors and customers are crucial, as you can imagine.’

Joe was a picture of interest, surging with enthusiasm as he asked about Dan’s construction business. Ali laced her fingers between Dan’s, chuffed for him. He’d left school with just a couple of GCSEs and shortly after been dropped by a football academy. Now, he ran a team so big he’d had to headhunt Ali a few years ago to head up project management.

It was a smallish role for her – she’d been ops director at her last place – but Dan’s set-up was big, and if she was honest, there’d been quite a thrill in him wanting her. He trusted her now with his baby but was insistent she enjoy the build-up to the wedding before getting bogged down in fully running the place with him.

He let out a light laugh. ‘Right now, Joe, my most important customer is Ali’s mum.’ His teeth sparkled in Ali’s direction. ‘I’m building Sue a bungalow, but we’re having a nightmare with the planning.’

Ali tutted. ‘Bloody bats!’

‘Dan’s playing his company down a bit.’ Erin’s eyes were darting between Dan and Joe. ‘He’s too nice to tell you, but he won a big award earlier this year. A local business thing.’

‘Yeah, that was a surprise. I was a bit overwhelmed, to be honest. But I guess there’s only a handful of projects in Toppy we haven’t worked on at some point or another.’ Dan shrugged, half-smiled. ‘Not bad for a lad from the rough side of the railway tracks.’

Ali’s body suddenly clenched, willing him to shut the fuck up. Not to bring her into this.

His arm flung around her shoulder. ‘Two kids from the wrong side of the tracks – and look at us now!’

Ali burned with humiliation, her ruby lipstick fixed into a grin. She twirled the Tiffany rock on her left hand, watching it dazzle in the candle’s flame as she tried not to think about the day she moved to the wrong side of the railway lines.






5 Ali, Aged Twelve

ALI YANKED HER FAVOURITE pyjamas, the lilac striped ones, from under her pillow and twisted them into an unforgiving crevice in the bulging suitcase.

‘Mum, this is ridiculous, I can’t get all my stuff into one case.’ Her vowels were stretched, one long, juvenile whine.

She scanned the bedroom she was about to leave behind. The shelf shimmering with snow globes, the open wardrobe heaving with clothes in shades of pink and purple, her desk stacked with textbooks ready for starting high school. She’d need to pack them.

‘Lovey, come on, quick.’ Her mum trembled in the doorway, a vein pulsing out of her forehead, Sue’s once-pretty face lined with fear. ‘We’ve got to get a move on. I’ll get our other stuff collected or something, but for now we’ll only be able to walk with a case each.’

Sue had never passed her test, a powerplay Ali’s dad had masterminded. Only he could get in the car and go wherever he liked. Ali would watch Erin’s mum zipping around in her Fiat and think, freedom. She wanted that for her own mum.

Sue was staring at Ali’s overflowing case. ‘You might want to take some stuff out, it’s going to be too heavy. It’s a good twenty-minute walk to the new house.’

Ali almost snorted. New house. Yeah, right, that made it sound shiny and nice.

The council had phoned her mum an hour ago to say the two-bed was now available and the keys could be collected that afternoon. The old lady who’d lived there had finally kicked the bucket. Ali bet the house would smell. Of old people, of death. The phone had wobbled in Sue’s hand when she’d ended the call and muttered, If I don’t leave now, I never will. Had the council guy seen her bust lip last month and pushed her to the top of the queue?

Ali buckled the leather case and stood up, a last glance towards the freshly painted sash window. She looked to outside, where the leaves were starting to turn so that she could see straight into their big garden that adjoined Erin’s. To the swing in the willow tree that she and Erin had started to outgrow. Their tennis racquets propped against the fence, set for a rematch.

‘Will we even have a garden?’ Ali knew she was being petulant. The houses on the rough side of the tracks had concrete laid to the front and a slice of scrubland between their back doors and the railway lines.

‘There’s a patch,’ Sue said, her voice crackling like tin foil in a way that meant tears were building. ‘I’m going to see if I can plant some grass seed in the spring.’

Ali felt shit. At the thought of leaving their detached Georgian home, yeah, but mainly for making her mum feel bad when Sue had finally gathered the courage to escape.

To leave him. Ali’s dad, who wanted to live the high life, not a family life.

It took all of Ali’s muscle to heave the case out to her mum on the landing. ‘God, wait! I almost forgot – Erin’s present.’

Although Erin’s birthday was over a month away, Ali had already bought a set of Penguin classics she would love and wrapped them with a green bow. Erin’s favourite colour.

Sue bumped Ali’s suitcase down the stairs and onto the polished parquet floor. ‘Alison,’ she called up, ragged. ‘We’ve got to go. He could be home any minute.’ The grandfather clock in the hallway chimed like a death knell. ‘We can get Erin another present.’

Ali knew that the second they walked out, there would be no money to buy gifts. Her dad had always given Sue housekeeping. A wad of notes laid on the mahogany dresser every Monday before he left for the office – where he played investments with the money his own father had won in a lottery. Some Mondays there would be no cash on the side and, although Ali had only just turned twelve, she’d figured out that it meant her dad was in the mood to watch Sue squirm. He got off on her begging for the cash.

Ali was making her way down the stairs with Erin’s wrapped books clutched to her chest when she saw her mum freeze in the hallway.

Sue’s shoulder blades went rigid, sharp with terror.

The distinctive sound of his Jag roared onto the driveway, like a wild cat.

Ali’s mouth became a desert, dry with fear, parched of words. Shit.

There was no hiding. Sue was slap-bang in the middle of the hallway, a metre from the front door with a suitcase either side of her.

Ali crouched on the middle stair and watched her dad’s face as he stepped in and absorbed the scene. The confused expression that morphed into shock. The fury that clenched his fists. Women apparently found him handsome; he’d had no end of affairs. Didn’t they notice the trace of evil when his green-grey eyes narrowed?

‘What’s this?’ He gestured at the cases and grinned, a smile that always made Ali think of the Joker in Batman. Mocking, terrifying. ‘Going on a little holiday, are we?’

Ali heard her mum swallow, the lump in Sue’s throat that would block her speech.

There was a stink of fear, and Ali wondered if it was her own sweat.

She had learned to read her dad’s expressions, and she knew well the twisted joy that was illuminating his eyes. He was working through a menu of his favourite delicacies, selecting which one he might pick on this occasion: a back-handed slap across Sue’s face, or maybe a shove so that her back would crack against the wall and her vertebrae would stain purple, then green and finally yellow. Or perhaps a Chinese burn – he had always seemed to enjoy the way they made Sue squeal.

Ali wished with all of her thumping heart that she was a strong six-foot-tall son, and not a daughter. Not a twelve-year-old girl wearing a bra she couldn’t fill, with only the first wisps of hair between her skinny legs.

‘I won’t give you any money, you know that. You’ll be on your own.’ His voice was calm; it had always been one of the scariest things about him, the quietness of his violence.

A desire vibrated through every cell in Ali’s body, a hunger to barrel towards this bully and knock him to the floor. Punch his face until it bled. Knock the teeth from his jaw. Instead she coiled into a ball, powerless.

Don’t make me raise my hand to you, Alison, he used to say, a black purr, whenever she would cry at him to leave her mummy alone. Sue would beg Ali to be silent; her childish cries were fuel to his fire. She had taken every beating to ensure he never laid a hand on Ali.

‘I …’ Sue coughed, cleared her voice and whispered at the floor. ‘I won’t need your money. I’ve got a cleaning job. A few houses in the village.’

Ali cringed. Please God, don’t let it be for any of the kids from school.

‘A cleaning job!’ He cackled, a rough sound that made Ali shrink further.

She waited for his fist to rise, her mum to stagger. Her parents’ familiar sick waltz. Nothing. Until he made a gross sound, a screech in his throat, and his head reared.

He spat. The globule landed on the wooden floor at Sue’s feet, viscous in the late afternoon light coming through the fan-light above the front door.

‘Come on, you’re a cleaner.’ He eyeballed Sue with pleasure. ‘Clean it up.’

For years Ali had witnessed slaps and punches. Bruises and blood. And yet this was the most disgusting, despicable thing she had ever seen him do.

For a moment, everything was still. Then, Sue rummaged in her pocket. She pulled out a scrappy tissue. No, Ali prayed silently, don’t do it.

It seemed to happen in slow motion. Sue bent, timid as a chick, before wiping the scrap along the polished parquet, mopping up his scum and curling the sodden tissue into her shaking fist.

For a second, Ali hated her mum almost as much as she despised her dad.

He smirked before snatching both cases and swinging them out onto the doorstep. ‘Good luck, girls.’

Ali followed her mum outside with a belly full of pity and rage, devastated by the state of their life, that her dad had been able to break them down so easily. It filled her now with a determination to become strong. She swore to herself that she would never let a man hold the power, or hurt the people she loved.






6 Sophie

IF A FROSTY-NOSED PASSER-BY peered through the feature window, surely the scene within would look like something out of a Richard Curtis movie. Friends devouring a hearty meal by the fire, their rosy faces happy and glowing in the buttery light. Of course, Sophie was thinking about earlier, about the fact that she was still not pregnant. No matter how much wine she drank or how much food she consumed, the longing still left her feeling starved, empty. But being here was better than wallowing at home, even with the prickly static between Ali and Erin that set her on edge.

For all of their faults (of which Ali had many), Sophie loved being with them. The friendship had always been a badge of honour for her, a pass into a world she’d once assumed was out of reach for a chubby, geeky bookworm like her. It had been beyond her wildest dreams for someone as beautiful and popular as Ali to take her under her wing. And later, up in Durham, when she’d told her fellow freshers about the friends she’d had since she was twelve, the enduring friendship had proved that Sophie was likeable, dependable. Fun? Friends had come easily after that, but none of them as splendid as Ali.

Gosh, that wasn’t to suggest that Erin wasn’t wonderful too. Her new man seemed like everything she deserved. Handsome, charming and intelligent. A thought struck Sophie and she gasped, ashamed at how rude
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