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Author’s Note

In this novel, you’ll meet a character by the name of Heather Wisher. Heather Wisher is, in fact, the name of a real person—specifically, the winner of my Instagram competition to have a book character named after yourself. I want to be clear that while I used Heather’s name, the character of Heather Wisher as created in The Younger Wife is entirely fictional and not representative of her real-life namesake. (Unless there are any flattering comparisons that Heather would like to draw, in which case, she definitely inspired those parts.)





Chapter 1

TULLY

One year earlier . . . 

The moment she laid eyes on Heather Wisher, Tully knew this woman was going to destroy their lives. Tully was sitting in the restaurant, fiddling with the salt and pepper shakers, when Heather walked in, half a pace behind Dad. She looked exactly like Tully had pictured her: doe-eyed, soft-featured, chock-full of cunning. She was Rebecca De Mornay in The Hand That Rocks the Cradle. A wolf in sheep’s clothing. A viper poised to strike.

Game face on, Tully told herself as she rose to her feet. That’s what Dad had always said to her. Game face on, Tully-girl. Smile, be courteous, keep it together. Don’t let them see any chinks in the ol’ armor. Fall apart later, when you get home. Tully was already looking forward to falling apart. She had it all planned. She was going to lock herself in the bathroom, where she would take a long, hot shower and cry until she slid down the wall, racked with those deep, guttural sobs that you saw in the movies. The catharsis of a shower cry could not be overstated for a woman in her thirties. Recently, Tully had taken to booking them into her schedule ahead of time—to get out in front of them, as it were. It was a form of self-care, really. Like personal training. And Botox.

“Natalie,” Dad said, when he was close enough. He smelled the same as always: Omo laundry detergent and a hint of toothpaste. No aftershave, no fancy deodorants. Dad had always been old-school in this regard. At least the new woman hadn’t changed that about him. Yet. “This,” he said, glancing back over his shoulder, “is Heather.”

Heather smiled carefully. Up until that moment, Tully hadn’t known it was possible to smile carefully, but there it was: the perfect smile for someone in her position. It reminded Tully of the smile you flashed when you bumped into someone you hadn’t seen for a while at a funeral. Rob—it’s fantastic to see you . . . and Beverly, I heard about your new business venture . . . but yes, very sad occasion. It was a lovely service. Careful smile.

Heather looked like a New York fashion editor. She wore an uncreased white shirt with tailored black pants and flat gold sandals, and she carried a Burberry trench over one arm. Her dark hair was center-parted and tucked behind her ears, her lips were painted a tasteful nude-pink. The most striking thing about her was her youth, which Tully had been warned about, yet still found herself inadequately prepared for. Thirty-four. Three years younger than Tully. One year younger than Rachel. Twenty-nine years younger than Dad. The funny thing was, Mum was six years older than Dad. “I like older women,” he’d said for most of Tully’s life.

“Nice to meet you, Heather,” Tully said, offering her a small, strange wave. There was always something a bit awkward about the lack of a handshake. Australia had fared exceptionally well during the COVID-19 pandemic—and since the strict lockdown had been lifted, life had continued more or less as normal, apart from a little more handwashing and people standing slightly farther apart than usual. Still, some people were nervous about the handshake, and Heather, with her perfectly white shirt, seemed like the classic germophobe who would wave away a handshake and then spray Glen 20 disinfectant on her palm “just to be sure.” Like Tully did.

“It’s lovely to meet you too, Natalie.”

“Tully,” she corrected. “Only my parents call me Natalie.”

It sounded like a barb, Tully thought. Maybe it was.

“My apologies,” Heather said sincerely. “Tully.”

Tully had to hand it to her—she was bloody faultless. The question was, what was she doing with Dad?

Tully tried to see her father through Heather’s eyes. He had sandy-gray hair—a full head of it, not bad for his age. He was tall and quite athletic. Actually, now she thought of it, he had stepped up the exercise recently. You heard about this kind of thing all the time: middle-aged men taking up marathon running to try to catch the eye of a younger woman. Often they ended up with a six-pack or some biceps before invariably having a heart attack and leaving their formerly penniless younger wives with a sizable inheritance and the freedom to marry a man their own age. Maybe that explained Heather’s interest in Dad?

As for Dad’s intentions with Heather, that remained unclear. Tully knew that some men liked to have young girlfriends—age-defying, midlife-crisis sort of men with something to prove—but Dad didn’t have anything to prove. He was a heart surgeon at the top of his field. A scratch golfer. Chairman of the board of Australia Gives Life, a charity that flew patients to Australia from developing countries to have lifesaving surgery. More importantly, he was a self-confessed dork. A man who was perfectly comfortable running outside in his dressing gown with one last bag of rubbish as the garbage truck approached. A man who prided himself on being able to estimate the exact amount of milk to froth for Mum’s cappuccino in the morning. A man who resisted mounting pressure to buy an iPad because he didn’t understand what was wrong with a good old-fashioned desktop computer. He was . . . Dad.

“What a view!” Dad said, holding his arms out wide to take in Half Moon Bay. It was a beautiful day and the bifold windows were open, letting in a light breeze and offering sweeping views of the sea. There were only four window tables available, and as they were not able to be booked, Tully had arrived an hour and fifteen minutes early to secure one . . . all to impress a woman she already hated. Tully recognized the absurdity of this, but she also understood this was how it had to be. The Astons weren’t the type of family to make a scene. They never spoke ill of each other outside the family circle. They never spoke ill of each other inside the family circle. The Astons did things nicely. Civilly. And a little bit absurdly.

“You did good, sweetie,” Dad said, winking at Tully.

Tully knew she’d done good. She might not be running a successful business like Rachel, but she knew how to find a nice restaurant. Lunch would cost a small fortune, but one of the upsides of going out with her father was that he always paid. If Sonny was present, he and Dad would have a polite scuffle over the bill, but Dad always won. Tully wondered if, given what Sonny was calling their “new financial situation,” those polite scuffles would soon be a thing of the past.

“Shall we sit?” Heather suggested.

Heather’s voice, Tully noticed, was imbued with a solid upper-middle-class accent, prompting Tully to reassess her hypothesis that Heather’s interest in Dad was an attempt to improve her status in life. She could be a gold digger, but judging by Heather’s Burberry trench, the woman wasn’t hard up. Which left Tully a bit stumped. If not for money or social standing, why would an attractive woman of thirty-four be interested in Dad?

They all sat. Already Tully was exhausted. She’d spent the evening before on two-year-old Miles’s bedroom floor, holding his hand as he got used to his new big-boy bed. She managed to sneak into her own bed around two a.m., before awaking again at daybreak for Pilates followed by packing lunch boxes, cleaning for the cleaner, and heading to preschool drop-off, where she was bailed up by Miles’s teacher for half an hour to discuss his “issues.” This, plus the extra half hour she spent crying in the car afterward, made her late for her blowout appointment—an unnecessary expense that, in light of their new financial situation, would almost certainly cause problems when Sonny saw it on the credit card statement. But it was going to be a tough day for Tully. A day that required her game face and a blow-out.

Heather reached for the wine menu. “What shall we drink?”

“Let’s stick to water for now,” Dad said, taking the wine list from Heather and setting it to the side in a gesture that Tully found curious. “At least until Rachel gets here.”

Rachel! Tully had nearly forgotten Rachel was coming. At the sound of her sister’s name, she felt a curious jolt of emotion. Relief, mostly. Things were always better when Rachel was here. Which was what sparked the other emotion Tully was feeling: irritation. Why did Rachel always have to be the one to make things better?

Tully glanced at her watch: 12:35. What kind of person would be late to meet their father’s new girlfriend? Annoyingly, Dad wouldn’t be bothered in the least. Rachel would stroll in fifteen minutes late and Dad’s face would light up because of what Tully thought of as “the Rachel effect.” The superpower that rendered all men, including her own father, putty in her hands. Not only was she funny and charming, she was also sickeningly beautiful—an attribute which was wasted romantically, as Rachel hadn’t so much as looked at a man since she was sixteen. For years, Tully had been holding her breath for the announcement that she was gay, but it had never come. It seemed a travesty to Tully that no one, male or female, should get to enjoy her dark eyes, tumbling chestnut hair, and body that rivaled Kim Kardashian’s. Man, how Tully envied that body. As an adolescent, Tully had assumed she was just a late developer—but her curves had never come, and Rachel’s just kept coming. Lately, in fact, Rachel was looking downright . . . 

“Fat,” Rachel had said to her, when Tully had used the word “voluptuous” to describe her. “You don’t have to whisper it or use some euphemism like ‘generous’ or ‘plus-sized’ or ‘Botticelli-like.’ ‘Fat’ doesn’t mean disgusting, slothful, or lazy . . . that’s just the meaning society attaches to it.”

Tully had been mortified. She didn’t think Rachel was disgusting or lazy or slothful. She thought Rachel was beautiful. She merely couldn’t use the word “fat” at full volume. It felt wrong somehow. Like being asked to say “fuck” in church. That, she suspected, was Rachel’s point though, and, she had to admit, it was a good one. Why couldn’t she say the word?

“Stephen has shown me about a million photos of Miles and Locky,” Heather was saying. “I know people say all kids are cute, but I have to say, they are particularly adorable.”

“They are, aren’t they?” Tully said, her ears pricking up at the sound of her sons’ names. It was a smart move on Heather’s part; only a serial killer could fail to warm to someone who called their children adorable. Tully found herself reaching for her phone and pulling up a photo she’d snapped of them that morning, eating Weet-Bix at the kitchen counter, a pair of beaming, blue-eyed angels. A second later Locky dumped his bowl of cereal over Miles’s head, and Miles lost his mind because the texture made him feel like he had slugs in his hair, and slugs were on Miles’s most recent list of phobias.

Heather took the phone and gushed appreciatively. “They’re two and five?”

“Nearly three and five,” Tully said. There was supposed to be a birthday party coming up, but given that parties had also appeared on Miles’s list of phobias, it was anyone’s guess whether that would happen.

“So, Heather, why don’t you tell me about yourself?” Tully said, when conversation about the boys dried up. She pasted on a smile, which faded when Dad gave her an odd look. Sometimes, when she wasn’t concentrating, Tully had been known to smile a bit too hard. Apparently everyone didn’t have Heather’s skill for smiling just the right amount.

“Well,” Heather said, “I’m sure Stephen told you I’m an interior designer.”

Stephen had. In fact, Heather had been the one responsible for the redesign of Mum and Dad’s house. Tully didn’t know all the details about how Heather had progressed from employee to girlfriend, but it wasn’t difficult to piece together. Clearly Heather arrived at Mum and Dad’s very nice, very expensive house, took one look at Mum, and saw an opening. Yes, Dad was old, but he was wealthy and a doctor. All you needed was a daddy issue or two and Stephen was a lamb to the slaughter.

“I’m also a keen gardener,” Heather continued, reaching for her water glass.

Her teeth belonged in a movie star’s mouth, Tully noticed. Almost certainly veneers. Tully glanced at Dad’s teeth. Not movie-star teeth, but surprisingly white. It prompted a recollection of a tooth-whitening kit Tully had spotted in his bathroom last time she’d visited. She’d meant to ask him about it, but she’d been distracted when she noticed his grout desperately needed a clean. She’d ended up giving him a rundown of the best grout cleaners to use and then just cleaning it herself to make sure it was done properly. As a result, she’d forgotten all about the whitening kit. Until now.

“I also love yoga. I’m a bit of an addict, if I’m honest.”

Yoga. Gardening. Interior design. It was as if she’d just plucked her profession and hobbies out of a how-to-be-dull catalog.

“Wow,” Tully said, monotone. “Amazing.”

“I’ve also taken an interest in cooking recently,” Heather added, giving Dad a playful smile.

“Her specialty is charcoal chicken,” Dad said, giving her an affectionate nudge.

Heather giggled. “I’m getting better!”

The strangeness of this flirtation sent a mild electric shock through Tully. It dawned on her almost anew that Dad was . . . dating this child. Probably having sex with her! As soon as the thought entered her head, Tully tried to quash it, but it was too late, it was spiraling. Dad. Heather. Sex. Tully closed her eyes, but that only made it worse. Her gag reflex triggered and she pushed back her chair and bent forward at the waist.

“Natalie!” Dad sounded alarmed. “Are you all right?”

Tully judged it to be a rhetorical question, since it must have been obvious to anyone that she was not all right. Her eyes were closed and her forehead rested on her knees. She inhaled deeply, trying to force oxygen in, and the images of Dad and Heather out. Unsuccessful on both counts. With her face between her knees, Tully opened her eyes. Heather’s bag was under the table, unzipped and open. Her wallet sat right at the top.

“Tully?” Dad pleaded.

Tully’s hands acted on autopilot, from muscle memory, from instinct—like a baby moving to music. One minute the wallet was on top of Heather’s bag; the next, it was deep inside Tully’s. By the time Tully sat up again, the air was already returning to her lungs. “Sorry,” she said to Dad and Heather. “I’m fine.”





Chapter 10

HEATHER

Heather sat on Stephen’s bathroom floor nursing a glass of whiskey. She’d got home from work an hour ago, poured herself a drink, and immediately took it to the giant en suite. She’d always found it soothing, drinking in the bathroom. Beyond the privacy the bathroom offered, she liked the way her thoughts felt in there—the coolness of them, the space they had to bounce against the tiled walls.

In a way, it was a tribute to her mother, who used to drink in the bathroom. The first time she saw her do it, Heather was just eleven years old. The night before, Heather had woken to the sound of her mother crying and her dad shouting. They’d been at a party and Heather had expected them to be gone most of the night, but they’d got home early. It wasn’t even midnight.

“If you ever embarrass me like that again,” Dad was saying to her mum, “I’m going to kill you. Do you understand? I promise you that’s what I’ll do.”

Heather had got out of bed and followed the noise as far as the lounge. By then her mum was crying loudly, saying “please” and “stop” in halting bursts. Heather peered around the corner. Mum’s back was against the fridge and Dad was holding her by the throat.

“It would be so easy. I could just press my thumbs a little harder. Like this . . .”

Her mum made a gagging sound. He’s killing her, Heather thought. My dad is killing my mum. The worst part was that Heather didn’t do anything. She didn’t run to help her. She just stood there, frozen.

After what felt like an eternity, he let go and Mum fell to the ground, gasping for air. Heather heard the sound of her scrabbling away from him on the kitchen floor.

“So easy,” her dad repeated.

Heather ran back to her room, but she didn’t fall asleep for hours. In the morning, when she came out of her room, Mum was in the bathroom. The shower was running, but when Heather opened the door she found her mum sitting on the floor drinking wine straight from the bottle. Her eyes were glassy and tired.

“Why is the shower running?” Heather asked.

“Because when the shower’s running,” Mum said, not looking at her, “he doesn’t come in.”

“I wanted to check you were all right,” Heather said, closing the door and sitting beside her. “You know . . . after last night.”

Her mum frowned for a second, as if trying to remember what had happened last night. Then her hand rose to the pinkish mark on her neck. “Oh.” She took another sip of wine. “I’m fine.”

“I thought he was going to kill you,” Heather said.

“Nah.” Another sip. “He just likes the drama.”

“But he was strangling you. He said he would kill you.”

Mum held out the bottle out to Heather. She took it.

“Don’t worry,” she said, after Heather took a sip. “He’s too fucking chicken.”

But, as it turned out, Mum was wrong about that.

Since that day, drinking in the bathroom had helped Heather to deal with many things. For example, the baby thing.

She and Stephen had had the discussion the first morning she woke up in Stephen’s bed.

“I have a tricky subject I’d like to bring up and I think it would be pertinent to bring it up sooner rather than later,” he’d said.

It was one of the things she loved about him: his forthrightness, his refusal to shy away from difficult discussions. Also, his casual use of words like “pertinent.”

“The fact is, I’m at quite a different life stage from you. As such, I feel it would be irresponsible of me to proceed with you any further—and, to be clear, I very much want to proceed further—without making you aware that I am not interested in having any more children.”

It wasn’t a surprise. Heather understood there weren’t many men in their sixties with adult children who wanted more kids. Some might be willing to go there for the sake of the relationship—but no one wanted it. And it was fine with Heather. Or if not fine, at least it didn’t injure her the way it might have injured a different, more maternal sort of woman. For Heather, it was primarily something she felt intellectually rather than physically or biologically.

“What do you want?” he asked.

It was such a middle-class question. People her age spent so much time musing on it. What do I want? What do I want? Heather didn’t bother. After all, it didn’t matter what she wanted. Life happened; you didn’t get to choose it. And sure enough, it had just happened to her again. “I want to be with you.”

Stephen accepted that at face value. He didn’t press her on whether she had ever wanted children, or whether this would be a sacrifice. He didn’t want to know and she didn’t want to tell him. She just needed to reframe, that was all. People reframed all the time. People who realized they weren’t going to live a long life. People who lost a loved one, suffered an accident, lost use of a limb. They reframed. And Heather would too. No babies for her. They wouldn’t be part of her journey.

She heard the rumbling of the garage door opening. Stephen was already home from work. She downed the rest of her whiskey, left the glass on the counter, and turned on the shower. She’d just stepped out of her clothes and into the stream of water when there was a knock at the door. “May I come in?”

Stephen was always wonderfully respectful like that. They hadn’t reached that point in the relationship where they barged into the bathroom when the other was in there demanding to know where the car keys had been left. Heather felt an unexpected pang of yearning to reach that point with Stephen.

“Of course,” she replied.

The door cracked open. “I like coming home to find you in my shower.”

“I like that you like it.” She heard him drop his keys on the vanity. “How was your day?”

Through the glass she saw him prop himself up on the bathroom counter. “Well,” he said, “I started divorce proceedings with Pam, so good and bad.”

Heather turned off the shower and wrapped a plush towel around herself. “Oh.”

“It’s fine. Nothing for you to worry about.”

“Are you sure?”

“Totally sure. How was your day? Did you arrange that lunch with Rachel and Tully?”

“Oh,” Heather said. “Not yet.”

“My guess is that you’ll be hearing from Rachel very soon.” He said it at the very same moment that Heather’s phone began to ring. She glanced at the screen. It was Rachel.

She held it up to show Stephen, amazed. “Told you,” he said. “I know things.” He gestured for her to answer it.

“Rachel,” Heather said. “Hi.”

“Heather! I hope this isn’t a bad time? I just wanted to follow up about lunch. I was thinking I could host at my place, if that works for you.”

She lifted her gaze to gape at Stephen. “That would be lovely,” she said. “And . . . Tully will be there too?”

“Of course,” Rachel said, after a slight pause. “Tully wouldn’t miss it.”

When Heather hung up the phone, Stephen looked positively triumphant.

She shook her head. “How did you know?”

He tapped his temple, still smiling, but with a slightly different look in his eyes now. Then he opened the cupboard under the sink and pulled out the whiskey bottle.

Heather’s heart sank.

“Told you,” he said. “I know things.”





Chapter 11

TULLY

As Tully sat on one of Rachel’s counter stools with a glass of wine in hand, she felt herself relax for the first time in weeks. Part of it was the wine. The other part of it was Rachel. As silly as it sounded, she was touched that Rachel had invited her to lunch. It was out of the ordinary. Generally, they caught up as a family—or they had before Mum went into the nursing home—for birthdays and Christmas, or to shop for a gift for Mother’s Day or Father’s Day. And there were the other odd things—like their cousin Caitlin’s hens’ party or the time they got tickets to see Frozen, the musical. But intimate one-on-one meetups at Rachel’s house weren’t something they’d ever done before, and Tully was excited.

Rachel lived in an unappealing blond-brick unit on the hip north side of Melbourne. It should have been ugly as sin, and yet somehow she’d managed to make it charming, the kind of place people wanted to hang out. Even her tiny courtyard was lovely, decorated with fairy lights and hanging plant pots. She also had a gift for entertaining—being able to produce a good bottle of wine, spectacular lasagna, and a salad with absolutely no notice, and without any apparent effort. Any time you went to Rachel’s, your glass was full, your plate was warm, and conversation flowed all night. It was a vibe Tully had been unable to re-create, even when paying caterers.

Today, as Tully sipped her wine, Rachel stood on the other side of the counter, piping intricate flowers onto a wedding cake that she’d been making for days.

“That one isn’t straight,” Tully said helpfully. At least, she hoped it was helpful. If it was her cake, she would definitely want to know. And Rachel, to her credit, didn’t seem bothered; she merely examined the crooked flower, said, “You’re right,” and straightened it.

Rachel had called the day before to invite her to lunch. Tully had been in the middle of hiding a pile of recently acquired goods in the garage and she’d been about to ignore the phone when she got a case of the what-ifs.

What if it was Dad? He was their only living functioning parent—what if he’d had a heart attack? What if he was lying on a table in an emergency room somewhere, taking his last breaths thinking, I’d love to see my daughter Tully one more time before I go, and she didn’t answer the call? What if it was Mum? Before she’d moved into the nursing home they’d received several worrying phone calls about her. The one from the supermarket cashier who’d found her wandering around the car park when she couldn’t remember which car was hers. The one from the cleaning lady when Mum had gone ballistic at her for “breaking into her home.” They’d had fewer worrying phone calls since Mum moved into the nursing home, but Tully knew enough about Alzheimer’s to know that more worrying phone calls would be coming. What if it was bad news about Rachel herself?

Why were there always so many bloody what-ifs?

As it turned out, it wasn’t bad news at all. Quite the opposite.

“Can you strain the potatoes for me?” Rachel asked, placing a sugar flower just so on the side of the cake.

Tully leaped to her feet. It was a rare moment when she was able to help to Rachel and she wasn’t going to miss the opportunity. The funny thing was, if a guest of Tully’s ever tried to strain the potatoes, she would have been mortified. If Tully was having guests over, even if it was just Rachel, the potatoes would have been strained hours ago, the pots would have been washed and put away, and the place would be devoid of all evidence of life, allowing her to devote her entire attention to her guests for the duration of their visit. It was good manners, she thought. But now, straining potatoes for Rachel while her sister decorated her cake, Tully had to admit that Rachel’s lack of attention on her wasn’t harming her experience in the least. On the contrary, Tully felt charmed at being authorized to assist in the lunch-making while watching Rachel do something as special as icing a wedding cake. She felt more special, more privileged, than if she’d been given Rachel’s undivided attention.

She placed the strainer in the sink and tipped the potatoes in.

“Hey, Tul,” Rachel said, still focused on the cake, “did Mum ever say anything to you about money?”

The steam from the potatoes rose from the sink. “What do you mean?” Tully said. “What about money?”

“I don’t know. I just wondered if she might have put any aside for”—Rachel shrugged—“emergencies or something.”

“Why?” Tully looked at her. “Do you need money?”

“No, no.”

“Because if you do, all you need to do is ask, and Sonny and I will . . . It wouldn’t even have to be a loan.”

The offer rolled off her tongue so fast she couldn’t stop it. This was, after all, how they’d been raised. Don’t be mean with money. Always pay more than your share. Money isn’t something to hoard; it is to be shared and enjoyed. If someone you loved needed it, you gave it, no questions asked. Tully had always thought of herself as generous for that reason. Now she saw it for what it was. A privilege. Giving money was an easy way to support someone. A lot of people didn’t have that ability. Now, neither did Tully. Funnily enough, the ability to be generous was one of the things she would miss the most.

“Thanks, but I don’t need money,” Rachel said. “I was just thinking about how Mum always told us we should be more independent than she was financially, and I wondered if she had ever put anything away for us.”

Tully tipped the potatoes into the serving bowl that Rachel had left out. “Like in a trust or something?”

“Yes,” Rachel said. “Or something.”

Tully felt a surge of hope. If Mum had put money in a trust for them, she and Sonny could be saved! They wouldn’t have to sell the house. They wouldn’t have to endure any humiliation at all. Depending on the amount, she supposed. But every little bit helped. “Well, Dad would know if she’d put any away for us,” she said eagerly. “Why don’t we ask him?”

“Oh,” Rachel said. “No, I’m sure he would have told us.”

Tully deflated. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, he probably would.” She took a long sip of wine.

“But you don’t need money, right?” Rachel said after a moment. “You and Sonny, you’re . . . pretty comfortable?” She paused in her icing and looked at her sister.

This was, Tully knew, the opportunity she’d been waiting for. She could tell Rachel about Sonny losing their money. About them selling the house. Maybe she could even tell her about her . . . habit? The shame of it would be immense, but there would be relief in it too. And Rachel wouldn’t judge her. She might not be able to help her, but at least she’d send her home with a frozen meal and an offer to babysit the boys. (Tully would take her up on that offer too, as Rachel was one of the few people Miles was happy to be left with.) Yes, she decided. She was going to tell Rachel.

But just as she opened her mouth to begin, the doorbell rang.

“Oh,” Tully said, irritated. “Who is that?”

She expected to see her confusion reflected in her sister’s face. Instead, Rachel looked wary. “I invited someone else,” she said, putting down her piping bag. “To lunch.”

“Who?” Tully asked. But her body was already tense. This happened to Tully when something caught her off guard: her body reacted. Tully liked to think that she would have been excellent in the caveman days, when your fight-or-flight response was critical to your survival.

“Heather,” Rachel said. Her face was scrunched up as if expecting a punch.

Admittedly, Tully did think about it.

“Heather? Heather Heather? Dad’s Heather?”

Now her flight instinct was in full swing. She was already reaching for her handbag and looking at the door in panic.

The doorbell rang again.

“I know I should’ve told you but . . .” Rachel started but her words disappeared into the ether because, all at once, the fight instinct had caught up. Tully had been so delighted when Rachel invited her to lunch. She’d been touched! She’d thought Rachel wanted to spend some quality time with her. Instead, it turned out she’d been lured here.

“Why on earth would you invite Heather here?”

“Dad thought lunch would be nice opportunity to bond.”

“Which is why we had the last lunch with her!”

“Listen,” Rachel said, “I should have told you sooner, and I’m sorry. But I promised Dad that I would get you to come and I wasn’t sure you if you would if I told you the truth.”

“I’m insulted,” Tully said, even though she was certain that Rachel was right.

“Let’s just be nice,” Rachel said as she left the kitchen to answer the door.

“I’m always nice,” Tully muttered, following her. “Nicer, in fact, to people I don’t like.”

Rachel opened the door. Heather was dressed in a black flowing dress, sandals, and large tortoiseshell sunglasses. She carried a bottle of wine and a small posy of pink peonies. She really was the picture of understated elegance. It was magnificently irritating.

“Heather, hello!” Tully cried from behind Rachel. Her voice sounded high-pitched and strange. For goodness’ sake—what was the matter with her?

“Hi, Heather,” Rachel said, in a normal-sounding voice. “Come on in. Shall I put this on ice? We already have a bottle of chardonnay open.”

Heather handed over her bottle and the three of them headed for the kitchen. Almost immediately the doorbell rang again.

“Invited someone else?” Tully said to Rachel.

She gave Tully a beseeching look. “It’s my delivery person,” she said, picking up a white cardboard box. She disappeared, leaving Tully and Heather alone in the tiny kitchen. Tully pretended to busy herself moving the potatoes around in the bowl, but the silence was thick. It made it easy to hear the conversation happening at the door.

“So,” a deep voice said, “what have you got for me today?”

Tully’s and Heather’s eyes met. There was something . . . sexy . . . about the voice.

“Cream buns,” Rachel said. “For an office farewell.”

“I like cream buns and I cannot lie.” There was a short pause. The owner of the sexy voice must have opened the box to take a look, because a moment later she heard a deep inhalation. “I swear, this is what Heaven smells like.”

Tully pictured her sister. She would be struggling with this scenario. On the one hand, she’d want to be giving the man with the sexy voice the cold shoulder, which was what she always did to men. On the other hand, he’d just complimented her baking, which was Rachel’s actual kryptonite.

The pause dragged on for a couple of seconds before Tully heard a sigh. “Hold on.”

Tully resumed moving the potatoes around in the bowl as Rachel reentered the kitchen. But her attempts to act natural were wasted, as Rachel didn’t even make eye contact with her. Instead, she grabbed a bun from the cooling rack, piped cream into the center, and popped it into a foil cupcake case. She dusted it faintly with icing sugar and slipped it into a cellophane bag. Then she hurried from the kitchen.

Tully resumed her eavesdropping position.

“For me?”

The voice sounded genuinely thrilled. The cellophane bag rustled and then . . . a distinct, masculine moan of pleasure. Tully couldn’t help it; she had to get a look at him. She figured she’d think of an excuse by the time she got there, but unfortunately, the moment she laid eyes on him, all excuses—and words—deserted her. He was even better-looking than his voice had suggested. Dark hair and piercing green eyes and a nose to rival Elvis Presley.

“This is my sister,” Rachel said.

The man waved, swallowing the last of the bun. “Hello, sister.”

“This is Darcy,” Rachel said to Tully.

Tully continued to stare at him unselfconsciously, as Darcy’s attention was fixed solely on Rachel. Over the years, Tully had seen a lot of men look at Rachel like this, as if she were a rare and precious treasure. The difference this time was that Rachel was staring back.

“What do you call a stereo made of cake?” he asked.

Rachel rolled her eyes. “Just take the—”

“A gâteau blaster!”

He laughed heartily at his own joke, which was oddly endearing. Tully supposed you could do things like that if you looked like Darcy did. Tully snuck a look at Rachel, and saw she was fighting a smile.

Tully started to feel like she was intruding.

“Right then,” Rachel said. “Better get those buns moving.”

Darcy grinned delightedly. “Good one!”

As Rachel closed the door, the tiny smile crept back onto her face.

When she turned around, Tully was right there.

“What?” Rachel said.

“Better get those buns moving?”

Rachel scoffed, pushing past her and walking into the kitchen. “It was a silly joke.”

Tully followed her. “You were flirting with him!”

“I wasn’t! I was just . . . making conversation. Sorry about that, Heather.”

“No problem,” Heather said.

“That’s not how I make conversation with delivery people,” Tully muttered.

Rachel opened the fridge and retrieved the open wine bottle. She filled her glass nice and high. “Heather, help me out, would you? Was I making conversation or was I flirting?”

Tully and Rachel looked at her. Heather looked like the proverbial deer in the headlights.

“I’d say,” Heather ventured bravely, “that you were making conversation. Slightly flirtatious conversation.”

Tully looked at Rachel triumphantly. Maybe Heather wasn’t so bad after all.





Chapter 12

RACHEL

Rachel stood with her back to Heather and Tully and her head in the pantry, pretending to survey the spices. There were two French madeleines in there that she’d made yesterday, and she picked up one and shoved it in her mouth. She’d worn her black wraparound dress, so she could loosen it, if need be. The way things were going with this lunch, she suspected she’d need to.

“He was definitely flirting,” Tully was saying, from where she sat in the dining area. She was utterly delighted, stretched out and looking more relaxed than Rachel had seen her in months. Probably because she was already on her second glass of chardonnay. Heather was on her third. Meanwhile, Rachel hadn’t even managed to have a sip of her first. Her mouth was full, so she turned around, rolled her eyes, and turned back again.

“Where on earth did you find him?”

Rachel swallowed. “Long-term unemployed list. It was a government program.”

“Wow,” Tully said, mystified. “Who wouldn’t want to employ him?”

“Maybe he’s unreliable,” Rachel said. “Or forgetful. Or lazy. He was late the first time he showed up for a delivery.”

“Who cares?” Tully cried. “Do I need to remind you what he looks like? Sometimes I wonder if you actually have red blood running through your veins, Rachel, I really do.”

Rachel picked up the other madeleine and stuffed it in her mouth, saving herself from having to answer. The truth was, Darcy’s visit had rattled her a little. It was hard to put her finger on what it was about him. Probably it was the dumb jokes or the fact he complimented her food. She enjoyed dumb jokes and people complimenting her food. But she was wary of him too. He’d been unemployed for over a year before working for her, which was a long time for an able-bodied, charismatic young man like Darcy. There had to be a story there.

“Rachel doesn’t date men,” Tully explained to Heather, as if they were suddenly best friends. “Or women. When we were younger, she did. She was the rebel child, always wanting to go out at night, always hanging out with boys in places she shouldn’t. Every boy at school was in love with Rachel. It was her hair. She had this long, shiny hair. . . . A boyfriend of mine once told me he had a dream about Rachel’s hair and I had to break up with him. Do you remember that, Rach?”

“Aaron Henderson,” Rachel said without looking up. “He was a giant tosser.”

“A colossal tosser,” Tully agreed, before turning back to Heather. “Anyway, one day when she was sixteen or seventeen, she shaved it all off. I’ll never forget coming home from school, and there was Rachel, sitting up at the kitchen counter, bald.”

“I wasn’t bald,” Rachel corrected. “It was a pixie cut.”

“Mum made her grow it back, but she never wears her hair out anymore. You really should, Rach. You have the best hair. It’s your crowning glory.”

“Shall I put the dressing on, or would you prefer it on the side?” Rachel asked.

“Pour it on,” Heather said at the same time as Tully said, “On the side.”

Rachel poured it into a jug. She wished she’d made canapés so she could shove one into Tully’s mouth. It was always feast or famine with Tully. She either didn’t mention the fact that Rachel didn’t date—tiptoeing around the subject as if it were a shameful secret one didn’t discuss—or she just went all out, airing Rachel’s dirty linen for all to see. Or, in this case, for Heather to see.

“You need to date this man, Rachel,” Tully said. “Seriously. Doesn’t she, Heather?”

“Well,” Heather said uncertainly. “I don’t know. If she doesn’t date . . . maybe not?”

It wasn’t as if Rachel had never dated. She’d kissed eight boys in her life, though admittedly only two of them were boyfriends—Cameron Fidler and Jason Swift. She’d lost her virginity to Cameron when she was fifteen, and then had sex with him two more times because she’d been told it got better, but it hadn’t, so she’d ended things.

She was sixteen when she started dating Jason, and she’d been hopeful it would be different with him. Certainly, the chemistry between them was different. When they lay around after school, doing homework and reading magazines, the urge to kiss and touch him had been almost overwhelming. And when they stood on his doorstep, or hers, to say goodbye, the pain of having to separate felt almost physical. So when he’d told her his parents were going away for the weekend, she’d acted cool, but inside she was bursting. She started preparations immediately. She had a bikini wax. She bought a new matching bra and underwear set from Bras N Things—black and lacy. She applied fake tan, nail polish, and eyelash tint to the appropriate parts of her body. But then, instead of having sex with Jason when his parents went away, she broke up with him.

“Rachel used to be an amazing cross-country runner,” Tully was saying now. “We used to have guys calling the house all the time, asking if she wanted to”—Tully drew inverted commas in the air with her fingers—“go for a run.” She laughed. “Is that why you quit running, Rach?” Tully didn’t wait for an answer. “Anyway, what was my point? Ah! Darcy. The flirting!”

“Please, no more about the flirting!” Rachel opened the drawer and pulled out her good salad servers. to rachel, love mum was engraved onto each handle. Mum had given them to her for her twenty-first birthday. Georg Jensen, her mother had said proudly. Acorn pattern. Antique. Rachel had no idea what that meant at
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