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Prologue

THE MISSING BOY IS TEN-YEAR-OLD Alfie Risby, and to be perfectly honest with you, he’s a little shit. 

I realize that’s a horrible thing to say about a child, particularly one who is missing. But – and I’m not proud of this – if I’d had to choose a boy in Dylan’s class to vanish in broad daylight, Alfie would’ve been top of my list.

There are some kids you just kind of want to punch, and Alfie was one of them. Perhaps it was his hair – that pale red shade we used to call strawberry blond. Or his dull, raisin-colored eyes. Or the way his sharp little teeth gave him a distinctly ferret-like appearance. 

Their sharpness is a point of fact: last year he bit his nanny, Cecilia, so hard she needed stitches. For weeks, she appeared at afternoon pick-up like a sad ghost, clutching her bandaged forearm.

The one time I volunteered to chaperone a school trip, a class picnic to Hampstead Heath, Alfie leaned over a plate of sausage rolls and told me, very casually, as if we were two adults at a bar, that he ‘quite liked my slag fingernails’.

And then there was his family. They weren’t just run-of-the-mill, St Angeles rich. They were in a whole other league.

‘Like richer than God,’ one of the other mothers had whispered to me during last year’s spring fundraiser, as we arranged sugar cookies on tiny plastic trays.

But if I’m being honest, my feelings about Alfie had nothing to do with his hair or his wealth or his ferret teeth. No. My dislike of Alfie stemmed entirely from the way he treated Dylan, my precocious, sensitive only son, like he was a bug to be crushed. 

And nobody crushes my kid. 




One

Shepherd’s Bush, London 

Friday, 7.45 a.m.

I WAKE UP WITH A Girls’ Night song stuck in my head. To be honest, ‘The Quake’ never took off like the label had hoped. It didn’t help that a devastating, 8.9 magnitude tremor had ripped through Southern California the same week our single was released, collapsing a multi-story parking garage like a soufflé and trapping 346 people inside. The song itself is still a jam, though.

You’re like an earthquake, 

Richter 10 heartbreak

Said you wanna ‘short break’ 

Then takin’ up with that skan— 

I hum to myself under the covers, imagining that I’m performing to a sold-out Wembley Stadium, instead of about to take a lukewarm shower on the ground floor of half a Victorian terraced house. Not even the whole damn house. 

‘Dylan!’ I shriek. ‘Get up! You’re gonna be late for school!’

My son appears in the doorway, fully dressed, right down to his St Angeles cap and tie.

‘Ha ha, very funny, Mum.’ He rolls his eyes and presses a cold can of Red Bull into my hands. 

I take a sip. Our morning ritual complete, I pull the warm duvet back over my face.

‘Seriously though, can we not be late today?’ my son pleads. ‘Ms Schulz says the coach won’t wait this time.’ 

A dim memory of a permission slip surfaces, of scrawling my initials in eggplant-colored eyeliner and checking the ‘not available to chaperone’ box.

‘Because of the field trip?’ I murmur, from beneath the duvet. 

‘Yes. Wetland Centre. Bird-watching. Can you get up now, please?’

‘Right. You excited?’ I’m stalling, but he’s in an even bigger hurry than usual. Perhaps this means the bullying has finally stopped. 

Dylan turns his pleading green eyes on me. ‘Can’t I just walk by myself?’ he says, half-question, half-whine. 

I remove the duvet from my face for a second time. Dull, late-autumn light is filtering through the shutters now, piercing my retinas. I drag myself upright. Why does it have to be so bright in the mornings? 

‘Dylan. We’ve been over this. You’re ten. You’re not walking to school alone. You wanna end up in some hairy old pedophile’s basement? Hmm? You wanna spend the rest of your life—’

Dylan interrupts me: ‘It’s called a cellar here, Mum. Only Americans say basement.’ 

The way he wrinkles his nose when he says the word American is like a tiny hatchet to my heart.

I chug the rest of my Red Bull and toss the can toward the sprawling collection on my dresser. Dylan glares at the row of empties as if they’re discarded yellowcake uranium cartridges.

‘You’re going to recycle those, right? Aluminium is one of the most energy-intensive materials on the planet. Mr Foster showed me this documentary—’

‘Not now, Greenpeace. We’ll be late.’

Dylan groans loudly as he stalks toward the kitchen. ‘Fine,’ he sighs. ‘But Mum,’ his voice floats down the hallway, ‘can you puh-leez just wear a normal shirt today? Like the other mums?’

I glance down at my Girls’ Night 2008 tour shirt. Of all my band shirts, this one’s my favorite. It’s from the early days, before the whole Rose debacle. The front has a screen-printed photo of my own, much younger face. On the back, my name, FLORENCE, is spelled out in block letters, like a football player’s jersey.

I slide the offending garment over my head, allowing a taurine-tinged burp to escape. A sparkly orange crop top catches my eye from the pile on the floor. 

‘You got it, kid.’ 




Two

Shepherd’s Bush

Friday, 7.58 a.m.

THE AIR OUTSIDE IS COLD and clear, that dreadful slice of mid-November when the clocks have gone back but the Christmas parties haven’t started yet. 

Dylan races out the front door ahead of me, his backpack swinging loosely on one shoulder. Our neighbor, Mr Foster – the aforementioned aluminium documentary fanboy – is standing in front of his house, sorting his cans into a bin. Dylan gives him an enthusiastic wave. I wince. I’m not thrilled that the seventy-six-year-old local recycling zealot is currently my son’s best friend. I’m even less thrilled that he keeps giving Dylan live crickets to feed his pet box turtle. But that’s a battle for another day. 

‘Oh, Florence,’ Mr Foster says, looking up from a pile of cans. ‘Did you see that—’

‘We’re actually in a bit of a rush,’ I call over my shoulder without stopping. There will be hell to pay if Dylan misses that bus. 

Mr Foster grunts and turns back to his bins. ‘Course. Don’t let me keep you.’ 

As we get closer to Dylan’s school, our neighborhood’s familiar chicken joints and betting shops give way to organic butchers and natural wine stores. Before long, Dylan and I are passing the grand white mansions that house the Uzbek embassy and the Beckham family. Dylan’s school is just a few blocks past all that, tucked away on a dead-end road.

St Angeles is a 150-year-old, all-boys prep school, housed in a sprawling Victorian mansion straight out of a Dickens novel. The school’s only concession to modernity is the incongruously cheerful blue front door, hastily painted after a private equity firm took over a few years ago and tried to drag it into the twenty-first century. 

Morning drop-off at St Angeles is choreographed with the precision of a North Korean military parade. It’s a strictly-no-cars-allowed situation, which means all the parents – no matter how busy or important – scramble for street parking several blocks away and then approach the imposing iron gates on foot, like religious pilgrims descending on Mecca.

By the time we arrive, the parade of supplicants snakes around the block. We’re late, but we’re not late-late. Dylan will still make the bus, and I will make my crucial next appointment. I just have to avoid Ms Dobbins, the new head of ‘pastoral care’. I’ve been dodging her calls for weeks now. Whatever she wants, it can’t be good. 

Dylan and I settle into line behind Allegra Armstrong-Johnson and her pallid son, Wolfie. I maintain a healthy distance, hoping she doesn’t turn around. It wouldn’t be fair to call Allegra my nemesis – that honor is reserved for Hope Grüber– and anyway, I don’t know Allegra well enough to hate her. But she’s the kind of St Angeles mum I go out of my way to avoid. The kind with glossy brown hair, a Hurlingham Club membership, and a 200-acre horse farm in Norfolk. Her husband, Rupert, writes Churchill biographies, which is apparently not only an actual job, but one that allows them to live in a swanky townhouse in South Kensington. 

‘Running late again, Florence?’ Allegra clucks, all merry and faux-polite. 

I look up at her. This morning Allegra is wearing buttery leather Hermès riding boots, a waxed Barbour jacket, and an expression of complete self-satisfaction. Her anorexic whippet dog is off leash and dressed in a quilted vest. 

When I don’t answer, Allegra purses her lips and says quite loudly, ‘You’re looking very glamorous this morning. Big plans after drop-off?’

Something about her tone makes me feel like a child who’s been sent to the principal’s office. It doesn’t help that I’m a decade younger than most of the St Angeles moms, none of whom got pregnant by accident at twenty. 

I ignore Allegra’s question and pat her hideous dog on the head. ‘Good boy, Wolfie.’ 

She flinches. ‘Wolfie is our son’s name,’ she says with a frown. ‘Not our dog.’

I begin to hum under my breath, the opening bars of ‘You’re So Vain’. When I get to the chorus, Dylan shoots me a death look.

‘Mum!’ he hisses. ‘Stop!’ 

‘What?’ I say innocently. ‘Carly Simon is a classic!’

I should be nice to Allegra. The fact is, she’s an endangered species around here: an actual British person at St Angeles. Most of her kind, the ones without aristocratic titles or hedge-fund husbands, have retreated to Surrey now. This pocket of London is weird like that: an exotic blend of people from all over the world with mysterious sources of income. Frankly, you’re more likely to rub shoulders with a Bahraini prince or a Greek shipping heiress than an actual person from, say, Yorkshire. There was a rumor a while back that St Angeles was discounting the tuition for the few remaining British pupils, almost like a bursary for needy students. It’s not that far-fetched. Foreign parents want to believe they’re getting an ‘authentic’ English experience when they send their kids to school dressed in knee socks and straw boater hats. No point in turning your child’s education into an extended exercise in nostalgic British cosplay if all the other kids are also from Melbourne or Paris or Hong Kong or Helsinki. 

Personally, I find the whole English obsession with schools ridiculous. Where I grew up, in a cramped two-bedroom apartment on a sun-drenched stretch of pavement outside Orlando, Florida, kids just went to whatever school was near their house. Grown men definitely did not spend entire dinner parties trying to work out where their host learned his multiplication tables. 

If it were up to me, Dylan would go to the local primary a block from our flat, and I would sleep in an extra twenty-five minutes each morning. When I mentioned this to my ex-husband Will, he acted like I’d suggested that Dylan be removed from formal education to perform a decade of hard labor on a communal farm. Will was a St Angeles boy, you see, and he’d insisted on the same for Dylan.

‘Fine,’ I’d shrugged. ‘You’re paying.’ 

Anyway, the uniform is cute.

When we reach the front gates, the deputy head, an ancient brontosaurus called Ms Schulz, offers us a tight-lipped smile.

‘Morning, Dylan,’ she says primly, peering up at me from beneath a helmet of permed gray hair. She’s dressed exactly like Mrs Doubtfire and smells vaguely of mothballs. 

‘Have fun today, kiddo!’ I call to Dylan, as he disappears through the gate and into a sea of identical blazer-clad boys. ‘Knock ’em dead!’

Ms Schulz winces. ‘Mrs Palmer,’ she says, nodding in my direction.

‘It’s Grimes,’ I remind her. ‘Dylan is Palmer. Like his father.’ 

Beneath her owl-eyed glasses, she blinks. ‘Of course,’ she says blankly. Like she hasn’t seen me every weekday morning for the past five years. ‘My apologies. Enjoy your day.’

I hurry away from the gates, willing Ms Dobbins not to appear. A few feet away, Hope Grüber, the PTA president, is regaling Farzanah Khan and Cleo Risby with the riveting tale of one of her triplets’ perfect score on a mock St Paul’s entrance exam. 

‘We didn’t even tutor!’ Hope crows, batting her lash extensions. 

Hope is a try-hard social climber from Brisbane. Before she met her husband, an Austrian property tycoon thirty years her senior, Hope was a struggling catalogue model who lived above a chippy on Goldhawk Road. We ran in the same circles for a while after I left Girls’ Night, and while we were never friends, we lived parallel lives: shopping at Primark, partying at Fabric, always keeping one eye open for the next good thing. The difference, I suppose, is that Hope found it. 

Today, Hope has three sons, drives a baby blue Bentley with custom B0YMUM plates, and refers to herself on Instagram as a #Model, #Philanthropist and #GirlBoss. She still speaks with a naff accent and wears too much leopard print to fully pass as a member of the ‘quiet luxury’ set, but she’s managed to ingratiate herself with the other St Angeles mums by being keen with a capital K. Need a charity gala organized or a bake sale scheduled? Hope is your woman. It doesn’t hurt that she and Karl Theodor have a spare, eight-bedroom chalet in Verbier that she lets the other mums borrow, even in peak season. In exchange, her awful triplets – Trip and Teddy and, I dunno, Tryhard – are never excluded from a birthday party. Unlike Dylan.

‘Ms Dobbins says he’s naturally gifted!’ Hope bleats. The mention of her name sends a little shiver up my spine. I need to get out of here. 

Beside her, Farzanah Khan lifts one perfectly arched eyebrow, not bothering to hide her skepticism. ‘Is that right?’ 

Unlike Hope, Farzanah has an actual job, as a ‘dermatologist to the stars’, with a skincare line at Harrods and her own offices on Harley Street. Farzanah is easily the most polished human being I’ve ever seen up close, with luminous skin, gleaming white teeth and a curtain of dark hair so shiny you can practically see your reflection in it. Her father was the Pakistani ambassador to London in the late 90s, and Farzanah attended an all-girls boarding school in Berkshire, where she developed the same crisp enunciation as the Dowager Countess of Grantham. To top it all off, her son, Zain, is an actual genius, and has won the school’s ‘Lego Engineering Challenge’ three years in a row. Hope despises Farzanah, but in a completely different way than she hates me.

Beside them, Cleo Risby is only half listening, rummaging around in her oversized bag for something. Cleo is the coolest of all the St Angeles mums. She’s nearly a foot taller than everyone else, with icy blonde hair and a permanent distracted expression, like a model who just woke up from a daydream. She’s some kind of artist, though as far as I can tell, her work consists solely of chain-smoking outside various galleries and being photographed for Vanity Fair. Her husband is older and fabulously wealthy, the heir to a frozen-food fortune.

Cleo rarely puts in an appearance at drop-off (she has people for that) so this is a special occasion, particularly for Hope, who wants nothing more than to be Cleo’s best friend. Unfortunately, Allegra Armstrong-Johnson beat her to it by several decades (they roomed together at school), and so Hope is forced to tolerate Farzanah and amuse herself by torturing me. 

Hope grabs my arm as I scurry past, arranging her fish lips into a concerned expression. ‘Oh, Florence. There you are. Ms Dobbins was just looking for you. Seemed quite urgent.’ 

‘Right, uh, thanks,’ I murmur. 

Farzanah clucks her tongue ominously. ‘Oh dear. Everything all right with Dylan?’

She and Hope exchange knowing glances, and I quicken my pace. Just a few more feet to the corner, a turn to the left, and I’ll be safe – free from Ms Dobbins, the other mothers’ judgmental stares, and whatever Dylan has done now. 

At the end of the sidewalk, just as I begin to breathe a sigh of relief, a hard poke lands squarely between my shoulders.

Fuck.

When I turn around, it’s not Ms Dobbins at all, but a shiny-haired Asian woman, gripping a cell phone in one hand and speaking rapidly in a flat California accent. ‘So I told him, it’s non-negotiable that we have coverage from New York on this …’

I’ve lived in this country almost half my life now, and I sometimes forget how jarring an American accent can be at full strength. My own has diluted over the years, like instant coffee mixed with weak tea. 

‘Um, hello? Did you just poke me?’

The woman gestures to her ear, indicating that she’s on a phone call. As if I had just jabbed her in the spine.

‘Right. Yes. One hundred per cent. Listen, let me call you back,’ she says, extracting an earbud and extending her hand. ‘Jenny Choi,’ she says, pumping my arm up and down, like the two of us have just negotiated a historic free-trade agreement. ‘Sorry about that. Just trying to squeeze in another billable hour.’ 

She notices my puzzled expression and adds, ‘Attorney. Hazard of the job, I guess.’ 

‘Right. Have we met?’ 

‘No, no. We’re new here. But Ms Schulz told me there was another American mom.’ Jenny smiles and shifts her weight. She’s at least a decade older than me, maybe two. Her face is devoid of any make-up, and she’s dressed in androgynous corporate attire that looks incredibly expensive. The kind of woman who is very comfortable asking to speak to the manager. 

‘I’ve got the twins, Max and Charlie? They were supposed to start at the American School up in St John’s Wood, but the interview … well, the boys were having a bad day.’ Jenny stops, forcing a smile. ‘Anyway, never mind. We’re here now.’

I nod, trying to process the machine-gun volley of information she’s unloaded on me. In the distance, Ms Dobbins has emerged from the school gates and is prowling the drop-off line.

‘Well, um, welcome to St Angeles,’ I say, backing away before Ms Dobbins can register my presence.

Jenny folds her arms across her chest. ‘Listen, let me get your number. For a playdate.’ 

‘A playdate?’ I study Jenny’s smooth face, her perfect teeth, her sleek, chin-length bob. We might have the same passport, but that’s almost certainly all we have in common. How long will it take for her to drop me, once she clocks my status as persona non grata among the St Angeles mums? 

‘For the boys,’ Jenny clarifies. ‘I’d love for them to make some friends.’ 

Ms Dobbins has spotted me now and is bearing down in my direction like a bloodhound.

Jenny hands me her phone. ‘Just put it in there. I’ll give you a missed call so you’ll have mine as well.’

Damn, she’s persistent. I pound out my number as quickly as possible. Ms Dobbins is only a few feet away now and gaining rapidly. 

‘Well, um, nice to meet you,’ I mumble, turning to leave. But it’s too late. Ms Dobbins’ hand is on my shoulder now.

Busted.

‘Ms Grimes!’ she says, slightly too loudly. ‘So sorry to interrupt! Might I steal you for a moment?’

Eliza Dobbins is younger than me; in her late twenties, with large round eyes and jet-black hair. She could be pretty if she tried, but she clearly doesn’t. Smears of mascara are dotted under her eyebrows, and her rayon monstrosity of a blouse is dusted with muffin crumbs. It doesn’t help that she’s roughly 150 months pregnant, heaving her belly around like a piece of overripe fruit.

‘I should go,’ Jenny says, as she backs away. ‘Great to meet you.’

I turn to Ms Dobbins. ‘I’m actually in a bit of a rush.’

‘No problem,’ she chirps. ‘Which way are you heading? I’ll walk with you!’ She pats her protruding stomach. ‘Good exercise! A walk and talk!’ 

As we cross the street, I can feel the other mothers watching us, their eyes boring into my back as they speculate about what Dylan has done this time. I tell myself not to turn around. But then, like Lot’s wife, I can’t resist: I glance back one last time at the school gates. Cleo is gone, I note with relief, but Hope and Farzanah and Allegra are still hovering near the gates, craning their necks in my direction.

Ms Dobbins clears her throat. ‘I’ve been trying to reach you for several days. Is everything OK at home?’ Her large brown eyes are pools of liquid empathy, which only makes me hate her more.

‘What do you mean?’ I deadpan.

‘Dylan’s outburst. Last week,’ she says, touching my arm gently. The microscopic stone in her engagement ring catches the dull light, glinting like an old button.

‘Oh. That.’ I try not to smirk. ‘You have to admit, it was kind of funny. I mean – tell me you’ve never wanted to empty out a desk on Teddy Grüber’s lap?’

Ms Dobbins purses her lips. ‘We’d like to have Dylan evaluated,’ she says, in a slow, measured cadence that seems precisely calibrated not to upset me. ‘By an external professional. Dr Lieber is extremely skilled at—’ 

A wave of heat sweeps over my body. 

‘Dylan is fine,’ I snap. ‘I’m not sending him to some shrink just so you can medicate him to the gills.’

Ms Dobbins frowns. ‘I assure you that is not my intention. It’s just that …’ She lowers her voice to a whisper. ‘After the incident with the, erm, turtle, we’re obligated to take these matters very seriously.’ 

I gulp. Turtlegate. 

At the end of last term, a group of boys, Alfie and Dylan included, were gathered around the koi pond on the far corner of the school campus, admiring a box turtle. In Dylan’s telling, Alfie had been poking the turtle with a cricket bat. Dylan told him to stop, that he was hurting the turtle. What happened next is the subject of some debate, but the undeniable result was that Alfie required four stiches to the oozing red gash above his right eyebrow. Dylan was suspended for three days and put on ‘behavioral probation’. It felt like an overly harsh punishment for what was clearly self-defense. Or at least, animal defense. So I’d agreed to let him adopt the turtle. ‘Greta’ now lives happily in a terrarium in his room. 

Across the street, Farzanah and Hope have stopped pretending to hold a conversation and are openly staring, straining to hear every word.

My whole body tenses. ‘Those other boys – Teddy and Alfie and Wolfie – they’re bullying him!’ I whip off my sunglasses and jab my index finger toward the soft flesh of Ms Dobbins’ sternum. ‘How about you go chase their mothers down the street to arrange psychiatric evaluations?’

Ms Dobbins stares at me but doesn’t answer. Her mouth flaps open and shut like a guppy’s.

‘That’s what I thought,’ I snap, turning on my heels. 

She calls after me, shouting something at my back as I stomp away. But whatever it is gets lost in the wind.

I hurry away from Holland Park as fast as I can. Every muscle in my body is on fire, like I’ve just done two Chloe Ting workouts back to back. I shove my hands deeper into my pockets and push Ms Dobbins’ worried face from my mind. Dylan is fine! That woman knows nothing about my son.

It’s true that Dylan has always been a bit unusual. Officially, I blame Will for abandoning us when he was a baby. But the signs were there from the beginning. He never babbled, not even ‘mama’. Then one day at the corner shop, he’d pointed a chubby finger at a carton of Tropicana and said, ‘Please, Mummy, may I have some juice?’ Just like that, with a crisp little British accent. I nearly collapsed in the aisle. 

So yeah, Dylan wasn’t like other kids his age. And he didn’t much like them either. As a little kid, whenever I took him to the neighborhood playground he would shun the other boys and their ball games, preferring to strike up a conversation with a waiting grandparent or a bored teenage babysitter or a frazzled mother. Really, any adult would do. I didn’t blame him. Children are monsters. 

And, sure, my son has a bit of a temper. But you have to understand, it stems from his absolute sense of right and wrong. Everything is black and white for Dylan. Good Guys vs. Bad; Greta vs. ExxonMobil. I’ve tried to explain to him that no one is all good or all bad, (except, perhaps, his father, haha) and that people’s motivations are complex. It’s no use. If Dylan were a court of law, every case would end in either the death penalty or complete acquittal. There is no gray for him. 

I approach the Holland Park roundabout, the pedestrian death-trap that separates the fancy neighborhood of Dylan’s school from the ‘salt of the earth’ area where we live, and automatically begin to hold my breath; a subconscious attempt to avoid the fumes from the four lanes of traffic idling beside me. 

Today is a good day, I remind myself. It’s Friday. The moon is in Jupiter, an auspicious time for new beginnings. And most importantly, I recall with a fizzle of excitement, I’m seeing Elliott tonight. 

Everything is about to change. 




Three

Shepherd’s Bush

Friday, 8.45 a.m.

TECHNICALLY FRESH NAILS DOESN’T OPEN until ten, but I push the door open anyway, bracing for the familiar electronic clang of the door chime.

‘Time for a walk-in?’ I call into the darkened salon.

Linh is perched cross-legged on a massage chair, wearing a jumper that appears to be made of aluminium foil and watching Vietnamese TikTok videos without headphones.

‘We’re closed,’ she barks. ‘Come back at eleven.’ 

‘It’s me, doofus,’ I say, flinging my bag into my usual chair. 

Linh stands up and pretends to faint, a dramatic sinking movement that would have fooled me if she didn’t do it every other week. ‘Girl, I thought you were dead. Get in here!’

The tension melts out of my shoulders. Everything in Fresh Nails is exactly as I left it: the acrid smell, the sticky plastic chairs, the dubious bottles of refilled hand lotion. My happy place.

I flop into a chair and display my neglected nails to Linh. 

‘Yikes!’ Linh says, with a grimace, and then, ‘At least I know you weren’t cheating on me!’

‘I’ve just been so busy.’ This is a lie, but mercifully Linh doesn’t call me on it. Instead, she gets to work, spraying her tools with disinfectant.

‘How’s school?’ I ask. In addition to being a nail artist, Linh’s a second-year fashion design student at Central Saint Martins. Her mother, who owns Fresh Nails and fourteen other nail salons across west London, believes her only daughter is currently studying international finance at LSE and will one day take over her empire. It’s a whole thing.

‘Shh!’ Linh says, pointing toward the TV behind my head. ‘He got another one last night!’ 

I swivel my neck toward the television. A female reporter with crooked teeth and a hideous peach blazer is ambling down the road near Loftus Stadium, earnestly clutching a microphone. 

‘What? Who?’ 

Linh frowns. ‘The Shepherd’s Bush Strangler. Don’t you watch the news?’ 

Reader, I do not. 

‘So, um – what happened?’ 

‘Woman walking home alone at night. Snuck up behind her.’ Linh mimes strangling herself and shudders. ‘Second one this month, you know. Strangler’s getting bolder.’ 

‘How is that even possible?’ I lower my voice, even though the salon is completely empty. ‘Isn’t London, like, covered in CCTV?’ 

‘I know! Crazy, right?’ I can’t tell if she’s disgusted or excited. Linh’s enthusiasm for true crime is rivalled only by her passion for high-concept fashion. I’m pretty sure the trousers she’s wearing used to be an actual parachute. 

‘No but seriously, how—’

Linh interrupts me, holding up my right hand to my face. ‘Why’d you do this?’ she demands. The skin around my nails is bleeding; a botched attempt at trimming my own cuticles. ‘You know, some things you really can’t do alone. Sometimes you need help.’

I avoid her gaze and flip through the plastic polish samples with my free hand, settling on a shade of pink so intense it would make Barbie blush. 

Linh frowns. ‘Really? Faux Ho? You got a date or something?’ 

When I don’t reply, her voice switches to a teasing sing-song. ‘Ohhhh! Florence has a daaaaate! Who’s the lucky guy?’ 

‘It’s not like that.’ 

Linh slaps me playfully on the arm. ‘Oh, so it’s a lady? Good for you!’

‘No no. It’s not—’

‘Hands in the water!’ Linh barks, gesturing toward the dish of tepid water where my mangled cuticles are meant to be soaking.

‘It’s a meeting. With a music manager I used to know. Elliott.’ Allowing myself to say it out loud feels like popping a zit. The relief is immediate, pure. 

‘Ohhh!’ Linh says. ‘You’re going to be a singer again?’ 

I flinch and look back down at the polish samples.

Linh pauses, as if registering the gravity of the situation. ‘Right.’ She clucks her tongue and ducks down, briefly disappearing behind the desk. When she reappears, she’s clutching a bottle of red nail polish like a prized ruby. 

I gasp. ‘Is that what I think it is?’ 

Linh nods, her face solemn. ‘Taco Party. Impossible to find, even on eBay. My cousin brought it back from Dubai last year.’

Taco Party is widely acknowledged to be the most perfect shade of red nail polish ever created, the color of Red Hots cinnamon candies mixed with a Ferrari. It was discontinued after it turned out the red dye came from endangered Amazonian glasswing butterflies.

Linh uncaps the polish with a ceremonial flourish and inhales deeply. ‘Like mother’s milk,’ she says with a grin. ‘Now, tell me everything!’

The phone call had come three days ago, just after I’d dropped Dylan off at school. I was sprawled on the sofa, catching up on Polygamy Island re-runs and picking at my split ends. 

‘Big news!’ the voice on the other end twanged. ‘Huge!’

‘Who is this?’ I demanded.

‘It’s Elliott, silly,’ the voice preened. ‘Have you forgotten me?’

It had been a full decade since the last time I’d heard Elliott Rivera’s voice. Back then, I was a member of an up-and-coming girl band, and Elliott was fresh out of university and second assistant to a label exec. He was a wide-eyed, slick-haired, shiny-shoed striver with his eyes on a corner office. Will and the other girls had made fun of him, calling him ‘Eager Elliott’ – and worse. But Elliott and I had always had a connection; the bond of outsiders who could smell the desperation on each other.

‘How the hell are you, Florence?’ Elliott said.

I knew from reading Variety – OK, looking at Variety’s tweets – that ‘Eager Elliott’ was now a big-deal music manager in Los Angeles. I imagined him with his feet up on a mahogany desk, staring out the window onto Sunset Boulevard, watching people scurry below him like ants. At least the dream had come true for one of us.

‘I’ll cut to the chase,’ he said. ‘I’m in town, and I’ve got something I want to run by you. An opportunity.’ 

Finally, I thought. Fucking finally. It was the phone call I’d been fantasizing about for a decade, the one with the power to magically restart my career. 

‘How about next week?’ I asked, already calculating how many salon visits I could squeeze in before then.

‘Oh darling, no. I’m flying back to LA on Saturday morning. Awards season prep. How’s Friday?’

‘This Friday? As in three days from now?’ It wasn’t ideal, from a timing perspective. Ten days is really the minimum required to pluck, buff and lacquer myself back to some semblance of my former glory. But if Friday was the only option, I would make it work. 

‘Of course,’ I said quickly. ‘Friday it is.’ 

‘Great. One of my assistants will send over the details.’ 

When we hung up, I felt like my entire body had been filled with helium. There was no one to share the good news with, so I screenshotted my call history three times to prove to myself it had actually happened. 

Forty minutes later, Elliott’s assistant (asst1@elliottrivera.com) emailed me, confirming our 7 p.m. reservation at Mr Bang-Bang, a biodynamic dim sum restaurant in Hackney where diners were encouraged to bring their own chopsticks and help the staff wash dishes. 

What followed was forty-eight hours of the most intense cosmetic preparation of my life. It began in a dank basement in Marylebone, where a tiny Russian woman used tweezers to apply extra individual black hairs to each of my own eyelashes. The intervention took two hours and left me woozy from the smell of the chemical glue. Next was a salon chair on Regent Street, where I maxed out my credit card for a ‘celebrity stylist’ called Markk (with two ‘k’s) to weave thirty-eight half-inch wefts of Remy Platinum Extensions to my scalp, transforming my cotton-candy puff into a sleek blonde curtain. The finishing touch came courtesy of the local Sun Express, where I declined the paper thong and rotated like a rotisserie chicken so that the ‘St Tropez Glow’ could penetrate all my crevices. 

The sound of mechanical whooshing draws me back to the salon. Linh is grinning mischievously, holding an airbrush gun aloft.

‘I’ve an idea,’ Linh says. ‘Nothing crazy. Just to show them what they’ve been missing.’

I must have looked hesitant because she quickly adds, ‘No extra charge.’

Linh fills the airbrush gun with a few carefully decanted drops of polish and flicks the reservoir with her index finger. A feeling of zen detachment washes over me. I lean back in the plastic chair. Something warm and wet trickles down my cheek. A tear.

Jesus, Florence, get it together.

Linh passes me a tissue and pulls down her safety goggles. ‘It’s gonna be great. Just trust.’

And for the first time in ages, I do.

The early-2000s were a difficult time for Mariah Carey. She’d recently left Sony Music after divorcing its CEO, and had just signed a historic $80 million deal with Virgin when she suffered a highly publicized breakdown and was hospitalized for ‘extreme exhaustion’. A few weeks later, her film Glitter – designed as a vehicle to showcase her star power – flopped spectacularly. A review in the Guardian noted that Mariah was ‘comfortably out-acted by the cherrywood kitchen counter-top in her spiffy Manhattan apartment.’ Her performance was singled out for a Razzie. The accompanying album did so poorly, Virgin bought out her contract. 

Her next effort, Charmbracelet, released with Island Records, was savaged by critics. One wrote it had ‘all the raw emotional integrity of a Hallmark Get Well Soon card.’ The Queen of Christmas was done. Washed up. Just another pop star past her prime.

And then she went away and released The Emancipation of Mimi – an album so perfect that her fiercest critics were forced to publicly repent for dismissing her. It wasn’t just the diva comeback of the century; it was an actual resurrection. Mimi redefined Mariah as an artist, and as a person. 

Tonight’s meeting with Elliott is going to be my Emancipation of Mimi moment. But first, I have one humiliating errand left to scratch off my list:

My actual job.




Four

Shepherd’s Bush

Friday, 10.01 a.m.

I BALL MY HAND INTO a fist and pound against the metal door.

‘Adam!’ I shout. ‘I need you!’

Silence.

I take a step back into the tiny vestibule that separates our front doors. Our flats were originally a single terraced house, carved up like a Christmas turkey by a greedy property developer, a real visionary who didn’t bother with boring stuff like properly rerouting the plumbing. Lately, whenever Adam showers upstairs, it creates a mini volcano in my kitchen sink, brown goo erupting like a fountain. 

I press my ear against Adam’s door. 

Could he be with someone? I mull the possibility while admiring my nails, crisp red ovals with delicate white ‘F’s airbrushed on each ring finger. Perfection. She made me late, Linh did, but the woman is an artist. She can’t be rushed.

‘Adam! Emergency!’ I shout, hammering the door with my clenched fist.

Typical, really. Ever since Marta dumped him, Adam has been positively hovering; bursting with offers to ‘fix the sink’ or ‘kick a ball around with Dylan’. But now that I actually need him, he’s nowhere to be found. That’s men for you.

I’m still admiring my nails when Adam’s door swings open. The smell of sweat and Old Spice fills the tiny foyer. His forehead is damp with sweat, his dark curls standing in every direction, like his head has been rubbed by a balloon.

‘Flo?’ he says, his voice full of confusion.

I flinch. I hate being called Flo. It’s bad enough my mother named me after a 70s sitcom star with a flip mullet. Must my nickname also be synonymous with menstruation?

‘Sorry, Flo,’ Adam mumbles. He has a distracted, vacant look in his eyes. ‘It’s, uh … not a great time, actually.’

I peer over his shoulder into his flat. ‘Why? Is someone with you?’

As far as I know, Adam hasn’t been on a single date since Marta moved out. He was utterly smitten with her, maybe even bordering on obsessive. The kind of boyfriend who bought her flowers every week, who drove out to Hampstead to pick her up at the hair salon when she had to work late. I was sure he would propose. No one was more surprised than I was when he announced she’d dumped him out of the blue and gone back to Poland. 

Adam frowns and steps into the vestibule, pulling the door shut behind him. It shuts with a loud bang that makes me jump. 

‘What? No. Course not.’ 

‘Never mind,’ I say, as breezily as I can muster. ‘I’ll call Matt B.’ 

Matt B (not to be confused with Matt T) is Adam’s least favorite of my current flings – a Deutsche Bank currency trader whose entire personality is going for sashimi at dimly lit Mayfair restaurants and then booking a suite at the Peninsula. Matt B thinks I don’t know he has a wife and three kids stashed away at his five-bed suburban home in Oxfordshire, but I do. I just really like good sushi. 

‘All good,’ Adam says, interlacing his fingers and cracking his knuckles loudly. Each of his hands is the size of a small ham. ‘What’s up?’

‘Why are you so sweaty?’ 

‘Working on the sink,’ he grunts. ‘Stopped up again.’

I catch a whiff of something caustic and chemical clinging to his skin. 

‘Gross. Well, I’ve got a little balloon delivery to make. Do you think you could drive me?’

‘I thought you were meant to be getting your license?’ 

It’s a low blow. Adam knows I’ve failed the test twice. The last time, the soft-spoken Bangladeshi man who owns the driving school had suggested I not come back until I was ‘serious’ about road safety.

‘Look, if you don’t want to help me, just say so, OK? Jeez.’

‘C’mon, Florence,’ he says, crossing his arms over his chest. ‘Don’t be like that.’ 

I tilt my head and squint. Adam is not bad-looking. He’s thirty-six, five years older than me, and he still has a full head of thick, dark hair which is, sadly, not a given for a man his age. His eyes are bright blue, framed by thick lashes. And he’s in amazing shape, which (almost) makes up for his one true flaw: Adam is short. Not Napoleonic or anything. But like, 5’6”, max. And I know we aren’t supposed to discriminate against short kings anymore, but if I’m being completely honest, it’s the only reason we’ve never hooked up. 

‘So, can you drop me?’ I say, pushing out my lower lip. ‘Please! It’ll take like, twenty minutes.’

Adam groans and shifts his weight. ‘Whereabouts to then?’ 

‘Notting Hill. Artesian Village.’

Adam glances at his watch, a flash Apple number that tracks your heart rate and who knows what else. He pauses for a moment, as if he is considering, but I already know he’s going to say yes. Adam always says yes, at least to me. 

‘K,’ he says. He lifts his chin toward the street, where his police cruiser is parked. ‘I can drop you, but you’ve got to make your own way back.’

‘Great!’ I squeal, wrapping my arms around him. His body feels warm and solid, like hugging a tree. 

‘I’ve just got a few more balloons to blow up. Ten minutes, OK?’

Adam opens his mouth to protest, but I’m already backing away toward my own flat, ignoring the pile of catalogues and two-cent royalty checks piling up on my doormat. 

Adam calls after me, ‘Just don’t turn on the water yet, yeah? And five minutes, tops. I’ve got somewhere to be!’ 

There’s a very specific kind of person who spends £600 on balloons for her child’s first birthday, and I can pretty much guarantee you her name is Charlotte. Or Caroline. Or possibly Caroline-Charlotte, CeCe for short.

In this case, it was just plain old Caroline.

Adam drops me off in front of a four-story mint green townhouse. I exit the car and grab the balloons from the backseat. Before I can say ‘thanks’ or close the door properly, Adam is racing off down the street without so much as a glance in the rear-view mirror. 

I ring the doorbell, which sounds like wind chimes, and a yappy dog begins to bark.

A tall, slender woman in lavender leggings and a matching crop top opens the door. She has visible abs and a face that looks exactly like her Instagram photos, with golden skin, bee-stung lips and a tiny, ski-jump nose. 

Caroline assesses me for half a second before turning and calling over her shoulder, ‘It’s the balloon girl!’

A chorus of female voices, chattering and laughing, floats toward me from somewhere deep in the house. 

‘We were expecting the Pilates instructor,’ Caroline explains. ‘But come on in.’ 

I turn sideways, careful not to pop the eight-dozen raspberry-colored balloons I’m carrying.

The balloon thing had been my sister Brooke’s idea – a precondition for some past loan, now (hopefully) forgotten. ‘You can’t just sit at home watching Parliamentarians on Ice all day, hoping for royalty checks!’ she had insisted. Easy for her to say. Her own career, as a furniture buyer for John Lewis department stores, had not spectacularly imploded. She didn’t understand how offensive it was to suggest that hawking decadent balloon arrangements via Instagram might constitute a positive professional development. 

After our mother died, Brooke had put herself through UCL by working at a bougie party-planning company. She kept going on and on about balloon arches. ‘You wouldn’t believe the mark-up! You don’t even need helium. Literally just balloons, air and tape!’ And unlike so many of her other half-baked schemes to fix my life, Brooke wouldn’t let this one go. Eventually, she’d made the Instagram account herself, using stock photos of children’s party arches and advertising free delivery anywhere in W2. She got fifteen requests in the first hour. That was seven years ago. I run the business myself now, cash only. With each passing day, the name – Pop! Star Balloons – feels less like a wry inside joke and more like salt in an already putrid wound. Not to mention the sheer logistical nightmare of delivering balloon arches around London without a car. But it beats getting a real job – not that I’m overwhelmed with offers or anything. 

Inside, Caroline’s house is even bigger than it looks from the street. It’s a period home, but the interior has been completely gutted and replaced with clean lines and glass. Most of the ceiling is now a gigantic skylight; on a bright day, it must feel like walking directly into a dazzling sun. But today the sky is dull. 

Caroline directs me toward an open kitchen–dining room that looks out onto a manicured garden. Half a dozen blonde women in athleisure are lounging on a collection of pale, overstuffed sofas, like beached Lululemon mermaids. A housekeeper hovers in the background, chopping melon and periodically handing a chunk to a baby in a designer high chair. Each time the baby giggles wildly, as if she’s just been told a hilarious joke. The whole scene is like an advertisement for Loaf furniture, or maybe female fertility in general. 

For a brief moment, I am paralyzed by a gut-punch of jealousy: what would it be like to spend all day hanging out with my girlfriends, doing gentle exercise and eating slices of fruit that someone else had cut? 

That would require having friends. The thought lodges itself in my brain like a piece of barbed wire. 

I clear my throat. ‘Where would you like me to install the arch?’

Caroline’s doe eyes dart around the room. She clearly hasn’t given much thought to the 600 quid’s worth of air and latex she ordered from me.

‘How long will this take?’ one of the friends calls from the sofa. ‘It’s just, the Pilates instructor will be here any minute – we’re doing postpartum Pilates? With Adriana? She does house calls, if you’re ever looking for someone.’ 

‘I’ll be as fast as I can,’ I say, without turning around. Installing a balloon arch isn’t hard, but it is tedious. Lots of repetitive movements. Pinch, tape, pinch, tape. 

‘Oh my God!’ a voice from the sofa squeals. ‘Florence Grimes? Is that you?’

I feel as if a hairy spider has just crawled across the base of my neck. I turn mechanically toward the sofa. It’s definitely her. Her shiny brown hair is cropped to her shoulders now, and she’s had some work done – not all of it good, I note with relish. Her cheekbones are unnaturally high; her lips slightly ducky. But her voice is unmistakably the same.

‘Lacey,’ I say, struggling to smile. I fantasize about dissolving, right then and there, my body melting cleanly into the parquet floors like a popsicle, leaving behind only a sticky purple stain.

‘Oh my gosh, it is you!’ Lacey jumps up from the sofa and throws her arms around me like we’re long-lost friends. ‘I haven’t seen you since Jess’s wedding! That was like, ten years ago!’ 

‘Mmm.’ My tongue feels as if it’s been coated in sand. I’ve imagined so many different versions of this reunion over the years: on the red carpet at the Grammys, when I’ve been nominated. Or court-side, while I’m catching a Lakers game with my best friend, Mariah. But I never imagined coming face to face with Lacey while working as a glorified TaskRabbit in her friend’s lavish home. 

I feel sick.

‘Alfonso still playing for Arsenal?’ I manage. 

Lacey fidgets with her engagement ring, a preposterous five-carat princess-cut diamond on a whisper-thin platinum band. She made all of us try it on the night Alfonso proposed; the four of us girls passing it around on the back of the tour bus like a magic talisman. I can still feel the weight of it. Today, Lacey’s fingers are positively cluttered with thick stacks of sparkling pavé bands. One for each time Alfonso cheated, probably.

‘Nah, he retired last year,’ she says. ‘We’re mostly out in Somerset now. Better for the children. We’ve got three!’ 

I try to nod, but my brain has turned into a bowl of limp noodles, all floppy and stupid.

‘What are you up to these days?’ she chirps. 

I hesitate, just for a second. Lacey’s eyes dart to the balloons and then back to me. She smiles, a little too wide.

‘Ohhh, of course! Good for you!’ she coos, the condescension oozing off her. ‘Good for you, Florence. Landing on your feet after all that.’

One of the sofa-mermaids wrinkles her button nose. ‘Wait, how do you two know each other?’

Lacey swallows. ‘Florence was in the band with us. She was the original, uh, before Rose, um, you know …’ Her voice trails off.

‘I left the band before Girls’ Night made it big. Worst decision of my life.’ It’s my stock response, one I’ve delivered many times, but saying it out loud never gets any easier.

Relief washes over Lacey’s face as she realizes I’m not going to make this difficult for her.































OPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Copyright


		Praise for All the Other Mothers Hate Me


		Contents


		Prologue


		Chapter One


		Chapter Two


		Chapter Three


		Chapter Four


		Chapter Five


		Chapter Six


		Chapter Seven


		Chapter Eight


		Chapter Nine


		Chapter Ten


		Chapter Eleven


		Chapter Twelve


		Chapter Thirteen


		Chapter Fourteen


		Chapter Fifteen


		Chapter Sixteen


		Chapter Seventeen


		Chapter Eighteen


		Chapter Nineteen


		Chapter Twenty


		Chapter Twenty-One


		Chapter Twenty-Two


		Chapter Twenty-Three


		Chapter Twenty-Four


		Chapter Twenty-Five


		Chapter Twenty-Six


		Chapter Twenty-Seven


		Chapter Twenty-Eight


		Chapter Twenty-Nine


		Chapter Thirty


		Chapter Thirty-One


		Chapter Thirty-Two


		Chapter Thirty-Three


		Chapter Thirty-Four


		Chapter Thirty-Five


		Chapter Thirty-Six


		Chapter Thirty-Seven


		Chapter Thirty-Eight


		Chapter Thirty-Nine


		Chapter Forty


		Chapter Forty-One


		Chapter Forty-Two


		Chapter Forty-Three


		Chapter Forty-Four


		Chapter Forty-Five


		Chapter Forty-Six


		Chapter Forty-Seven


		Chapter Forty-Eight


		Chapter Forty-Nine


		Chapter Fifty


		Chapter Fifty-One


		Acknowledgements


		About the Author


		About the Publisher







Guide



    		Cover


    		Contents

    
			Title Page


			Start









OPS/images/cover.png
ALL THE
OTHER

MOTHERS
a0

7\ (s
U)LLC





OPS/images/logo.jpg





