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To women who have each other’s backs





‘He who helps the guilty shares the crime.’

– Publilius Syrus






Prologue

The blowflies find it first. A throbbing hum that feasts rapidly, knowing they won’t be alone for long.

A vulture circles on a thermal of warm air above the limestone cliffs, the surface of the Mediterranean Sea shimmering in the heat that accompanies the start of the tourist season. An updraught lifts the bird higher and the Mallorcan villa comes into view below: a rectangle of terracotta roof tiles, a flash of a turquoise swimming pool, a blaze of cerise-pink bougainvillea. There’s no sign of the occupants who arrived here last week: no boat moored by the jetty, no streaks of blood on the marble floor, no evidence to show how easy it is to separate flesh from bone.

The vulture circles once more, then drops down and lands on the dirt track that leads away from the villa and the ocean, through the shade of the pine forest and out to the main road. Its four talons gouge out marks in the red earth. The flies lift off in a black cloud as the vulture struts over, examines the bloody remains on the floor and begins to feed.




CHAPTER 1

Nina – Now

Nina’s phone vibrates with a text letting her know her driver has arrived. She’s set her mobile to silent so as not to disturb Hugo – her husband doesn’t appreciate being woken up when he doesn’t have to leave for another hour and a half. She shuts the door of their Mayfair apartment, walks two flights down the communal staircase and out of the main entrance, the black-painted heavy double doors opening out on to a pillared stone porch, a set of four shallow steps leading to the pavement, where the car is waiting for her.

The driver gets out to hold the rear door open. Nina doesn’t acknowledge him as she slides inside and he shuts it behind her. Their morning routine doesn’t involve chitchat; he’s picked her up enough times to know that.

She places her Mulberry handbag beside her and settles back against the cream leather, adjusts her cashmere throw around her shoulders as she presses the button to turn on the heated seat. It’s supposed to reach twenty-four degrees today, but the chill of the early-morning start makes it feel at least five degrees colder. At least it’s not raining. She hates being wet even more than she hates the cold. She stares at her phone, already typing a response to one of the dozens of emails that are waiting in her inbox, all sent after she last looked at eleven thirty last night, every one of them marked as urgent.

The Tesla Model S is practically silent as it slides past the pavements of Grosvenor Square, past the green lawn of the central gardens and the memorial to the victims of the September 2001 terrorist attacks; most of the occupants in the various apartments behind the black iron railings are not yet awake. The driver hesitates at the T-junction.

‘The traffic’s bad along Shaftesbury Avenue,’ he says. ‘They’re doing roadworks at Holborn. Do you want me to cut down and go along the Embankment?’

Nina hesitates, her fingers hovering over the screen as she finishes reading a message sent by her associate at 2 a.m. explaining why the amendments to the contract won’t be waiting for her when she gets in. Get them to me by eight at the latest, she types.

‘How much of a delay?’ she asks.

‘Six minutes, according to the satnav.’

She knows the London Eye, Blackfriars Bridge and the Shard will still be blurred silhouettes in the dawn mist across the expanse of dark water. The river is less than fifty metres from bank to bank, but thirty people drowned in it last year. She tucks a loose strand of blonde hair behind her ear.

‘No,’ she says. ‘Stick to the usual route.’

Thirty-five minutes later, Nina steps out of the Tesla as it pulls up outside the vast building with blacked-out glass windows that is home to over six thousand employees. She smiles briefly at the security guard as she swipes her pass over the turnstiles, from force of habit rather than in acknowledgement, then walks across the polished granite floor and presses the button for the lift.

Her office overlooks the trading floor. She can see most of the desks are already occupied; the odd empty space will soon be filled by those who are currently still in the gym, an area illuminated by green and white neon lights that takes up almost the entire basement of the building; rows and rows of exercise machines as far as the eye can see, a place full of grunting and sweat, the competitiveness almost as fierce as on the trading floor itself.

She glances at the clock. Still an hour and a half to go before the London markets open at eight. Enough time to answer some emails and mark up comments on the press release that is due to go out later today.

Her phone buzzes and she swipes up to open the new email that has appeared in her inbox, the sender’s name unfamiliar. She clicks on it, half expecting spam, and reads the words addressed to her. A line of cold sweat pricks the skin between her shoulder blades – the first intimations of a feeling she hasn’t experienced in years.

Her forehead creases, despite her three-monthly injections of Botox. She reads the email again.


Unless you want everyone to find out what you did that summer, you must return to the villa. Saturday after next, 6 p.m. I’ll be waiting.



How did they find her?

She walks quickly over to her office door and pushes it shut. Her legs give way beneath her and she collapses back on to her chair, time slipping away in an instant.

Has it been sent to any of the others?

Not Claire, obviously – she’s no longer in a position to be able to read emails – but what about the rest of them? Her contact details are the only ones shown, but that doesn’t mean anything.

She braces herself, then clicks on the attachment at the bottom of the email, any concerns about security breaches forgotten as the image downloads on to her screen. She swallows as she enlarges the photo with her fingers.

Oh fuck. This isn’t good. This isn’t good at all.

Red streaks flash through her head and the smell of diesel burns her nostrils. Were they really so naïve thirty-three years ago to think it wouldn’t catch up with them?




CHAPTER 2

July – 1989

Aiden pushes his fringe out of his eyes and looks again at his green Swatch, scanning people’s faces as they walk across the tiled floor of Gatwick’s South Terminal. They should be here by now.

He glances at the queue building up ahead of him at the check-in desk, where a tanned passenger service agent hands a woman her boarding pass with an accompanying flash of white teeth. The split-flap departure board whirrs round and his Britannia Airways flight disappears then reappears nearer the top. He rubs his neck and turns up the volume on his Sony Walkman, hiding his anxiety in the heavily synthesized beat of Erasure’s ‘A Little Respect’.

When he thinks back to this moment afterwards, he realizes he should have seen it when they walked towards him. It was obvious, with hindsight. The two of them together, their hands almost touching, mirroring each other’s movements in a way only those with a particular kind of confidence can manage. A self-assurance that suggested they could do anything, not because they’d just left university and had a bright future ahead of them, but because they’d done it before. And got away with it.

But he doesn’t see it. He doesn’t turn and run out of the airport as he should have; he’s too busy trying to grab his headphones back from Seb, who has snatched them in one hand, his other arm around Nina’s shoulders, trapping her long blonde hair, which she’s found the time to crimp.

‘Knew you’d beat us to it,’ Seb says. He drops his Adidas holdall on to the floor. Aiden pushes his mother’s blue suitcase with its thick straps further away with his foot, as if he can pretend it doesn’t belong to him. Seb stares at him. ‘Have you had your hair cut?’

Aiden shrugs. ‘Just a trim.’ He wants to ask why they are over an hour late, but doesn’t want to be a killjoy. Will is the worrier in their group, not him.

‘Looks like you’re channelling Tom Cruise,’ Seb says as he reaches out and ruffles Aiden’s hair.

‘I don’t look like fucking Tom Cruise.’ Aiden pulls away and runs his hand over his head, smoothing out his dark fringe.

‘Yeah you do,’ Seb says. ‘In Rain Man. It’s a compliment, mate. Chill out.’

Aiden shuffles his feet as Seb points at the check-in queue and turns towards Nina.

‘I told you we should have left earlier,’ he says.

Aiden attempts to straighten out the tangled wire of his headphones, fitting the orange foam pad back over one of the earpieces where it has come loose. He breathes deeply, trying to imagine space in his mouth, as his speech therapist had advised.

Nina steps forward and kisses him on both cheeks. She’s wearing Poison, a scent that had lingered in every room of their university house, and drags a wheelie bag behind her. Its tan colour and monogram are familiar; a real designer piece, not a fake.

If it wasn’t for Nina, Aiden knows they wouldn’t be going on this holiday at all. She’d offered up her parents’ villa in their final term as casually as if she had been offering to make them a cup of tea. He’d known she was wealthy, but it was only after that conversation that he’d realized just how wealthy. Especially after she’d shown them the photos. A large sandstone property perched on the edge of a cliff overlooking the ocean, with rooms like something out of one of those boutique luxury hotels he’d seen in magazines. All pale colours and marble floors. Outside, there were teak sun-loungers covered in plump white cushions beside a huge pool where the mosaic dolphin design on the bottom was visible below the smooth surface of the aquamarine water.

‘I love your hair, Aiden,’ Nina says coyly. He smiles. Everyone smiles if Nina pays them a compliment; their faces light up as if she has flicked a switch. ‘Where’s Will?’ she asks.

‘He’s going to meet us in the departure lounge,’ Aiden replies. ‘He said he had to do something for his mum before he left.’

Nina raises her eyebrows. ‘Let’s hope it doesn’t take long. Shall we get in the queue, then?’

Seb lifts his holdall on to his shoulder and adjusts the cream cable sweater draped around his neck. He grins as he slaps Aiden on the back, his hand connecting with the image of Freddie Mercury’s face on his leather jacket, making Aiden flinch.

‘This is going to be so fucking ace, guys,’ he says. ‘All six of us, and two whole weeks in Mallorca. Thirty-six degrees and constant sunshine. Party time. Bring it on.’

He holds up his hand to high-five Aiden and pauses to allow a girl into the queue ahead of him, his eyes sliding over her tight denim shorts.

Aiden looks at the check-in desk and catches another glimpse of the tanned passenger service agent, remembering the way he’d smiled, the flash of his teeth.




CHAPTER 3

July – 1989

The palms of Zoe’s hands are damp as she stands with her arms stretched out either side of her. Claire had walked straight through the metal detector – the buzzer had only gone off when Zoe stepped under the arch, the sharp noise making her jump. She can see Claire up ahead, standing by the conveyor belt with one hand tucked into the back pocket of her acid-wash jeans, her newly permed curls bouncing as she turns her head to watch her bag approach the X-ray scanner.

The officer pats down Zoe’s T-shirt, reaching under her armpits. Zoe glances at the clock: 2 p.m. An hour and a half until their flight. If she gets a move on, there’s still enough time to pick up a gift for Nina in Duty Free. Claire said she’d already got something – no doubt having spent double what Zoe can afford – but Zoe doesn’t want to arrive empty-handed.

She moves her feet apart so the officer can reach her ankles. Claire still hasn’t admitted that her plan had been to get the Gatwick flight with the others, that she’d only abandoned the idea a couple of days ago when it became clear she couldn’t change her booking from Manchester. Nina had told Zoe on the phone and the words had stung, like rubbing lemon juice into a cut. Didn’t you know? she’d asked. No, I didn’t, Zoe had been forced to admit, the three words souring the start of her trip.

The officer tells Zoe to put her arms down and asks to see her passport. Zoe takes it out of her pocket, feeling the indents of the gold printed design beneath her thumb. She smiles briefly as she hands it over, flinches as the woman bends back the brand-new burgundy cover. The officer looks at her, then at her photo, then at Zoe again, her face expressionless. Zoe fiddles with her earring, disentangles a strand of her red hair from where it has wound itself around the gold hoop.

Claire had talked about nothing other than the holiday all the way to Manchester airport, her words spilling out frantically, like she’d half pressed the fast-forward button on one of her mix-tape cassettes. Zoe had responded at what she’d hoped was appropriate intervals with ‘God, yes’ and ‘I know’ and ‘Did she?’ while Claire babbled on, oblivious, the dimples that Zoe was so envious of never leaving her cheeks.

Zoe had been thinking about her mother, wondering whether the carer had been in, whether they’d found the instructions she’d left out. She can’t shake the feeling she’s forgotten something. She’d picked up her mother’s prescription from the doctor’s and topped up the electricity meter. There wasn’t anything else. Was there? Forget about it. You’re supposed to be on holiday. Enjoy it while you can.

The officer hands back her passport and tells her she can go, beckons the next passenger forward. Zoe looks over at the conveyor belt and watches as Claire turns towards her, a crease between her eyebrows, her lips fixed in a small smile. Something inside her falls away, as if someone has sliced through her intestines with a sharp pair of scissors. She’s seen that look before. Whenever Claire walked into a club on a night out at university, slipping past the bouncers without having to empty her pockets. She swallows, hoping the security guard hasn’t noticed the line of perspiration on her upper lip that she wipes away with her hand as she tells her feet to move from where they are currently stuck to the floor.

Claire wouldn’t be that stupid – would she? Zoe remembers the way she’d held on to her rucksack in the passenger seat of her Ford Escort this morning, refusing to put it down on the floor. She had assumed it was because the mat was littered with sweet wrappers she hadn’t had time to clear up, crumpled pieces of red foil left over from the chocolate strawberry creams her mum liked. The only ones soft enough for her to eat. Now she wonders if it had been anything to do with the state of her car at all.

Claire looks at the scanner, her gaze fixed on her bag. Zoe holds her breath as her face burns, paranoia painted in flushed circles on her cheeks. The security officer is staring at her. She thinks of her mother, of how she’s only booked the carer for two weeks, of spastic limbs with no one to massage them, of red sweet wrappers, and a hundred other things that rise up and whirl around inside her head. A loud, rushing noise echoes in her ears.

Claire’s rucksack moves along the belt and into the X-ray machine. The scanner operator stares at the TV screen in front of him and frowns. Zoe’s vision blurs.

There is a sudden commotion from the other side of the conveyor belt and Zoe instinctively turns to look – a man in a Guns N’ Roses T-shirt is shouting at one of the security officers, who tells him to calm down as he empties the contents of his bag on to the counter. Other passengers pretend they haven’t seen, shooting sideways glances at him as they walk past. Another security officer heads over to the fracas, taking with him a large Alsatian on a lead.

Claire’s gaze switches from her bag to the dog, her face white. The scanner operator turns and says something to his colleague as the bag passes through the machine and clatters down the conveyor belt. Claire steps forward to retrieve it and grins at Zoe, the colour rushing back into her cheeks, her tight curls bouncing behind her in her banana clip as she walks off towards the departure lounge.

The passenger behind Zoe tuts at her to move, then pushes past to reach their luggage. Zoe’s bag appears on the belt and she steps forward to grab it, fiddles awkwardly with the zip before pulling out a bottle of water and swallowing a few gulps, her mouth suddenly bone dry.

You’re being paranoid.

Claire would have told her if she was going to do anything like that. They would have discussed it, and Zoe would have told her not to be a fucking idiot. It’s one thing taking a couple of pills on a night out, but trying to smuggle them through an airport is something else completely. And Claire isn’t stupid; she’d graduated with a First in her Law degree. Better than Zoe had managed for Drama. She slides the bottle back into her bag and tightens the neon-blue scrunchie her mum had given her before she came away.

She clears her throat as she walks over to the entrance to the departure lounge, where Claire is waiting for her, tells herself she’s being stupid. They’ve been friends since they met in halls, working in their first term behind the bar in the student union with Will and Aiden. They’ve shared a house as well as their secrets for the past two years. Claire had covered for her when it mattered most, and now they have two weeks in Nina’s incredible villa to look forward to.

Don’t think about his face. The way they’d dragged him out of the archway under the clock tower.

No one is going to find out. She adjusts her bag on her shoulder. Claire isn’t the one who let them down. Of course Zoe trusts her.




CHAPTER 4

July – 1989

Aiden watches Nina shove her Ray-Bans on top of her shiny, blonde hair and glance at the departure board as their gate number appears.

‘We need to go,’ she says. ‘Where the fuck is Will?’

Seb shrugs, not taking his eyes off his Nintendo Game & Watch. Aiden can hear the tinny bleeps and explosions coming out of the orange machine. He doesn’t understand how Seb can play for hours; he gets bored after a few minutes.

‘He said he’d meet us here,’ Aiden says. ‘I told him we’d be outside the entrance to Duty Free.’

Nina rolls her eyes.

‘Well, he’s late. And Claire and Zoe are going to be waiting for us in Palma.’

Aiden looks at her.

‘You and Seb go. I’ll meet you at the gate.’

‘Are you sure?’ Nina asks the question but is already raising herself off the metal seat.

‘Yes,’ Aiden replies, knowing that she doesn’t need him to answer; Nina will go anyway. An unspoken agreement exists between them since that final term at university: if she asks him for something, he does it. The cost of fucking up and having Nina bail him out. A debt he’s not sure he’ll ever be able to repay.

Nina looks at Seb. ‘Come on, dufus. Let’s go.’ She pulls on his arm, but he shakes her off.

‘Don’t call me that.’

She narrows her eyes. ‘All right, chill out.’

He stares at her, his screen flashing. ‘It’s not funny, Nina.’ She glances briefly in Aiden’s direction, as if she’s reminding Seb of his presence.

‘Do you want us to get on this plane or not?’ she asks.

Seb’s cheeks flush as he snaps the plastic orange cover shut on his game of Donkey Kong and sticks the Nintendo in his bag. Aiden watches them head off towards the departure gate, the space between them a fraction wider than it was before.

Where the fuck is he? The departure board now shows ‘Boarding’ next to their flight rather than ‘Go to Gate’ and Aiden isn’t sure how long he should wait. Or even if he should wait. Would Nina rather he just got on the plane? Or should he hang around for Will and try and get on the next one? He has no idea how to get to the villa from Palma airport; he doesn’t even have the address, only a photo that Nina gave him so he could show his parents where he was going.

Jesus, Will. They are so close to sliding into the swimming pool, to lying on a lounger in the sun with a cold beer, but if he doesn’t get his arse into gear they’re going to miss out. Aiden adjusts his headphones around his neck and picks up the rucksack he’s brought as hand luggage. He glances at the board again, then checks the time on his Swatch. He’ll give him two minutes. If he’s not here by then, he’s going without him.

He’s counting down the last twenty seconds when he catches sight of the back of Will’s denim jacket in one of the phone booths next to Duty Free. It’s emblazoned with a Smiths album cover: the face of a US Marine with ‘Meat is Murder’ written on his helmet. He had first seen Will wearing it three years ago, when he was serving pints in the student bar in Birmingham, had been drawn to the familiarity of the military connection, which had turned out to be nothing to do with the military but was Will’s way of showing his support for being vegetarian. Now, he has to look twice to check it’s actually Will who is wearing it. He’s shaved his head. Aiden squints at him. It can’t be much more than a grade two all over. If it wasn’t for Will’s lanky frame and pale skin, he’d fit right in with the recruits Aiden’s dad trains every day at the barracks.

He walks up behind him, recognizes Will’s familiar habit of chewing the skin beside the nail on his thumb.

‘… I didn’t think they could do that without telling you first.’

Aiden reaches out to touch his shoulder but hesitates when he hears the tone of Will’s voice. Will’s head drops forward as he taps a ten-pence piece against the metal slot before pushing it into the machine, then he sticks the rest of his coins back in his pocket.

‘I’m sorry, Mum,’ Aiden hears him say. ‘I have to go. I’ve run out of change.’

Will’s voice breaks, and the rawness of his emotion scrapes at Aiden’s insides. He steps away into the safety of WH Smith and pretends to examine the shelf of bestsellers as he watches Will lower the receiver, rub his sleeve across his face and look up at the departure board, where ‘Last Call’ is now flashing for their flight.

Despite the way Will goes quiet or changes the subject when the others talk about their families, Aiden reminds himself that he shouldn’t assume he knows everything about the person he considers to be his closest friend. There are things Will doesn’t know about him either. Friends, even the best ones, don’t tell each other everything.




CHAPTER 5

July – 1989

Zoe watches Will appear through the arrivals gate at Palma airport, pushing a trolley piled high with a jumble of bags balanced on top of a blue suitcase. For a moment it looks like the metal frame is holding him up as he leans on it, his face paler than she remembers. Something in her stomach rises and then falls when she thinks about their last conversation when they were still at university, his breath on her skin. She silently urges him to look in her direction, but he stares straight ahead.

Claire dumps her bag on the floor beside Zoe, squeals with delight and runs towards the others. Zoe watches her throw her arms around Nina and feels a stab of jealousy – as if the closeness they’d built up on the flight – downing shots of vodka, trashing photos of Elle Macpherson in Marie Claire, filling in the sex quiz in Cosmopolitan – had all just been a pretence. A brief flashback to how close they’d been in those first few weeks at university, when they’d worked together in the student bar, before Claire had decided to switch courses and started spending more time with Nina. Zoe had felt her pull away, Claire had given up her job and Nina had become the one who mattered most.

Didn’t you know? Nina’s words echo in Zoe’s head and the handles of the plastic bag with the bottle of Malibu that Zoe had purchased for her in Duty Free cut uncomfortably into her hand.

Seb embraces Zoe, lifting her up, and she buries her head in his neck, checking to see if Will is watching as soon as her feet touch back on the ground, but he’s looking in the other direction. A strand of her hair catches on Seb’s gold signet ring as she pulls away. Her throat aches when she swallows. Get a grip.

‘Cooper!’ Seb grins, and she forces herself to smile back, her lips sticking to her teeth. ‘How was your flight?’

‘Fine,’ she says. ‘Or that’s what Claire said.’

‘Oh yeah, I forgot you’ve never flown before.’ Seb puts his arm around her shoulders, but Zoe can tell he has already lost interest, his eyes focused on the others, seeking out more interesting conversations. She looks across to where Claire and Nina are holding hands, catches the words ‘bag’ and ‘dog’ among their snorts of laughter and swallows the lump she can feel forming in her throat. Nina waves at her, and she flushes.

Seb puts his other arm around Will.

‘This guy,’ he says to Zoe, ‘spent too long in WH Smith and nearly missed the bloody flight, the dipshit.’ Zoe stares at Will’s hands, which are still gripping the metal bar of the trolley, his knuckles white. ‘But then I thrashed him at blackjack on the plane to make up for it,’ he adds.

‘It’s supposed to be a holiday, Seb, not a competition,’ Will replies. He rolls his eyes, but Seb doesn’t notice, has already disentangled himself from them and is walking away to join Nina.

‘You shaved your hair,’ Zoe says.

Will nods as he runs his hand over the layer of short stubble. ‘Yeah. Less maintenance.’

She raises her eyebrows. ‘’Course it is.’ She wishes she could take back the comment as soon as it leaves her mouth, but it’s already too late; Will pushes the trolley past her and she’s left feeling worse than she did before.

‘All right, Zo?’ Aiden kisses her on the cheek, and she squeezes his arm, his leather jacket soft under her fingertips. The smell of his aftershave, fresh and simple, is so familiar she experiences a sharp pang of homesickness. She nods, unable to answer. ‘You made it OK, then?’ he adds. ‘I told you there’s nothing to this flying business.’

‘It was fine,’ she says, clearing her throat. She doesn’t mention what happened at security. Doesn’t want him thinking she’s paranoid. ‘Did Will really almost miss the flight?’

Aiden looks ahead to where Nina is walking out of the airport through a set of glass doors, side by side with Claire, who hasn’t stopped talking, even more overexcited than usual. They watch Nina stretch out both her arms either side of her and tip her head backwards as the heat hits her like a wall, her outline silhouetted against the setting sun. Aiden frowns.

‘What?’ Zoe asks.

‘She reminds me of something,’ Aiden says. He shakes his head. ‘A painting or a … I don’t know. Doesn’t matter. And Seb’s exaggerating,’ he adds. ‘You know what he’s like. Will just cut it a bit fine and the airline had to put out a final call for him.’

Zoe bites her lip. Aiden always defends Will. Even when he doesn’t deserve it. She pulls on the sleeve of his jacket.

‘Aren’t you going to be way too hot in this?’ she asks.

He grins at her. ‘Probably. But you know me, Zo. Style beats practicality every time.’

Zoe watches Nina tap her credit card on the counter and nod impatiently as the woman runs through the car-hire rental contract, her patter delivered in perfect English. Thirty seconds into her speech, Nina interrupts her mid-sentence and puts her card on top of the carefully prepared paperwork.

‘Just add on any excess and I’ll pay it,’ she says, holding her hand out for the keys. ‘I presume it’s been cleaned?’

The woman nods, a polite smile fixed on her face.

‘Would you like a receipt?’ she says.

Nina shakes her head.

‘How do you want to split the cost?’ Zoe asks.

Nina waves her hand. ‘Don’t worry about it. My treat.’

Zoe’s bag feels instantly lighter as she carries it over to the silver Jeep Cherokee and puts it with everyone else’s in the boot. She breathes in the smell of warm tarmac, her stomach fizzing with anticipation.

Seb and Nina climb into the front seats; Zoe lets Claire go in ahead of her so she won’t have to sit next to Will, the thought of their bare skin pressed up against each other almost unbearable.

‘Fuck.’ Will drops the metal clasp of the seatbelt and rubs the red mark that appears on his hand. Zoe can’t remember ever feeling heat like it. It smothers them like a heavy blanket, burning her lungs each time she takes a breath. At home, any time past seven o’clock and goosebumps rise up on her arms. This is dense, thick, something she can almost lean against. Manchester, with its grey drizzle, feels a million miles away.

‘Just get in,’ Nina says impatiently. ‘And hurry up and shut the door unless you want to walk.’ She turns around in her seat to stare at him, and Zoe isn’t sure if she’s joking. She can’t always tell with Nina. The most difficult of them all to read. Would lend you fifty quid in a heartbeat but insists on things being done her way. Sometimes Zoe thinks Nina should have studied Drama, like her. She can convince people of anything; it’s the only reason they all managed to graduate. The four of them shuffle along the back seat, their skin sticking to the plastic. Aiden wriggles out of his jacket and Zoe takes it, slides the lining under her legs.

Nina switches on the air-conditioning and a blast of hot air fills the car as she pulls out on to the main road. Zoe leans her head to one side and rests it on the window, shutting her eyes for a moment while she thinks about her mum lying under her new duvet cover, the one she’d bought her just before she left, the wildflower pattern a futile attempt to brighten up her bedroom and assuage the guilt she felt at leaving her behind in their shitty house. She’ll phone her when they get to the villa. She glances at her watch. They’re an hour ahead of the UK here. Her mum’s evening carer won’t have come in yet.

She sees Aiden looking at her, his eyebrow raised in an unspoken question, and she smiles briefly, then looks away. It’s only two weeks. She deserves a break. Everything will still be there when she gets home. Her stomach shrinks at the thought. Maybe that’s what she’s most afraid of.

Seb turns up the volume on the radio and they start to sing along to the familiar pop song, the Jeep vibrating with noise. Claire reaches into her bag and pulls out a can of Quatro. She takes a swig of the green liquid, a burp escaping as the fizzy drink hits her stomach, her dimples appearing as she giggles. She offers the can to Zoe, who takes it and smiles back, genuine this time. Zoe lets their voices float in the warm air around her, thoughts of her mum fading until she’s completely immersed in the moment.

Nina stops in front of a set of traffic lights and a loud banging noise explodes on the window beside Zoe’s head. She shrinks away from it instinctively, watching Aiden’s eyes widen as he stares at the glass.

‘What the fucking hell is that?’ he says.




CHAPTER 6

July – 1989

A face is pressed up against the Jeep window. Not a face – a black mask with a hook nose and two holes through which Zoe can see eyes staring out at her. Claire lets out a shriek. A couple of large, twisted horns with pointed tips, ends as sharp as needles, curve up out of its forehead. Zoe can hear whatever it is knocking on the door as if it’s keeping time to a beat. It moves, turns towards her, spreads out its palms on the glass either side of its head. For a few seconds, Zoe thinks she is looking at a monster.

She watches Seb slam his hand down on the push button sticking out of his door to lock it as another figure, dressed in a red hood and wearing a similar mask, appears in front of the Jeep. Nina twists around in her seat and looks at everyone sitting behind her, her eyes wide.

‘We’re fucked, people.’

There’s a silence, and then she laughs, a high-pitched screech that makes Zoe shiver, and she feels Aiden press himself further back against the seat. He grips her hand and his face drains of colour in the same way she’d seen that night at university. Claire stares at the glass, and Zoe feels something in her chest tighten as she notices how huge her pupils are.

‘Can you see that?’ Claire whispers.

Aiden nods.

Nina turns back around to the front, takes her hands off the steering wheel, holds them up in the air and shouts, ‘Muévete del camino!’ at the windscreen.

The man standing beside Zoe’s window tips his head from side to side, banging his palms on the glass like it’s a drum. Zoe wants to shout at Nina to drive but can’t seem to find her voice. Then he stops, suddenly, with a flourish, and the man in front of the Jeep bows deeply before stepping out of the way as Nina accelerates forwards. For a moment no one says anything, then Nina thumps the steering wheel with one hand and turns up the volume on the radio, the hard beat of Run DMC’s ‘Walk This Way’ vibrating through the floor beneath their feet.

‘Your faces!’ she shrieks. Zoe hates it when Nina is like this. Revelling in the knowledge that she knows something they don’t; a mean streak that slips out occasionally, like a sharp knife. ‘They’re harmless. They’re just dancers practising for the Correfoc. The Fire Run. It’s a festival to mark the summer solstice. They make a big thing of it out here.’

‘What, by dressing up and scaring the shit out of people?’ Seb says.

‘It’s all part of the tradition. My parents love it. The locals wear masks, play drums, let off fireworks. I went last time I was here; it’s supposed to be the one night of the year when you can dance with the devil.’ She lowers her voice at the end of the sentence, relishing the drama.

‘Are we planning on going?’ Claire asks, her voice tight.

‘Not to the big one they hold here in Palma. But they’ll do something to mark the occasion where we are. Usually a beach-party kind of thing. More of a chilled-out vibe.’

The song finishes and Nina flicks off the radio as the news comes on. The inside of the Jeep turns silent as they head out of Palma on the coastal road that runs along the west side of the island, the heat continuing to press against the windows. Zoe is conscious of the ocean stretched out below her, difficult to see properly in the creeping darkness. Every now and again she spots a light from a boat on the horizon, but the water is pitch black and she shivers, remembers the numbness she’d felt when it closed over her head in Birmingham, her feet sinking into the muddy silt of the canal until she thought she’d never touch anything solid again.

She puts her hand on Nina’s headrest in front of her and leans forward to try to get more air in her lungs.

‘Almost there,’ Nina says. ‘You’re going to love it.’ She pulls off the main road and heads down a long dirt track with dense pine trees either side, the Jeep bouncing on the bumpy surface. Zoe twists the handle to wind down her window, her face hidden by the shadows. The heat rolls inside the car in waves, making the palms of her hands slippery. She doesn’t know how much longer she can stand it. She needs to get out.

She can feel Will staring at her but can’t bring herself to look at him, won’t let herself think about his hand reaching for hers in the water.

‘Almost there,’ Will says, repeating Nina’s words. ‘Just take some deep breaths.’

She wants to tell him that he’s misunderstood, she doesn’t feel car sick, but doesn’t want to have to explain in front of the others. She shuts her eyes and counts as slowly as she can to a hundred, telling herself she will get out and walk if they’re not at the villa by then. At ninety-six, the Jeep hits a hard surface and the noise of the tyres on the dusty track turns to something quieter as they pull up in front of a set of large black metal gates. Nina leans out of the window, enters a code into a keypad, and they swing open.

Wrought-iron lights switch themselves on as they go down a long driveway, bathing everything in a warm glow. Nina stops in front of a garage and they all stare at the villa in front of them. Zoe thinks it’s even larger than it looked in the photographs. A honey-hued building with a stone facade that stretches the width of the entire plot, covered in curved terracotta roof tiles. She can see ten sets of windows on this side alone, each with its own pair of green wooden shutters, all overlooking the front lawn, which is currently being watered by strategically placed sprinklers, the sound instantly reminding her of summers past. The place is stunning. She can’t believe Nina’s parents own somewhere like this to use for a holiday; it’s about ten times the size of Zoe’s terraced house.

‘Oh my god, Nina, this is fucking incredible.’ Claire runs over to one of the windows and squeals as she peers inside. ‘Guys, there’s another garden at the back. It’s huge. I can see the patio! And the view from that side looks straight out over the sea.’ She squeezes Will’s arm.

‘Well, if you hurry up, we can get in the pool,’ Nina says as she heads towards the front door. ‘There’s a gate over there that you can use to get through to the back’ – she points over towards the garage – ‘but I need to unlock it from the other side.’

Zoe picks up her bag, the last one left, and shuts the boot of the Jeep as the others disappear inside the house. The air moves behind her, a whisper on the back of her neck, and she turns around, expecting to see one of them coming back for something they’ve forgotten, but there’s no one there. She holds her breath, feeling as if someone else is holding theirs too. A shadow passes by the bushes in front of the gates and she squints, trying to make it out, but it dissolves into the greenery as all the lights go out.

‘Nina?’ she shouts.

There’s a silence.

She calls out again, louder this time.

‘Nina?’

Will appears at the front door, a silhouette against the light.

‘You OK?’ he asks.

‘The lights …’ She trails off.

‘Hang on a sec, they’re on a timer.’ He presses a switch, and they come back on. Laughter spills out from inside the villa behind him. Zoe walks towards the sound more quickly than she usually would, her footsteps speeding up as the lights go out again, and then starts to run, her heart thumping as she imagines fingers reaching out and touching the back of her neck.

She reaches the safety of the doorway, her mouth dry, and pushes past Will to get into the hall.

‘What’s the matter?’ he says.

‘Didn’t you hear that?’

He frowns. ‘What?’

Zoe glances into the darkness before she slams the door shut behind her, cutting off the chirruping of cicadas and the noise of the sprinklers. Breathe.

‘Nothing,’ she says. ‘I’m just being stupid.’




CHAPTER 7

July – 1989

Claire shrieks with laughter as Seb somersaults fully clothed off the side of the pool. Aiden grabs a handful of Will’s T-shirt and pulls him into the water as he jumps in on top of Seb.

Will shakes his head and blows water out of his nose.

‘Loosen up, Lawson,’ Seb shouts as he surfaces. ‘We’re here to party.’

Will grins, then dives down, grabs Aiden’s legs and pulls him under the surface before swimming for the side and jumps out before Aiden can reach him.

‘You need to be quicker,’ Will says, picking up a beer. ‘You’re losing your edge.’

Aiden laughs as Nina turns up the stereo in the living room and ‘I Think We’re Alone Now’ blasts out through the patio doors.

Claire ignores the warm water that splashes over her feet from the boys’ rough and tumble and walks across the patio, dragging Nina outside. She holds out a free hand towards Zoe as they emerge through the glass doors, beckoning her to come and join them. Zoe shakes her head as the two of them dance around on the wet tiles at the edge of the pool.

‘Spoilsport,’ Claire shouts, flicking water at Will as Zoe heads back towards the living room. ‘Where are you going?’

‘To get us some drinks,’ Zoe replies.

‘There’ll be stuff in the fridge,’ Nina shouts after her. ‘I told the housekeeper to stock up before we arrived.’

The beat of the music thumps in Claire’s head. She wishes she hadn’t had that last shot of vodka on the plane; it was too much on top of the half a tablet she’d swallowed in the departure lounge toilets.

She’d taken the bottle of pills out of her mother’s bathroom cabinet before she’d left for the airport, emptying out the original contents and turning on the tap to wash them down the sink. It had taken a few attempts before they all disappeared, leaving her with an empty, coffee-coloured, transparent plastic container, the label wrapped around it listing the contents as estazolam.

Her mother kept numerous bottles of sleeping tablets on her shelf, all jammed in next to one another. Claire had taken an old one from the back, one she was sure her mother didn’t use now that she’d moved on to more exciting pharmaceuticals with names like amitriptyline and doxepin, new prescriptions from a variety of different doctors that were supposed to improve her mood when it became clear she was suffering from something more than just a lack of sleep. None of them had worked, as far as Claire could tell.

She had filled the empty bottle half full with her tablets, the ones she and Nina had bought from Dan before they’d left Birmingham; enough to see them through the summer. When she got back, she was going to have to find another Dan nearer to where she lived, but that wouldn’t be difficult. There were Dans everywhere; you just had to know where to look.

Nina had asked her to bring them, and Claire had done it without a second thought, until her bag had gone through the scanner. She’d been surprised the security guard hadn’t been able to hear her heartbeat when that dog came out. She’d taken a half in the loos afterwards just to chill out, but as the contents of her stomach slide backwards and forwards, she’s no longer sure it was such a good idea. She wipes a trickle of sweat off her forehead as Zoe returns holding a bottle of tequila, a knife and a salt cellar.

‘Shots!’ Claire squeals, and bangs on the table. ‘I love tequila. Let’s do it.’

Aiden puts his hands on the side of the pool and she watches him climb out, the water trickling off his body in small streams as he walks towards her, then changes direction and heads off across the patio to pick up one of the towels Nina has left in a pile on the outdoor sofa. She feels the thud of her heartbeat against her ribcage as she watches him dry himself off.

‘We need lime wedges,’ she says.

Nina points at one of the large terracotta pots that are positioned in various places on the terrace.

‘There’s limes and lemons. Help yourself.’

Claire picks a lime and slices into the bright green peel, the sharp tang of the zest making her salivate. Zoe walks into the kitchen again and comes out carrying a tray with six shot glasses. She holds one out to Will, and Claire sees their fingers touch as he takes it, Will’s lingering a fraction of a second longer than he needs to. She looks at Aiden, but he is still standing with his back to her under the pergola, pulling on his T-shirt.

Claire takes a pinch of salt and sprinkles it on the back of her hand between her thumb and forefinger then licks it, grimacing at the taste. Zoe offers her a glass, but she waves it away and instead tips the bottle of tequila straight into her mouth and swallows.

‘Lick, shoot, suck, right?’ she says, and grins at Will before she bites into a lime wedge.

Nina doubles over with laughter, but Claire has turned away and watches Aiden as he walks across the patio, past her, and lies down on one of the loungers. The aftertaste of tequila burns in her mouth as Seb sits down next to him, blocking her view.

She passes the bottle over to Zoe and takes a long drag on her Marlboro Light, blowing the smoke out lazily in rings, her party trick. She watches Zoe fill up the glasses, then reach up and stroke Will’s buzz cut. He ducks away, laughing, and she raises her glass towards his in a toast.

Claire runs her finger over the dimple at the side of her mouth and digs her nail into the small dent until she feels it pierce the skin. A combination of tequila, Ecstasy and frustration numbs the pain to the point she can barely feel it. It’s almost as if Aiden has forgotten what happened in that final term. That without her, he’d have been completely fucked.

She cuts open another lime, presses down hard on the knife to slice it into quarters as she calls out to Zoe to turn up the music.

‘Are we going to party, people, or what?’ she shrieks.

She looks over at Aiden and he acknowledges her with a brief smile before he turns away and grabs Nina, dancing with her in his wet boxer shorts.

It’s only the first night.

Zoe cranks up the volume and the night begins to slip away into a blur. More shots. Swimming topless in the pool. Downing tequila straight from the bottle. Dancing on the table. Playing Truth or Dare. Lying on one of the teak loungers watching shooting stars. More shots. And then time stops being linear, turning instead into a juddering mishmash of random moments: flashes of images and isolated senses, the smell of jasmine, the taste of something bitter, the sound of hysterical laughter.

There’s plenty of time.

Later, as she presses her finger against her cheek, relishing the sting of lime juice against the cut, she knows that no matter how many weeks she is here for, it won’t be enough.
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