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Prologue

I am running naked through the streets of Elm Hill.

It is late evening, summer’s end, and the streetlamps burn synthetic holes in the darkening sky. Deep in the rack of streets on the east side of the park, the mild air feels hostile, the near-silence thunderous.

I am trembling badly. The arm covering my breasts has begun to spasm and both knees are buckling. Blood leaks from my right foot where gravel has sliced the sole. But none of that distresses me as much as my face, the grimacing, primitive feel of it, as if I’ve been robbed of all that makes me civilized.

He has done this to me.

A sign for Wilson Road slides into view and I feel a sudden ache of hope: where I started is farther from me now than my front door. Just a left turn here, a quiet stretch of residential road, and the high street will be ahead. This will end.

A woman approaches, lifts her eyes, and I see the same startled expression and flash of high colour as in every other face I’ve encountered, all mobility arrested by the shock of seeing a nude woman loose in leafy Elm Hill. They suspect I’m insane – there is a secure mental-health facility at Trinity Hospital a mile or two away – and are afraid to help in case I turn savage.

But there’s a flicker in this face that prompts me to speak for the first time since this nightmare began. ‘Please, can you lend me something?’

‘What?’ She’s stunned by my addressing her – and by my accent. It’s worse to know that I’m educated.

‘To cover myself. Please.’

‘I don’t think I’ve got anything …’ She looks down at her cotton dress and gestures helplessness. It’s balmy: no one is carrying a scarf or a jacket.

It strikes me that I’m thinking normal thoughts. I’m still rational.

‘Oh,’ she says, and suddenly she does have something, screwed up in her handbag, a light cardigan of some sort.

‘Can I borrow it? I’ll return it if you –’

‘Keep it.’

With shaking hands, I tie the garment around my lower half, then tighten my arms over my chest.

‘Look, hang on.’ The woman takes a purposeful step towards me, her gaze lingering on the bruises that bloom on my arms. His fingerprints. ‘My name’s Beverley. You don’t have to tell me yours, but something has obviously happened, hasn’t it? Come home with me and –’

I interrupt: ‘Where do you live?’

‘Broadwood Road.’

I know it: no closer than home. ‘No, thank you, I’m fine.’ I sound polite, as if declining the offer of a drink.

The awful thing is she’s relieved. She did the right thing and now she can scurry away with a clear conscience and a story to tell.

On the move once more, I slam my left toes into the raised edge of a paving stone and cry out at the pain. Raising my free hand to my face to wipe away tears, I catch a scent beneath the sweat, a scent that only makes me sob harder: chlorine and sunshine, scrubbed stone and suburban grass. Swimming pool.

I’ll never go back.

At last the high street blazes in greeting, the Vineyard bar directly opposite the junction at which I’ve emerged. I falter. I’d forgotten about the pavement terrace, its crush of smokers: I’ll need to pass right by it to reach Kingsley Drive. From a standing start, I sprint across the traffic lanes and meet the shockwave, the universal bewilderment that erupts into laughter.

‘Who booked the stripper?’ a man’s voice calls out, and a second round of laughter volleys into my back. ‘Bit long in the tooth for that, aren’t you, love?’

I sense rather than see the phones in their palms. There will soon be pictures circulating, if not already, attracting likes and shares and re-tweets, comments that make this man’s sound tender.

I’m on my street. The pain in my damaged toes is ferocious, consuming the foot and calf, causing me to limp. My building is in sight: four featureless storeys, the night sky above. It’s nearly over, nearly over.

And then I see him. He stands by the building doors, watching, waiting. My knees roll and at last I sink to the ground, powerless. Because I know he’ll watch for ever – he’ll wait for ever.

It will never be over.
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Monday, 31 August 2015, 12.15 a.m.

She coughs in her sleep.

I spring to her bedside to check that her chest is rising and falling as it should, that her pulse is steady and her skin warm. In the dimmed light, I can see the vestiges of stickers glued on the headboard in younger years, pictures of kittens and ponies and love-hearts: all things nice. Children grow and it strikes the parent as both miracle and loss.

The coughing subsides, but I remain on my knees, vigilant. I haven’t watched over her like this since the night she was born, when I stayed awake, enchanted and petrified, ready for her cry. At least Ed is with me this time. Thirteen and a half years ago, he wasn’t allowed in the maternity ward after visiting hours but was sent home with the other fathers, ready or not.

I don’t suppose Lara Channing had to stand for that. She would have been in some posh clinic for the births of Georgia and Everett, installed in a private room with Miles at her side, the recipient of privileges she’d assume came as standard. ‘You are an angel,’ she would tell the staff, in her smoky, intimate way. ‘I mean it, an angel.’ And she would say it like she really meant it.

But I mustn’t think ill of Lara. Not now.

‘Here, this should sober you up.’ Ed comes into the room with mugs of black coffee – as if adrenalin had not annihilated the alcohol hours ago, pinned open our eyes and cleansed our ears.

I return to my seat on the little pink sofa by the door, take the coffee in both hands. The smell is instantly comforting. Though there is space next to me, Ed chooses not to take it, perching instead on Molly’s desk chair under the window. ‘Is she sleeping a bit better, d’you think?’

‘Yes. I’m glad we brought her home.’

We speak in whispers. Until the last half-hour she’d fought sleep, like an infant, her distress slow to fade, and since then we’ve hardly dared exchange more than a syllable.

‘She needed to be in her own bed,’ I add.

‘You’re probably right. It’s good you insisted.’

You insisted, this should sober you up: it destroys me, the way he speaks. If never again, surely tonight we should be united. ‘She was completely hysterical, Ed. We know how to deal with that better than anyone. And it’s not like we’ve snatched her from intensive care and absconded, is it?’

He lifts his glasses from the bridge of his nose, replaces them a second later. He is not quite looking at me. ‘No, but the paramedics were pretty clear about wanting to take her in for observation.’

‘We’ll observe her here,’ I say.

He nods, lets it go. To the right of where he sits, Molly’s school uniform hangs on the wardrobe door, a scholarly silhouette with regulation tights dangling low. New shoes sit on the carpet below. All ready for the first day of term on Wednesday. I wonder if she’ll be well enough to go back or if we should keep her at home for the week to recuperate fully. To think how we used to dither over arrangements when she had a day off sick, debate whose turn it was to cover, like it actually mattered!

All three of us were different people then.

‘Ed?’

‘Hmm?’

‘I wish I’d never …’ I pause, struggling to subdue the what-ifs, to keep them from massing and charging.

‘Wish you’d never what, Nat?’ Now he looks at me, direct and eager, almost with a sense of daring.

I lose my nerve. ‘Nothing.’

And I think how wrong people are when they say you should never regret, I think how unrealistic that is – dangerous, frankly. Personally, I regret almost everything, including and especially these last months. Even the parts when I was so happy I thought I might levitate, when it felt as if I’d never before known what summer was, what pleasure was, what it meant to live life to the full.

Mostly, I regret ever laying eyes on Lara Channing.
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Sunday, 21 June – ten weeks earlier

I happen to know that the sun rose at 4.42 the morning I first saw her. It was, in fact, the longest day of the year, with twelve hours and sixteen minutes of daylight.

I’m guessing it was past eleven by the time I logged on to the Elm Hill community website and saw her photograph, possibly even closer to noon. Sunday mornings were sacrosanct in the Steele household: all three of us being in full-time education, we timetabled down-time and this was our prized weekly triple period of laziness, the only blank box on the kitchen calendar.

Pleasantly indolent as I sat at the kitchen table, mug of green tea cooling in front of me, all I had in mind was to check if it was the right week for the farmers’ market on the high street, but as soon as the homepage appeared I was waylaid. With her blonde tresses falling to her breast and her slender, burnished limbs, with a smile broad enough to post a letter through, she eclipsed quite effortlessly the competing items. Missing moggies and pedestrianization schemes, forget them, look at me! Listen to my news!

There was a second figure in the photograph, a newer, fawnlike version of the first, a teenager who looked older than Molly by two or three years. A mother-and-daughter shot, then, like one of those pictures you see of ‘ageing’ supermodels and their mini-me progeny on the beach in St Barts, the kind that make you wonder how each party really feels about the other’s beauty. The caption read:


Brave locals Lara and Georgia Channing prepare for this morning’s Dawn Dip at the new Elm Hill lido.



Ah, of course. Now I noticed the band of cyan water at their feet, the festive triangles of bunting above their heads, the blurred rainbow in the background that must be the row of changing huts I’d heard about, each door painted a different shade of art-deco pastel. In tribute to the 1930s origins of the site, mother and daughter had attired themselves in swimwear from the period: high-necked, low-legged, this was a style that flattered few. Luckily for all concerned, these two were the few.

The mother was quoted in the accompanying report: ‘To have such a beautiful pool on our doorstep is a gift. This is going to be the best summer Elm Hill has ever had!’

And, against my better judgement, the words stirred excitement in me, causing me to turn to the kitchen window and check the sky above the plane trees: yesterday it had glowered the grey-black of a mussel shell, but today it shone blue and unblemished, a perfect June day. If I opened the window I’d be able – almost – to smell summer. Teachers exist in a perpetual mode of countdown and I didn’t need the calendar to tell me there were less than three weeks till school broke up (four for Ed and Molly, an inequality that neither had any intention of letting me forget); maybe it was going to be the best summer we’d ever had. Maybe, after all our careful avoidance of the new neighbourhood facility, it was going to be possible to enjoy it.

Then again, I thought, sensing resistance in the seat next to me, history suggested otherwise.

‘Four forty-two, good Lord!’ I swivelled the laptop to show Molly, who glanced up from her DS.

‘Four forty-two what?’ Her face was expressionless as she registered the image. With her straight brows and small mouth, she did impassivity well – even when wearing a Dalmatian-print onesie.

‘That’s what time these two crazies went swimming this morning, and a whole lot of other people as well. It’s midsummer. The new pool has opened.’

Molly made no comment, which was not unusual even when the subject was to her taste. I loved her reflectiveness, a quality I believed to be deepened, if not outright caused, by her being an only child. Not that I wasn’t sometimes tempted to project my own thoughts on to her, of course.

‘Maybe next year that will be us,’ I said, keeping the mood casual. Never judge, never blame, the last therapist but one had said, a little mantra for us. In the end, he had brought nothing new to the table, but I didn’t judge or blame him for that.

Molly glanced again at the photo, raised her eyebrows. ‘To be brutally honest, Mum …’ – that was what the girls her age were saying at the moment, to be brutally honest – ‘… I don’t think that kind of swimsuit is, uh, your style.’

I narrowed my eyes at the screen, failing to diminish the backlit glamour, the pull of the Channing woman’s energy. ‘You’re probably right. Maybe I’m better sticking to the one I’ve got. Bland, conservative, modest …’

‘I’m not even kidding,’ Molly said, another current teen favourite (what did it ‘even’ mean? An expression of agreement, I gathered, or possibly contempt). Infants modelled their turns of phrase on their parents’, but at this age they could come from anyone.

Not only do you have to let them go, my friend Gayle said, but you get no say in who influences them instead. On matters to do with parenting Gayle was my touchstone. The day I dismissed her advice was the day I lost faith in common sense.

I closed the laptop and returned to my tea, feeling – and I know it sounds trite – different. Inspired. So the lido had opened at last – re-opened, to be precise, following a closure that had lasted nearly two decades and at least three fund-raising campaigns that had bitten the dust before this last successful one. Each delay had been met with disappointment by the local community; only Ed and I had wished it would never happen, that the funding would fall through once and for all, or some stalemate develop between builders and conservationists. That it would be left for the skateboarders or graffiti artists or clubbers or whoever else had been making use of the derelict site during the dark, dry years.

But secret wishes were dandelion clocks to the force of nature that was Lara Channing, for, as I would soon learn, it was she who had driven the project. From the very day she had moved into her parkside house and eyed the abandoned beauty from her terrace, she had made its resurrection her mission. She’d personally overseen the procurement process, the bid to the Lottery Commission, the final restoration; she’d even interviewed the lifeguards.

‘People don’t turn Lara down,’ Miles Channing told me once, and his eye lingered on me long after he’d made his point.

Saturday, 27 June

Well, we were only human and, intrigued, Ed and I strolled down to have a look at the new pool the following Saturday morning when Molly was at her tennis lesson. Of course I’d passed the abandoned building countless times over the years, but such was its design – squat brown brick walls with enclosing curved corners, a horizontal strip of windows too high to see into, entrances and exits that had been boarded up more securely with each trespasser’s breach – that, prior to its reopening, it had been impossible to get so much as a glimpse inside. Now the plywood frontage had been replaced with a stark glass entrance, the reception area beyond a temple of flawless pale stone and polished wood. Signs in art-deco font directed arrivals one way to the changing rooms, the other, through a long sky-lit corridor, to the renovated poolside café.

There was already a queue for tables when we arrived, but fortunately the manager, Liam, was the partner of a colleague of Ed’s and he offered to squeeze us in on the sundeck. ‘We’ll need the table back at twelve,’ he warned. He had the look of a man whose brakes had failed and we stepped quickly out of his way, seating ourselves before minds could be changed.

‘Table back?’ we grumbled. ‘What is this, the Ivy?’

But at the first turn of my eyes my cynicism vanished. It was as if a large nut had been cracked open to display its fruit – and the fruit was liquid blue, shivering with its own freshness. I had to shield my gaze from the sheer dazzling beauty, from the transforming, sun-spangled glamour of it. With the photogenic length of multicoloured huts and the candy-striped deckchairs on the upper terrace, it might have been Miami Beach or the Côte d’Azur. Only the smell was English, not of swimming pool yet, but of the park beyond, of sap-drenched leaves and cut grass; green and lusty and alive.

‘It’s so huge,’ I said to Ed, slightly idiotically. The shallow end, a riot of flailing limbs and shrieking mouths, seemed a field’s length away. ‘I can’t take my eyes off the water, can you?’

‘Humans have an inbuilt attraction to it,’ he replied, his words scarcely audible above the raised voices of a group of children setting up camp on the other side of the railing. ‘They’ve done a nice job, haven’t they?’

‘Nice? It’s glorious.’

Ed registered the word – not one either of us had used in years, if ever – before shaking straight his newspaper. That Saturday Guardian symbolized many things for him. It spoke of who he was: a left-leaning man who still took the time to read the news in print and in full, at least once a week. Others might have downgraded their engagement with current affairs to a quick scroll on their phones as they jostled commuters on train platforms or jay-walked their kids across perilous roads, but he was still willing to give it the time and attention it deserved. Even if his wife would have preferred a conversation.

After we’d ordered I scanned the other tables for familiar faces. As a teacher at one local school and a parent at another, I was confident there’d be several. There was Molly’s chaotic chum Rosie and her family – we exchanged waves – and Gayle’s neighbour Ian, dressed for once in jeans and a shirt, not his customary Lycra (a keen cyclist, he was one of those hovering spidery types who, you suspected, had only themselves to blame when caught in a skirmish with a motorist); and Annabel from the kindergarten at Elm Hill Prep, in my opinion not so much teaching assistant as holy being.

As a member of staff at the largest senior school in the postcode, Ed, were he to look, would recognize more Elm Hillians still (recent incomers had led a movement to call us Elm Hillbillies but the old guard had squarely rejected that). Though not, I guessed, the woman my gaze fell on next.

She was at the table closest to the water and the best on the deck, glamour radiating from her and rendering the rest of us mere extras in her scene. Her clothes were exotic (to my eye, anyhow; doubtless they were workaday to her): a pink silk shirt-dress with a woven silver belt; flat snake-print sandals, the kind you might wear on a luxury safari or for a stroll through a hilltop village in Umbria. Oversized sunglasses with amber-coloured frames covered much of her face, leading the eye down a small kittenish nose to an insolent Bardot mouth.

Irrationally, my brain ordered my pulse to leap.

‘There’s that woman,’ I said to Ed in an undertone.

He didn’t look up. ‘What woman?’

‘The one I told you about, with the matching daughter. I can’t remember her name.’

That was a lie: I didn’t want to utter it for fear of being overheard by its owner. It was only six days since the sunrise photo shoot, but already Lara Channing had become the de facto face of the place, her photo gracing the leaflets posted through doors and even appearing on the features pages of the Standard to illustrate a piece about the new heyday of London’s lidos.

She was not with her daughter this morning but with a man I assumed to be her husband, given their idle tapping of iPhones and sporadic, inattentive conversation (at least he had not, as Ed had, placed a partition of newsprint between the two of them and kept it there even after their orders had arrived). I couldn’t see his face, only the back of his head, the still-dark hair fastidiously cropped, the strip of neck between hairline and box-fresh cotton shirt expensively bronzed. On the table, alongside the phones, were a black coffee (his) and a green smoothie (hers), the antioxidant one with kale and kiwi that I’d not ordered myself because I thought £4.99 was scandalous for a soft drink – and even if I didn’t Ed would.

‘They’re locals, apparently,’ I said, prodding his newspaper. ‘Though I’ve never seen them before, have you?’

‘Hmm.’ He lowered the paper to reveal a chewing jaw, his plate of sourdough toast almost finished. He was famously hard to engage in gossip even when he wasn’t trying to read. Careless talk costs lives: he would have led by example quite beautifully in wartime. ‘The daughter’s not at All Saints, is she?’

‘I’d be amazed if she was,’ I said. With or without the staff’s dedication, All Saints (staff nickname: All Sinners) was not the school of choice for any known elite, and if I took anything from this first in-the-flesh impression of Lara Channing it was that she belonged to an elite. With those enticing looks and that media-magnetism, she was a breed apart from the mothers of Elm Hill Prep, BMW-driving, gem-set-watch-wearing creatures of privilege though they were. Even the way she looked out at the water suggested a satisfaction more personal, more nuanced, than mere inbuilt human response.

Giving up on Ed, I spooned my granola, enjoying the erogenous touch of the sun as I continued to watch. But it was a risk to scrutinize someone in sunglasses when you were bare-faced yourself and, sure enough, she soon sensed my attention and returned it, even lifting her sunglasses in a playful peekaboo gesture. I blushed. Never in my life had I so regretted not making an effort with my appearance. My skin was makeup-free – caked in foundation during the working week, I tended to let it air at weekends, hardly noticing after all these years the looks that strayed to the birthmark above my right eyebrow; my hair was limp and in need of a wash, with a rather Tudor centre parting I didn’t normally wear; my clothes were shapeless and unflattering. Not at all the right look for Miami Beach, for the eye of Ms Channing.

There was worse to come. I became aware of her husband/companion twisting in his seat to stare across to our table – at exactly the moment Ed happened to glance behind him with a frown. As I squirmed, mortified, there was a sudden heightening of energy at the other table, an exchange of urgent mutters, before Lara’s laughter sprayed the air, musical and delighted and, it seemed to me, a little contrived. I adjusted my seat so that Ed blocked my view of them and theirs of me, my heart stuttering as if something significant had just occurred.

‘What?’ Ed said, seeing my face. His expression softened. ‘Thinking about Molls? You’re allowed to like it, you know.’

‘Like what?’

‘This. The pool. There’s nothing to stop you coming here.’

‘I know.’ I didn’t say that I hadn’t been thinking of Molly at all.

We’d hardly finished eating when the bill came, unbidden. ‘I think Liam wants the table back,’ I said. ‘Look, the queue’s out the door. Shall we go?’

Ed sighed. ‘If this is what it’s going to be like, I don’t think I’ll come here again.’

But we both knew it was a moot point for soon his Saturdays would not be his own. Change was afoot in the Steele household: this summer, he would be offering himself as a private maths tutor, to continue at weekends during the autumn term and until the entrance exam season in January. If it went well, it was possible he might be able to do it full time from the 2016/17 school year, and as a family we would prioritize this mission. All Saints, like any conflict zone, was no place for middle-aged men.

In any case, once Molly’s term-time Saturday-morning tennis finished and she was free to join us on such outings – well, this was the last place she’d want to come.

I remember exactly how I felt as we strolled home from the lido that day, a restless blend of exhilaration and frustration that struck me as overdue, even inevitable. I remember thinking how effortlessly I could predict the unfolding of the day and how it might be more interesting if, for once, I could not. Molly would arrive back from tennis and hole up in her room – she had the larger of the two bedrooms: we’d recently swapped after she’d accused us of never using the superior square footage while conscious, which was more or less true – or at the kitchen table where the laptop and other electronic devices lived. (None was allowed in her bedroom, a child internet-safety rule and school recommendation we obeyed religiously.) Later, she’d hang out with a local friend, probably at the friend’s since that was more likely to be a house with a garden, siblings and pets, amenities we couldn’t offer.

Meanwhile, Ed had year-ten exam papers to mark, and I, having risen early to take care of next week’s lessons preparation, thought I might steal a march on the laundry (racy stuff). Later, I would pay a call on our upstairs neighbour Sarah, whose recovery from hip-replacement surgery was proving slower than hoped. Ed and I often ran errands for her or popped in for a cup of tea. Homework and chores being duly completed, we would then slide pizzas into the oven (nutritionally supplemented with broccoli spears or sliced peppers) and gather as a three to watch TV or a film. Ed and I would share a bottle of red and Molly would have a fizzy drink of her choice. It was that kind of life: casual on the surface but orderly, strictly managed. Rules were in force, standards upheld.

‘Is it me or does it feel very small in here today?’ I said, as I plucked back the curtains to expose the very edges of the windowpanes. Our flat, on the first floor of a 1980s block in a quiet lane off the high street, was north-facing and, though it was bright outside, the light in the living room was indirect and dreary. Even our furniture felt wintry: the indestructible Indonesian wood that had been in vogue twenty years ago and never replaced (a victim of its own success); the brown leather sofa that had looked so stylish in the store but leached the light like a plug hole sucked bathwater; the glass vases that held fresh flowers far less frequently than had originally been intended.

‘It is small,’ Ed said, ‘but there are plenty of migrants who’d consider it palatial.’

I’d noticed before that this was a difference between us – he always compared down, I up – but today it felt defining. It felt problematic.

The flat had been ours long enough for us to feel as if we owned it, though it was in fact a housing association sub-let, the reason we could continue to afford to live in a suburb like Elm Hill since an upgrade of the overland line had caused both house prices and private rents to rocket. These days, when people remarked on how the place must have tripled in value since we’d bought it, I simply nodded, weary of explaining again our tragic missteps in the London property dance. At the beginning, we’d saved and sacrificed like normal couples, had been mere months from having the deposit for the modest terrace of our ambitions, when all at once prices had begun to race out of reach. It was no more than a fever, we told each other: best to keep our cool and wait it out. By now, of course, the deposit that might once have bought a terrace was barely sufficient for a one-bed. We’d still look at the property websites sometimes, watch the numbers rise and rise. It was like hyperinflation in the Weimar Republic, we would say.

But we were not the only ones in this situation, and if you were in the mood to count your blessings you could find plenty of them. There was the relatively modest rent, of course, which had saved us thousands of pounds over the years; the park was a ten-minute stroll away; Molly took the bus to her school, while Ed and I walked or cycled in separate directions to ours. I had nothing to complain about.

Why, then, on that Saturday afternoon, as Ed frowned at his malfunctioning All Saints software and I lugged the laundry hamper from bathroom to kitchen, was I suddenly feeling so discontented with my lot?

‘I bet they live in one of those big houses on The Rise,’ I told Ed.

‘Who?’

‘The Channings.’

‘Who are the Channings?’

I sighed. ‘It doesn’t matter. I’ll ask Gayle. She’ll know.’ Indeed, Gayle kept herself so thoroughly abreast of local gossip that when we’d worked together at Rushbrook Primary I’d sometimes had to tune out of her bulletins to keep myself from spontaneous combustion.

Definitely The Rise, I thought, closing the washing-machine door with a mildly resentful thump. Overlooking the southern edge of the park and with views of the city, The Rise was hands-down the best street in Elm Hill and the new lido would raise its status even higher. I had visions of snakeskin sandals kicked off in a huge central hall, a softly lit mirror for the adjustment of blonde loveliness on departure. There would not be, as there was in our entrance nook, a noticeboard pinned with calendar, timetables and a chore schedule, set dead centre above a shoe-storage unit checked daily for disorderliness. (About as welcoming as an army barracks, my mother said, the last time she visited, adding, ‘I don’t know who’s worse, you or Ed.’)

‘I think our focus needs to be our pensions,’ Ed had concluded eventually on our prospects for home ownership.

Imagine being (relatively) young and your husband saying that! And imagine being able to suggest no better idea for a shared raison d’être, not when you were as busy as you were pairing shoes, separating coloureds from whites and generally bringing control to bear on systems that would have thrived perfectly well on their own. It was pitiful, truly.

All of this is, I think, important background.
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Sunday, 28 June

‘You know what?’ I said to Molly. ‘How about we just do this straight away before it becomes a big thing?’

Honed over the course of a decade, my tone neither coaxed nor demanded, only neutrally suggested – ‘big thing’ was not ‘Big Thing’. Her objections I pre-empted deftly: ‘Just you and me. No little exercises. We’ll sit right at the back and we won’t stay long.’ I no longer made such rookie errors as asking what the worst that could happen was. As far as she was concerned, it was the very worst.

Even so, I wasn’t expecting her to agree quite so readily to a trip to the lido.

‘Fine,’ she said, with a sigh forceful enough to lift a strand of hair. (Like mine, hers was neither dark nor light, neither straight nor curly; recently she had begun blaming me openly for its lack of distinct identity.)

‘Really? That’s great, darling.’ I guessed she must have been expecting the proposal and had decided that if she humoured me this once I might not ask again and she’d have her summer to herself.

In the same spirit of getting it over and done with, I drove, which was a mistake because the roads off The Rise were fully parked and soon we had circled almost for as long as it would have taken us to walk. As I hunted, Molly gazed into her lap, ominously silent. Her chin sank low, fringe dipping over her eyes; it was as if she hoped it might cover her whole face and screen her from the rest of the world. At last, I spotted a Fiat 500 vacating a space by the side wall of one of the large villas I’d ascribed to Lara Channing, and reversed my old Mazda into it.

‘Finally.’ Molly groaned with a world-weariness I knew to conceal nerves. Delays did not sit well with her: they were unscheduled minutes in which she might work herself up to a change of mind. As we approached the lido entrance, she remained a careful pace behind me. You could already hear the screams.

Inside, the terraces teemed (I read later that a thousand people went through the turnstile that first full weekend), almost every square inch patch-worked with towels and bags and picnics, and the general explosion of paraphernalia that came with a family day out. It felt more like a lake than a pool, so vast was that expanse of aquamarine, its straight edges made jagged by the heads and shoulders of bathers clinging to the side rail. I had imagined us taking a pair of deckchairs, Molly’s angled strategically away from the water, but all were occupied. We settled instead at the rear of the far terrace next to the exit turnstile, Molly sitting with her back to the wall, as if the pool were a terrifying precipice to be kept at extreme distance.

Which, to her, it was: 50 by 25 metres of water, with a depth that increased from one to 2.5 metres. I had no idea of the cubic volume but suspected that she did: before this outing, she would have armed herself with all published facts about Elm Hill lido. I suspected, too, that she was itching to get up and give the turnstile a push, check that it was in working order in the event of an emergency evacuation. And the reason her gaze strayed frequently to the gate that divided the café from the pool area? She was scanning for the nearest alternative exit route, having noted that re-entry to the reception area was impossible, thanks to steel barriers.

It goes without saying that she was the only young person here behaving in this way. The rest thronged at both shallow and deep ends, noise levels pitched somewhere between frenzied and hysterical.

‘No wonder everyone’s screaming,’ I said. ‘It’s only eighteen degrees in the water, according to the noticeboard.’ I spoke in a we-know-better tone, as if the temperature were the reason she wouldn’t be going in. Enabling, a therapist would call it, or collusion, as Ed would have it, but for God’s sake, wasn’t it really just compassion? Love?

‘OK, Molls? I’m so glad we’ve come.’

She must have noticed the gratitude in my voice because she gave me a co-operative half-smile before extracting her book from her bag. Without further comment, I began pulling off my clothes. The sooner I swam on our behalf, the sooner we could persuade ourselves that it was acceptable to leave, in spite of the steep entrance charge that had encouraged others to make a day of it. For us, thirty minutes would be a success.

Dodging the pumping legs and wayward elbows of small children, I lowered myself into the shallow end, sucking in my breath as coldness crept over my bottom half. Across the water on the café terrace, vast umbrellas swelled with the breeze; overhead, a plane scratched a pale line across the blue. Still delaying, I waded to the roped swimming lanes with my arms held high, as if navigating a river with my possessions balanced on my head, and only when laughed at directly by a group of teenagers, who might or might not have been past pupils of mine, did I submerge fully.

There was an instant surge of pleasure. In the last ten years, when I’d all but eliminated swimming from my life, I’d forgotten its curative charms, the optimism it stirred; I’d forgotten that I associated it with joy. Holidays in Devon when I was very young and my parents still enjoyed each other’s company; my honeymoon in Greece, with that mesmerizing blur where turquoise infinity pool met the silver-blue of the Ionian Sea; and, steeped in nostalgia of a more unsettling kind, the summer spent in my grandparents’ village in Hampshire, when a neighbour’s daughter and I had disappeared for hours every day to the bathing pond in the woods.

After the first length, I looked across to check on Molly, glimpsed her face in profile, her expression stoic rather than miserable, which was as much as I could hope for. She could break through at any time, the therapists said. Never give up. And yet, with each new expert, we had given up.

Resting already, I touched my midriff under the water, felt the extra inches I affected not to loathe, evidence of another long winter – and spring – of staff-room snacking, birthday cake after birthday cake, Friday treats every day of the week. At Elm Hill Prep, Christmas and Easter meant high-end chocolates from twenty-four sets of top-earning parents and, well, it was rude to refuse them.

I was pitifully out of shape and managed only four or five more lengths before, afraid my lungs would burst, I climbed out.

It was as I was drying myself – casually out of range of Molly, who had been known to shrink, even scream, if dripped on – that I saw Lara Channing again, passing through the gate from café to sundeck with a boy of eight or nine by her side. Her hair was piled on her head in a careless beehive, thick fringe tumbling over the gold-rimmed mirrored aviators perched on her nose. She wore a pale-blue sarong crossed at the chest and tied behind the neck, a style that accentuated her well-toned shoulders and delicate collarbone. I wanted both to watch and avoid watching when she removed it for swimming and revealed that photogenic, age-defying figure, the kind I had never come close to owning even in my twenties.

I focused on Molly. ‘What are you reading?’ Then, when she showed me the somewhat juvenile title: ‘Didn’t you read that years ago?’

She shrugged, didn’t need to explain. Re-reading books for younger children was a comfort, a safety behaviour. An imagination alert to danger – hypervigilance, they called it – could not cope with anything too complicated and now was not the time to begin Crime and Punishment. Her posture was even tenser than on arrival, sweat visible on her forehead and lip, and I felt the rush of tenderness I always did when her fear became tangible, the longing to draw her close and murmur protective words. But I’d learned she didn’t like that.

‘I had an idea,’ I said instead. ‘Dad knows the café manager, Liam. Why don’t we ask him to arrange a behind-the-scenes tour? See how it all works? They’ll have state-of-the-art systems, I’d have thought, or maybe they’ve restored the original plumbing.’

Her expression was unyielding. ‘You said no little exercises, Mum.’

‘It’s not an exercise, I just thought it might be interesting. You know, historically.’

‘Historically,’ she echoed, with teenage disdain.

‘Well, it was just a suggestion.’

It was then that I became aware of a pair of bare feet at the edge of my outspread towel. They were narrow and fine-boned with pretty little toes and nails painted a glittering black. Above, silver and green threads had been worked into the blue fabric of the sarong, a raised woven texture that I wanted to rub between thumb and forefinger.

‘Hi again,’ a voice said and, though I’d never heard it before, I would have known even without those visual clues that it belonged to her. It was the sultry, rough-grained voice of a lifelong habitué of some smoke-filled speakeasy – or at least a woman with a sore throat – a voice that didn’t try to please so much as expect to.

I looked up, unable to make direct eye contact thanks to the reflective lenses of her sunglasses (Ray-Bans; the ones the previous day had been Gucci – evidently there was a collection). By her side, the small blond boy smiled down at us with the self-confidence of a young ambassador. I was familiar with the type from my year-four class.

‘We saw you in the café yesterday,’ she said. ‘I was here with my husband, Miles.’

‘Oh, right. OK.’ Under her deluxe gaze, I adjusted my sitting position so my thighs didn’t splay so much, sucked in my stomach, which barely helped; you could suck in muscle but you could not suck in adipose tissue. My swimsuit was royal blue with white piping and now I wished it was plain black or, better still, that I was not fat. I’ll swim every day, I resolved. I’ll come after work – no, not enough time, plus there was Sarah’s dog to walk. When term breaks up, that’s when I’ll start. Every morning, no excuses.

While these thoughts chased one another in circles, Lara had begun smiling in a perfect pink crescent that made dimples. ‘Your husband is a teacher at All Saints, they tell me. I bet the girls love him.’

‘Well …’ Though I didn’t look at Molly, I could easily imagine her expression at this declaration, not to mention the suggestive tone. ‘As much as any maths teacher can be loved.’ I wondered how Lara Channing knew Ed was a teacher at All Saints. She was not a parent there, of that I was more certain than ever.

She tipped her head a fraction, as if I’d tempted her to break an important confidence, which caused strands of blonde fringe to curve over the sunglasses. ‘He looks a bit like Alain Delon, we think.’

We think, they tell me. She was utterly self-assured.

‘Has anyone else said that?’ she demanded. ‘I like to think I’ve got a bit of a gift.’

‘I’m not sure. I don’t think people know who Alain Delon is, these days, do they?’ Indeed, I had only the vaguest notion myself: a French film star with dark hair and moody attitude. In any case, it seemed unlikely that Ed resembled a film star of any nationality or vintage. If he did, he’d hardly be married to someone like me. He’d be married to someone like her.

‘He was a famous actor in the sixties,’ Lara told Molly, who was regarding her with admirable sangfroid. ‘He was kind of like a young Michael Caine or maybe Terence Stamp. Cool, very cool. He’s in one of my all-time top ten French films from the sixties.’

Cultured though I liked to think I was, I wasn’t sure I could name more than a handful of French films I’d seen in my whole life, much less be able to pick out ten favourites from a single decade. Nonetheless I sneered secretly at the phrase ‘all-time top ten’, which struck me as rather adolescent. Molly, meanwhile, only nodded, her expression knowing, even faintly doubtful, as if she watched Terence Stamp and Michael Caine films every day of the week and had her own opinions on them.

‘Belle de Jour?’ I suggested gamely. ‘The one with Catherine Deneuve?’

Lara raised her pretty chin and laughed. It was a beautiful thing, melodious and commanding, and even amid the general clamour people turned their faces to heed its call. Her teeth were large, white and imperfect, with little gaps, and even that was charming, as if she had no time for impeccable dentistry, life being the carousel that it was. ‘No, he’s not in that. That was Jean Sorel, I think. The one I love is La Piscine.’

‘I don’t think I’ve seen it,’ I said, grateful at least to be able to explain to Molly that la piscine was French for swimming pool.

‘I know,’ she replied crossly. ‘I’m not an idiot.’

I sucked back a reprimand, mindful of the circumstances.

‘Well, you must see it,’ Lara told us. ‘Lust and deception in Saint-Tropez. Alain Delon and Romy Schneider. A classic.’

At this the boy spoke for the first time: ‘My sister’s middle name is Romy.’

‘Exactly.’ Lara looked delighted with him, as if he’d named the capital of Mauritania. ‘After the actress, that’s why. Your middle name, my love, was inspired by Sinatra. Everett Frank Channing.’ She stooped to kiss the top of his head, and as her sunglasses slid down her nose, I caught a glimpse of oversized dark eyes smoky with kohl. She winked at me before pushing the sunglasses back into place. ‘Miles and I did look up whether Frank and Romy ever slept together. Hard to verify, it was the sixties, but if they’d ever been a proper couple, well, that would have been too weird.’

Unlike discussing the sex lives of dead celebrities in front of small children: that was not weird. Clearly this woman did not buy into the prevailing parenting cult of the appropriate, which I had to admit Ed and I had raised to an art form. (Was it appropriate to give appropriateness quite so much value? Might it not on occasion be helpful to be inappropriate? This, genuinely, had once been a debate in our household.)

Beside me, Molly’s cool had slipped and she was starting to gape – good news in that it meant she was being properly distracted from her preoccupation. The boy, Everett, likely used to this sort of talk, was less riveted. With a kindly pat on his mother’s hand, he left her side to stamp across people’s possessions to the pool’s edge and cannon-ball into the deep end with a tremendous splash. We were too far back for the spray to reach us but still Molly flinched.

‘You don’t like the water,’ Lara said to her, more in observation than query.

‘No. She hasn’t since she was little.’ I spoke for Molly even though Ed and I had agreed to stop doing so because she wasn’t an invalid, and if you couldn’t speak for yourself at thirteen, your parents had done a pretty poor job raising you. ‘So, this is quite a crowd, isn’t it?’ I said, changing the subject. ‘A runaway success, I’d say.’

‘It certainly is.’ With a languid movement, Lara brushed her hair from her eyes to view the crush. ‘But, my God, it’s been a long time coming. There were so many times I almost threw in the towel, no pun intended.’

That was how I understood that she had been not only the most photogenic participant of the inaugural swim but also instrumental in the restoration project as a whole. And yet she did not make her remark as a boast or even with any particular pride, only in the casual assumption that I would know full well who she was and what it was she had done. She was less queen bee than citizen queen.

‘I’m not sure I know your name,’ she said, and when I told her she was unexpectedly pleased, clapping her hands together and lacing her fingers in delight. ‘Well, there you go! His first wife was called Nathalie! The one he left Romy for.’

I looked at her, bewildered.

‘Delon, I mean. Poor Romy, she was utterly heartbroken. I don’t think she ever really recovered.’ Her attitude was one of true sorrow, as though these people were good friends of hers. She was, I thought, quite bonkers. ‘Did your Alain leave someone for you?’ she asked.

‘Not that I know of, no. And he’s called Ed, actually.’ I cleared my throat. ‘Will your little boy be all right in the water on his own?’

She didn’t turn a hair. ‘Oh, totally, he swims like a fish.’

‘And is your daughter here with you?’

‘Somewhere, yes, with her little band of chumettes.’

‘We saw you in the paper,’ Molly piped up to my surprise. ‘You were wearing those old-fashioned swimsuits.’

‘We were!’ And Lara rewarded her with the same dazzling smile she’d bestowed on her son for remembering his sister’s name. ‘Not a bad shot, was it, but I’m a bit ambivalent about it now, to tell you the truth. Apart from anything else, it’s only gone and brought another scout out of the woodwork.’

‘Scout?’ I assumed she didn’t mean the ever-prepared kind that camped in the woods and strove to make the world a better place.

‘Yes, bloody model agencies. You know, she’s even been approached getting on the school coach. She’s barely fifteen! It should be against the law. It’s hardly better than pimping or grooming.’

This was too much. Quite apart from the fact that Ed and I raised such adult and unsavoury subjects with Molly only after careful rehearsal, how much more arrogant complacency could one parent fit into a statement? A daughter so beautiful that model agencies fought over her, pestering her as she boarded a private coach to an independent school (only the independents had their own coaches, the termly cost being considerably more than was allocated by the state for a child’s lunch); and a parent so well off, so principled, she could afford to be dismissive of such approaches.

‘My heart bleeds,’ I said. ‘What a terrible cross for her to have to bear.’

‘Mum,’ Molly objected and I bit down my smile. The little betrayer was already siding with some beautiful stranger against her own flesh and blood.

She needn’t have worried, however, because after a tiny moment of surprise Lara began giggling. ‘I think I’m going to get on very well with you, Natalie,’ she said, in a flirtatious drawl, and I undid my previous good work by being thrilled that my little rebellion had impressed her.

As a sudden afterthought, she asked, ‘Are you a teacher as well, Natalie?’

‘I am, actually.’

‘At All Saints, like Alain?’

‘Ed. No, I teach year four at Elm Hill Prep.’

‘Oh, yes, across the park. I’ve heard good things about it.’ And she gave me a last interested look before taking her leave.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw her trade kisses with a couple at the edge of the café terrace before joining a female friend at the same plum table she’d occupied the day before. Its surface was scattered with phones, ashtray and cigarettes, ice bucket with champagne bottle and several glasses – no kale smoothies today – and all of this, along with the small dog sitting on the friend’s lap in defiance of the no-dogs signs around the site, conferred an aura of roped-off VIP glamour on the arrangement.

The supervision of her son was evidently to be managed from afar and with a drink in hand. As the waitress approached to refill their glasses, Lara beamed up at her with exaggerated gratitude – ‘You’re an angel!’ I lip-read – and her shoulders sagged like Odysseus returned, though all she’d done was pick her way across the decking to Molly and me and make a few eccentric remarks.

I didn’t ask myself why she should have done this when she didn’t know us, any more than I’d questioned with any real weight how she’d informed herself of my husband’s profession and place of work. No, her idiosyncratic line in conversation was enough to tell me she did as she pleased and that, thanks to the dumb luck of being more attractive than the rest of us at an age when only the attractive retained any societal relevance, she got away with it.

Which both irritated and impressed me.

That evening, Molly and I Googled Alain Delon, and the images we found made us rock with laughter. To think of Ed being likened to this brooding Gallic god! Then I thought to bring up images of Delon at the age of forty-five and I saw there was a likeness of sorts: Ed could have been his less blessed, less tormented brother or cousin, an offering from a low-grade lookalike agency (perhaps a scout – someone with a ‘gift’, like Lara’s – would approach him as he boarded the number 68 bus).

‘We met a fan of yours at the lido today,’ I told him, when he came into the kitchen to see what all the hilarity was about.

‘Who?’

‘Lara Channing. The one sitting near us in the café yesterday.’

‘I don’t remember.’

‘You do. I showed you her picture in the Standard last week?’

‘Oh, that one. The self-publicizing blonde.’

‘Exactly. Well, she’s decided you look like that old French movie star, Alain Delon.’

‘She said that,’ Molly confirmed. Sometimes she and Ed double-checked information with one another as if I were not a reliable source in my own right.

Not that Lara had been the first to note Ed’s relative good looks – he was a little more handsome than most men of his age and type, and I don’t deny there was a reflected glory in that, especially when meeting new people. There must be something about her if she’s with him, they thought. But once they got to know us they understood the true inversion: in spite of his handsomeness, Ed behaved as if he were no less ordinary than his wife. ‘He distrusts flamboyance,’ his late mother had told me, on our first meeting, and the manner in which she said it – shrill, provocative, loud enough to be heard in the next street – made no further explanation necessary.

As for my first impression: with reasons of my own to desire conformity, a lack of exhibition, I’d known an exact match when I’d found one.

‘Let’s have a look.’ Ed viewed the images with commendable bafflement, enlarging one in which a sunlit Delon, hair swept casually from a furrowed brow, cigarette between his fingers, glowered menacingly into the mid-distance. ‘I think she must be overdue an optician’s appointment.’

I laughed. I’d never given my style of laughter a moment’s thought, but now it struck me as inferior to Lara’s ringing instrument, expressive not so much of pleasure as of a mean-spirited crowing. How had I not noticed before? Was that how I’d sounded to Lara?

‘We talked to her at the lido today,’ Molly said, her pride unmistakable. It struck me that it was the first time I’d heard her utter the word ‘lido’.

‘Oh, yeah?’ Ed said. ‘What’s she like?’

‘She’s really nice.’

‘She’s very …’ I searched for the word, careful not to criticize in front of Molly ‘… she’s very boho.’

Ed made a face and closed the image of Delon to expose the wallpaper image of a pre-pubescent, pre-sarcastic Molly that never failed to cause a sentimental pang. ‘Beware of boho,’ he said. ‘It’s just another word for immoral.’

‘Her daughter’s a model,’ Molly said, undeterred.

‘Could be,’ I corrected, ‘but not allowed by her parents.’

‘Pleased to hear it,’ Ed said. ‘Modelling is not a career to aspire to. It totally destroys your value system. Brains are what count.’

Until you get Alzheimer’s, I thought, but since Molly’s grandparents and even a great-grandmother were still of sound mind I had yet to have occasion to explain that.

One human tragedy at a time, Gayle always said, and it was as sound a parenting philosophy as any other I’d heard.
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Monday, 31 August, 1 a.m.

‘What happened tonight?’ Ed asks, and he speaks under his breath as if he has no real expectation of being heard, much less answered. Then, more forcefully: ‘I’m not sure I understand, Nat.’

Here we go. I press my fingers into the plush of a soft toy on Molly’s sofa – Rabbit, one of the few to survive the cull of puberty – before settling on my response. ‘She could have drowned, that’s what happened.’ And before I can help it, I’m bristling: I’m blaming him for what happened because he was there when I was not. He could have kept her closer, kept her safe.

But, of course, he thinks the same of me. He always has.

‘No, I mean, where were you before that? I was looking for you – I looked everywhere.’

I sit Rabbit on my lap. ‘It was a big crowd. I couldn’t find you either.’ My eyes return to Molly’s resting form. Her rumpled sheet rises with each pull of breath and she has writhed free of her blankets. Is she warm enough? The paramedics wrapped her in hypothermic blankets – should we have asked to keep them? Her party clothes were in a dripping bundle by the front door. ‘We need to concentrate on making sure she’s OK,’ I say. ‘And I don’t just mean physically.’

He looks grim. ‘Well, this is going to be a setback, to say the least. Maybe take us back to square one.’

‘If we’re lucky.’ And we are lucky, I remind myself, compared to the Channings. At the thought, my heart begins to pound, a huge and frightening sensation. As if in objection, Molly’s breathing grows a little more insistent and our heads turn instantly to monitor it. Only when it quietens again do we continue.

‘Seriously,’ Ed says, ‘it would have been better if she’d never stopped being terrified. Then she wouldn’t have been there in the first place.’

None of us would.

There is silence, broken by a hungry grumble from the hot-water pipe.

‘Where were you?’ he asks again. ‘Who were you with? Obviously not our daughter.’ And I catch a faint note underlying the suspicion, a note of patience run dry, of love lost.

Undone, I mutter that I need the loo, an easy way to end this before I say the wrong thing. Before I give myself away. Stepping from Molly’s room into the hallway, the flat feels foreign, as if we’ve borrowed it from strangers, as if there are corners and shadows I’ve never noticed before.

In the bathroom, the first thing I see is the dress I wore to the party, sitting in a heap on the tiled floor. I changed it for jeans and a shirt at the first opportunity, hours ago, or perhaps minutes, I’m not sure. Time is different tonight: it thickens and clots, rolls and spins. I can’t trust it.

Who were you with? Obviously not our daughter.

And now I think the thought I’ve been suppressing these last hours: This is twice I’ve let you down, my love.

Twice I’ve not protected you as I should.
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Tuesday, 30 June – nine weeks earlier

On weekdays after work, Ed and I took it in turns to walk Sarah’s cockapoo, Inky, for her, mostly to offer practical assistance during her recuperation, partly to assuage our sporadic urges to acquire a pet of our own. Because we all knew that wasn’t going to happen – we would never be able to suffer the hairs and the dirt.

As with most other Steele activities, strict protocol was in force and whichever one of us did not dog-walk was expected to cook dinner and take care of any other domestic chores. When my mother had made that comment about not knowing which of us was worse, the answer was easy: neither, because Ed and I liked order equally. The difference was in motivation. For him, it was about efficiency, time management. Divide and conquer, he would say, whenever we drew up schedules or cross-referenced diaries, sometimes punching the air for effect. (When he did this, I could see how he might be mocked by his students if he wasn’t as nice-looking as he was.)

Keen for her to benefit from the fresh air, I always invited Molly on my walks, though she invariably declined on homework grounds (what parent who happened also to be a teacher was going to challenge that excuse?). Gayle sometimes came, however, depending on whether or not she was on a weight-loss mission, and this evening, with the school holidays only weeks away and the new parading ground of the lido on our minds, we both were.

‘Weight doesn’t mean a thing,’ she said – with two teenage daughters she was as vigilant as I was about judgements on body image. ‘But I’d prefer it to be ten stone that doesn’t mean a thing, not thirteen.’

‘I agree.’ Actually, I liked Gayle the way she was, approachably sized and animated of feature. She had a heart-shaped face and narrow nose that flattened slightly at its tip, and the kind of faintly bulbous eyes that looked wonderfully emphatic in heavy make-up (though bare, as they were this evening, gave the unsettling impression of their owner being caught mid-throttle).

‘Do you think we should sign up for this early bird aqua-aerobics?’ she asked, a little out of puff as we took a break at the lido noticeboard. It was an uncomfortably humid evening, the slow-rising, ripe-smelling humidity that you know isn’t going to break in time to deliver a good night’s sleep. The buttercups, normally on springs in late June, were heavy-headed. ‘Eight a.m. isn’t too crazy, is it? The café won’t be open that early so there’ll be no one to witness the horror of our exposed flesh.’

I remembered the teenagers laughing at me on my first outing, and my shame under Lara’s gaze. ‘Well, we could certainly try,’ I said. A few weeks ago, I would have scoffed, referenced one of our failed pursuits of previous summers (Zumba, transcendental meditation, bridge), but now I felt only the same gush of optimism I’d had on seeing the picture of the Channings on the community website. How lucky we were to have the long holiday ahead – that sacred stretch when hope triumphed over experience to make you believe you’d be free for ever.

‘Of course, you’ll have the place to yourself soon,’ Gayle said. ‘How long between your lot breaking up and the release of gen pop?’ (Gen pop: general population. American prison parlance was used often at All Saints and even at Rushbrook, though not at EHP. The day I heard my new head, Mrs Godwin, referred to as a screw would be the day the British monarchy was overthrown.)

‘Just over a week and a half,’ I said. ‘We’ll be here with our verbal reasoning papers and iPhones and I don’t know what else – cellos? This sounds good, Gayle, look – a Last Day of Summer party.’ I pointed to a poster for a ticketed event to be held on the August bank-holiday weekend. Cocktails … Live music … Limited tickets still available!

‘Dress code: the French Riviera,’ Gayle read. ‘Hmm. The last time Craig and I went to the South of France it rained and we wore anoraks. I seem to remember he slipped and twisted his knee.’

‘Do you think you’ll come, Natalie?’

‘What?’ I was startled both by the question and the sudden quickening in my veins. ‘Oh, hello, Lara.’

Presumably having emerged from the nearby














































July 2003

























[image: Penguin Books]


THE BEGINNING

Let the conversation begin...

Follow the Penguin Twitter.com@penguinUKbooks

Keep up-to-date with all our stories YouTube.com/penguinbooks

Pin ‘Penguin Books’ to your Pinterest

Like ‘Penguin Books’ on Facebook.com/penguinbooks

Listen to Penguin at SoundCloud.com/penguin-books

Find out more about the author and
discover more stories like this at Penguin.co.uk



MICHAEL JOSEPH

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
India | New Zealand | South Africa

Michael Joseph is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com

[image: Penguin Random House UK]

First published in Great Britain by Michael Joseph 2016

Copyright © Louise Candlish, 2016

The moral right of the author has been asserted

    Cover images © Arcangel Images and © Getty Images

ISBN: 978-1-405-91989-0


OPS/nav.xhtml


Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Prologue



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		Chapter 40



		Chapter 41



		Chapter 42



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgements



 		Read More



		Follow Penguin



		Copyright Page













		v



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		452



		453



		454



		455



		456



		457



		458











		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Begin Reading







OPS/images/penguinLogo_large.gif





OPS/images/cover.jpg
LOUISE.CANDLISH

Now a major
ITV series

‘Exguisitely;;ritten and
addictively dark — sheer perfection’ a\
" Clare Mackintosh

e
o=
i, %





OPS/images/penguinLogo_small.gif





OPS/images/prhuklogo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





OPS/images/9781405927321_SwimmingPool_001_IMGX.gif





