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      FRANKIE

      
        
        New Year’s Day

      

      

      Apparently, they’d pulled Red from the water first. Frankie hadn’t even seen him. She’d run straight past where he lay, towards the others: their faces strange hues of ghostly greys and blues.

      She must have left Red behind when she came to the hospital, but she didn’t remember.

      Frankie reached out and touched the silent head beside her. The blonde hair was crisp with dried lake water. Come on. Wake up.

      The resolution was still in her pocket, rustling each time she moved. She took it out and tore it up, her fingers trembling like they had been since just before midnight. Perhaps she’d never stop shaking. The shards of card stuck to the crumpled blue fabric of her dress and she brushed them onto the floor. Somebody – Frankie couldn’t even remember who it was – had offered to bring her a change of clothes to the hospital. Nice clean clothes. But she didn’t want them. She didn’t want to smell of laundry powder and shampoo and a new day in a new world where nothing made sense. Instead, she hugged the folds of her dress and closed her eyes to the scents of the night that clung to it: sour water; the woody pop of fireworks and spilled drinks; Chanel and lipstick; marshmallows and melted chocolate.

      Frankie knew how fast things could spiral out of control if you didn’t have one eye on them all the time. She knew that if you took your eye off a pot for just a moment, it bubbled over. So how had she got things so wrong?

      She closed her eyes.

      If she went right back to the beginning, it started when her real parents (or was it just her mother, sixteen and round as a ball, frightened and desperate?) decided to give her away.

      It started when Frankie’s new parents plucked her from one life and carried her into another one.

      It started when she was sixteen and stuck a cool glass bottle of beer into her woven rucksack, when hope and desire fluttered around inside her like pretty little birds.

      It started when Verity decided to chop down those trees so that the ground suddenly became the freezing lake, up to your neck without warning. It started with the party: with the invitations and resolutions and the champagne that Frankie could still feel the acid fizz of in her blood.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      FRANKIE

      
        
        7 December

      

      

      ‘They’ll kill you, Verity,’ Frankie said. ‘You can’t do it.’

      They were silly words, because of course Verity would do it.

      ‘Aren’t you worried about how everyone will react?’

      Verity looked genuinely puzzled. ‘Not really, no. Why would they all care so much about me chopping down a few trees?’

      ‘The trees aren’t under a preservation order,’ said Frankie’s husband, Red.

      ‘He’s right,’ Verity agreed. ‘Max looked into it. Those trees belong to us, so we can get rid of them whenever we want.’

      ‘But we live in White Fir Lake. If you cut them down, it’ll—’

      ‘Oh, it’ll still be White Fir Lake without those trees. There are plenty of others. People will get over it,’ interrupted Verity with a wave of her hand. Her enormous cut diamond flashed beneath the spotlights, and Frankie looked down at her own plain solitaire, then stole a guilty glance at Red to see if he’d noticed. He hadn’t.

      ‘If you’re sure,’ Frankie said. She never had been able to change Verity’s mind, and now she sometimes wondered why she still tried. How odd it was that you did things without really knowing why, that sometimes your thoughts and behaviours were as independent to you as a jerking knee that had been hit with one of those little reflex hammers.

      ‘They’ll probably all thank me in the end,’ Verity said, opening Frankie and Red’s giant fridge and retrieving the bottle of Chablis she’d started on twenty minutes ago. ‘Everyone will be able to see a bit more of the lake with the trees gone. You’ll probably even be able to see my house from here, won’t you?’ She wandered over to the French doors, bottle still in hand. Then she turned, flashing her brilliant smile at Frankie. ‘Look, don’t worry. Even if they’re all mad about the boring old trees to start with, they’ll all come crawling back on New Year’s Eve so that they can come to my party. I’ve invited Hills Daily, and they’ll all want to be in that. Hey, which reminds me, you didn’t open your invitation.’ Verity swiped the gold envelope she’d left on the worktop when she’d arrived and jabbed it into Frankie’s hand. ‘I’ve sent it out in DMs too, obviously.’

      Frankie opened it carefully, sliding out the gilded card.

      
        
        A New Year’s Eve to remember at No 1, White Fir Lake.

        Eight till late.

        RSVP to Verity and Max.

      

      

      ‘Gorgeous, aren’t they? Come on, Frankie, aren’t you going to have a drink with me?’ Verity waved the wine bottle in the air.

      Frankie placed the invitation down and looked at her watch. Maisie and Bella were at their Christmas party, twenty minutes away, due to be picked up in one hour. Harry would wake from his nap in forty minutes, all warm-cheeked and dependent. Frankie loved being a mother: honestly, she did. But sometimes she felt like she based her whole life around nap time and snack time and picking people up from school and parties. One of her favourite things about Verity was that she always wanted to have fun, regardless of who needed waking or feeding or picking up. If Frankie didn’t go along with it at least sometimes, there would be a bridge so long between Frankie and Verity that it might one day be impossible to cross, and that couldn’t happen. ‘A small one,’ she said, taking a crystal glass from the cupboard next to her.

      Verity grinned like a child and sloshed the glass full. ‘We’re celebrating the new look of White Fir Lake. Plus it’s Christmas! Our first as neighbours.’ She took her phone out and snapped a photo of herself with the glass. It’d be on Instagram within seconds. ‘Tagged you,’ she said, showing Frankie: #celebrations. She’d put a little tree emoji followed by a winking face. The whole of White Fir Lake would see that and be speculating what it was all about within minutes.

      Frankie sipped the wine: sharp and cool and crisp. ‘We seem to have a different reason to celebrate every day.’

      ‘Oh, you love it,’ Verity said, pawing Frankie like a playful kitten. ‘It’s taken you so long to move here, we might as well make the most of it now you’re just around the corner.’

      Frankie looked across at Red and caught his eye. It didn’t take that long. She tried to reassure him with a smile. They’d managed to move from their sensible detached house at the nice end of Lower Hill to the more affluent and more attractive White Fir Lake in the Cotswolds six months ago. Lower Hill was fine, but it had never been enough for Frankie and Red. It had been their dream to buy this house across the lake from Max and Verity for about twelve years. It had finally gone up for sale just as they were reaching the amount they needed to save for the gargantuan deposit. Meant to be.

      Red smiled back at Frankie, seemingly oblivious to Verity’s comment about how long it had taken them to save. Perhaps it was just Frankie being oversensitive.

      ‘Fun, fun, fun,’ Verity was saying now, taking out some olives from the fridge. Sometimes it seemed like she was more at home here than Frankie. Even if Frankie couldn’t quite believe this house was their life now, Verity could. Her easy conviction was comforting. ‘That’s what we need.’

      ‘You know what we should do? Send the kids to Red’s parents one weekend,’ Frankie said, taking another delicious sip of wine and tasting red apples and the slightest hint of vanilla. ‘Then we can have a weekend like we used to.’

      ‘We can do it on New Year’s. Mum and Dad always stay in on New Year’s Eve, so they’re bound to say yes,’ Red said, cracking open another beer. ‘Your party will be like the old times, V. I can take them over first thing, leave them there a couple of days.’ He grinned and rubbed his hands together. ‘A decent bit of kid-free time.’

      Frankie looked at Verity, who was studying her glass, her lashes elegant and black against her pale doll’s cheeks. She hoped Verity didn’t think she and Red were ungrateful for their children. They weren’t, not at all. ‘We need to be able to give the party every second of our attention,’ she said to Verity brightly, in way of explanation. ‘I can’t wait to see what you have planned.’

      Verity looked up again with a wide smile and Frankie tried to work out if her eyes were filled with tears or if they were just shining under the billion spotlights Red had insisted on fitting in their ceiling. ‘Oh, it’s going to be full-on Gatsby! Without the deaths, obviously,’ Verity said. She leaned forwards and brushed an airy kiss against Frankie’s cheek, and Frankie smelt the sharpness of apples on her friend’s warm breath.
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      ‘Why are we here?’ Maisie whined as Frankie carefully drove through the open gates and stopped on Verity and Max’s enormous driveway an hour and twenty minutes later.

      ‘Because Verity left her bag at our house by mistake. I’m returning it to her,’ Frankie said, pulling up the handbrake button. She turned to the backseat, where Christmas party-bag contents were strewn across the girls’ laps. The December weekend party was an annual tradition for all the children at Middle Hill Primary School and was known for its extravagance and excellent party bags. The girls were currently mid-glitter lipstick application, mid-candy cane crunching, mid-everything that was in the bags. Harry clutched a snowman cupcake in his podgy hands, and his delicious little mouth was shimmering with jam. Although the state of them would be good for a Facebook photo – one of those wry before-and-after posts – taking Harry into Verity’s immaculate palace without giving him a full bath first was impossible. But then, leaving them in the car, even in broad daylight—

      ‘Mum-my, Harry stinks,’ said Bella, dropping a gluey white candy cane onto her dress and putting her hand over her nose and mouth.

      Decision made. Thanks, Harry. ‘Right. Wait in the car. I’ll wind your windows right down. I’ll be one minute. I won’t go in,’ Frankie said, and the girls let out a joint squeal of delight at the prospect of being left alone with their party haul. She glanced up at the darkening sky. She never usually left the children alone in the car, let alone with the windows open, because she always imagined the worst: returning to empty car seats, or to no car at all or to some kind of garrotted… Stop it. ‘I’ll be one minute,’ she repeated as she clambered out, and shut her door with a thud.
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      The Bentley mansion was completely covered in fairy lights, and a giant wreath hung in the centre of the house with a lavish red bow sweeping down towards the front door. Frankie and Red had ordered the same decoration, albeit smaller, and Frankie felt a glimmer of bright satisfaction as she stood beneath Verity’s. She’d always adored the way Verity dressed her house at Christmas, and now she had finally been able to do the same.

      Max answered the door after a few minutes. A tiny paintbrush was balanced behind his ear – a nod to his status as one of the most successful artists in the country. Frankie stared at it for a moment too long, then felt herself blushing. Even after all these years.

      ‘Hey, Frankie! Good to see you.’ Max’s words puffed into the icy air in a plume. He leaned forward and kissed Frankie softly on the cheek like he always did. Verity liked to refer to Max as having a ‘cocktail of cultures’: his accent American; his home English and his habits European. His scent lingered after he’d moved away again: cash, oil paint, a slight hint of Verity. ‘Verity didn’t say you were coming. Is everything alright?’

      Frankie and Verity used to turn up at each other’s houses unannounced all the time. When had that changed into this?

      ‘Is she in?’ Peering past him, she saw the enormous hallway, yawning empty and silent. There were no shoes, no coats, no sign of life. How did they do it?

      ‘She’s taking a nap at the moment.’

      ‘Oh,’ Frankie said uncertainly. Verity had only left Frankie’s house about forty minutes ago. And she was already in bed, asleep? ‘She left her handbag at ours. I thought I’d return it.’

      ‘She was out like a light,’ Max said with a grin. ‘It’s these daytime soirées you keep having.’

      Frankie smiled weakly. ‘Oh, it was only a glass or so. It’s the weekend, after all.’ It had to be Red’s comment. Kid-free time. It hadn’t been the best thing to say to a woman who had never been given the chance to ever have any other kind of time, had it? ‘Well, I’ll see her soon then, instead, I suppose.’

      Max glanced behind him. ‘I won’t wake her, if that’s okay?’

      ‘No, course not. Tell her I dropped it off,’ Frankie said, trying to keep her voice casual, her smile bright. Was it wrong that a part of Frankie wanted Max to invite her in, even though she’d only just seen Verity, even though she had her own life waiting a few steps away, with its sticky hands and adorable little faces and brand-new furniture they’d waited twelve years for?

      She turned and crunched her way back over the thousand-pound gravel.
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      FRANKIE

      
        
        7 December

      

      

      ‘Max said Verity was asleep when I went round,’ Frankie told Red as they sat around their glass dining table. She dipped a fat golden chip into the pool of sauce on her plate. Her mushroom sauce was one of their favourites and she’d done a particularly good job of it today: creamy and velvety with the pleasant bite of pepper to save it from being too sickly.

      Red speared a piece of steak with his fork. ‘A nice afternoon nap. Lucky for some.’

      ‘I had the kids in the car, so I couldn’t have gone in for long anyway.’ Frankie cut up a chicken nugget and gave a piece to Harry. She frowned. ‘I was a bit worried that Verity might not want to see me, for some reason. Do you think she was offended about us talking about child-free time?’

      Red chewed his steak as he thought about this, and Frankie saw a flash of red flesh in his mouth. Perhaps she should try cooking some more veggie food. She’d seen an article online that said red meat was bad for the heart. ‘Nah,’ Red said calmly. ‘Won’t be that. Verity doesn’t offend easily. And anyway, she probably barely took any notice. She’ll be obsessing over the party.’

      Frankie felt herself loosen a little at his words. Red knew Verity as well as she did, and of course, he was right. Verity wasn’t the type to get upset about a throwaway comment. And anyway, if there was a problem, Verity would tell Frankie because they were best friends. That’s what Verity always said, and even though it was a bit of a ridiculous label for women in their thirties, when Frankie heard Verity use it she felt a sweet, nostalgic satisfaction, like she got when she ate one of the children’s strawberry laces or chocolate mice.

      ‘It was probably just Max, wanting her for himself,’ Red continued. ‘Did he have a paintbrush behind his ear?’ he asked with an amused grin.

      Frankie shrugged. ‘Not sure. I didn’t look.’

      Red shovelled some more salad onto his plate. ‘He will have done. You know it.’

      ‘You sometimes have a pencil behind your ear, Daddy,’ Bella piped up, her little mouth gaping open to show a half-chewed chicken nugget.

      Red pointed his fork at Bella. ‘That’s right, Bel. I do. But it’s just for safekeeping so I have one right there if I need to take measurements. It’s not an accessory.’

      ‘Maybe Max wants to keep his paintbrush safe too,’ offered Maisie, an eight-year-old voice of reason. ‘Maybe he measures his pictures?’

      ‘Eat your dinner, girls,’ Frankie said.

      ‘I’m sure he does,’ Red said, a laugh teetering beneath his smile.

      ‘What’s a naccessory?’ Bella asked.

      ‘Jewellery,’ Maisie answered with the exaggerated patience of a sage. She was only three years older than Bella but she acted like she had at least fifteen years on her.

      ‘Max wears jewellery? But he’s an old man. You have to be a girl to wear jewellery,’ Bella said, baffled.

      ‘Actually,’ Frankie began, ‘that’s not strictly true—’

      ‘I would love to see Max in earrings and necklaces,’ Maisie interrupted, as Bella snorted with laughter.

      ‘That’s enough,’ Frankie objected, tapping Red on the arm to stop him from laughing too. ‘Don’t ever be mean about Max like this in front of Verity. We don’t want to make her sad, do we?’

      ‘Okay, girls, your mummy’s right. We shouldn’t laugh at people. It’s not nice.’ Red tore into another piece of his steak with his fork so that bloody juice oozed from it. Frankie would try that little vegan deli over the Christmas holidays. Georgia Booth, who had twin girls in Maisie’s year at school, said she’d bought her husband some sausages from there and he didn’t even notice the difference.

      ‘No, it isn’t nice. Let’s talk about something else,’ said Frankie, feeling a little sorry for Max. What was the big deal about the paintbrush anyway? Was he meant to hide the fact that he was a famous artist?

      ‘Okay, well, I got the apartments in Glasgow,’ Red said. ‘We’ll start work on them in a couple of weeks. People want to be in as soon as possible. We’ve signed them all out already, within an hour of releasing them. Can you believe that?’

      ‘Glasgow? The old church renovation?’ Frankie felt a lurch of fear. ‘When did you… You weren’t sure you were going for them, were you? Didn’t you say it was a bit of a headache, with all the extra planning and building regs?’

      ‘Well, yeah. It might be a bit of stress. But this life don’t come for free,’ Red said in a terrible American accent, making Frankie think of Max’s voice.

      ‘But it’s not just stress, is it? I thought you said you might start slowing down now, Red. After…’ She looked at Maisie and Bella, who stared at her, waiting to pounce on her words. They were like sponges, filling themselves with everything she said, whether it was appropriate or not: usually not. Harry wailed something incomprehensible, bored by the silence, and flung his little fork on the floor.

      Red bent to pick up the fork and resurfaced, pink-faced. ‘I’m fine. I’m not letting it stop me. Jesus, I can’t let it stop me. Okay? You need to stop worrying about it.’

      Frankie leaned over to kiss Red’s cheek. He smelled of nothing; perhaps a faint whiff of meat if she really strained to get something. She shouldn’t push him about this. He probably felt just like she did, as though none of this was going to last; as though their new house could be snatched from them at any moment. Was it really any wonder he wanted to do well at work, earn more money so that their dream felt less like a dream and more like reality?

      ‘Okay.’ She stood up and took her phone from the worktop. ‘I think I’ll phone Verity.’
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      ‘Yeah, Max told me you’d brought it,’ Verity said on the phone a few minutes later. ‘Thanks. I really need to stop leaving my things everywhere I go. I’m like a bloody toddler.’

      ‘Or maybe we need to stop drinking before four p.m.,’ said Frankie.

      ‘Oh no, I’d rather leave stuff places than go teetotal.’ Verity laughed and Frankie laughed too.

      ‘Did you look inside it?’ Verity asked suddenly.

      Frankie felt her stomach turn with the change in Verity’s tone, like she’d gone over an unexpected hill on a fast road.

      ‘As if I’d look!’ Frankie said, feeling a defensive blush creep over her cheeks. She’d thought of looking in it. But she’d come to her senses within seconds. And there wouldn’t be anything in there anyway.

      ‘Ha! You’re right. As if you would. I’d have looked in yours, obviously.’

      ‘Course you would,’ Frankie said. ‘But you wouldn’t need to. You know everything about me,’ she said, the words rolling off her tongue quite nicely. ‘So you had a good sleep then?’

      Verity’s answer came quickly. ‘Oh, it was wonderful. Well, anyway, thanks again for dropping it off.’ Verity’s words were stretched out of shape by a yawn. ‘I’m tired again.’

      ‘Again?’ Frankie asked. ‘It’s not like you, is it? Ooh, you don’t think that you might be—’

      ‘Nope. My period came a few days ago. I think I’m more exhausted with not being pregnant than I would be if I were pregnant.’

      Frankie felt the familiar guilt stir in her. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said quietly, because there was never anything else she could think of to say.
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      FRANKIE

      
        
        16 December

      

      

      They almost didn’t hear the doorbell amongst the detritus of noise in Frankie’s kitchen-diner: CBeebies, Harry’s incessant clanking of a poor toy mouse against the tray of his highchair, the rhythmic thrum of the washing machine from the utility room. Verity had just been telling Frankie that she might start painting again, and Frankie had been deep in thought about this. Did it mean Verity was giving up on having children, or that she wasn’t letting it bother her so much? Either way, Frankie decided as she made her way down the hall, it was good news. Verity was so good at painting: it was her thing. She was lucky to have a thing.

      When Frankie opened the door, a frightened-looking woman was standing on the step. She wasn’t local, Frankie’s initial assessment told her. She was wearing jeans that were faded at the knee and scuffed flat boots. The same age as Frankie. No makeup or jewellery. She definitely wasn’t a Middle Hill mum.

      ‘I’m so, so sorry,’ the woman said. ‘It happened really quickly.’

      Frankie mentally checked where all of her kids were: Harry inside with Verity, Bella and Maisie at school for another few hours. This woman was nothing to do with the school or Red’s business.

      ‘What happened quickly?’ Frankie asked, craning her head out of the front door.

      ‘I drove into your wall,’ the woman said, fumbling with her handbag and taking out a battered notebook and a biro.

      ‘Oh God! Are you okay?’ Frankie asked. Red had said that this would happen one day. And now, one day was here.

      ‘I’m fine, honestly, just a bit shaken. It’s such a sharp bend!’

      ‘It’s so sharp,’ Frankie agreed apologetically, as though she’d planned the road and built the damn wall herself. ‘Are you sure you’re okay? Whiplash can take a while to come out.’

      ‘Yeah, I’m sure. Here, I’ll write down my number and my address, and you can let me know what I owe you. God, I’m shaking. I really am so sorry. Let me show you the damage. I think I must have hit a patch of ice.’

      Frankie stepped outside and, shielding her eyes from the low sunlight, let the woman lead her to where the white wall at the front of their house had crumpled with the force of the car. Her heart sank. ‘Oh,’ she said with a wave of her hand. ‘It’s nothing much. Easily sorted. And it’s honest of you to tell me. Most people would just speed off. Is that your car there? Is there much damage?’

      ‘Only a little,’ the woman said, her voice fracturing slightly. ‘How embarrassing. I was going to have a look in the village to see if there might be any work for my daughter. I don’t really think I’m in the right frame of mind for that now,’ she said, putting a shaking hand up to her face.

      ‘Honestly, it’s really no big deal. I’m Frankie,’ she said.

      ‘I’m Alice, and I’m sorry again.’

      ‘No need for any apologies. I’m just glad you’re okay. My husband said this would happen one day. If it hadn’t been you, it would have been someone else.’

      ‘Oh no, will he be mad?’

      Frankie thought fleetingly of Red and smiled at the thought of him losing it over a wall. She’d never seen Red angry, really. ‘Don’t worry about him. He won’t even see it, he’ll come straight onto the driveway at the back. Look, why don’t you come in and have a coffee? You probably don’t feel like getting straight back in the car.’

      Alice hesitated. ‘I wouldn’t want to impose. I’ve completely interrupted your day.’

      ‘Not at all. Come on. My friend Verity is here too, and she works in the village, so she might have some advice for your daughter.’

      ‘Well, okay then. That would be lovely,’ said Alice as they crunched over the icy ground back to the warmth of the hallway.
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      ‘Sorry about the mess,’ Frankie said as she kicked a Lelli Kelly shoe to the side of the wide hall. She did try to keep things tidy, and they obviously had a cleaner too, but she just couldn’t ever seem to keep on top of that deluge of stuff that came with three kids. Christmas was even messier than any other time of the year too: Sellotape and Amazon orders and cards all over the place as well as everything else.

      ‘To be honest, it’s just nice to be somewhere that isn’t covered in boxes,’ Alice said as she followed Frankie down the hall. ‘I’ve only just moved here,’ she added.

      ‘Welcome to White Fir Lake.’ Even though she and Red really lived on the outskirts, pride bloomed in Frankie as she said the words.

      ‘Verity, meet Alice,’ Frankie said as they reached the kitchen, where Verity sat at the breakfast bar. ‘She ran into some black ice on the bend at the front of the house and had a bit of a bump. She’s in need of strong coffee.’

      Verity flashed Alice one of her million-pound smiles and Frankie felt a wave of gratitude for Verity’s friendliness. Frankie couldn’t bear for people to feel left out: one of her hangovers from childhood, probably. A counsellor would have a field day with that, if Frankie had the time to see one.

      ‘Alice, gorgeous name,’ Verity said. ‘That bend is an absolute bugger. I nearly crash into that wall every time I come round here.’ It was as Verity stretched out her hand, for Alice to shake, that Frankie saw it: a purple bruise snaking up the side of Verity’s wrist.

      ‘Oh, V! What did you do to your wrist?’ Frankie asked.

      Verity pulled her cashmere sleeve back over the bruise. ‘Fell the other day. On the ice, actually. So you’re not the only one slipping all over the place,’ she said to Alice.

      ‘Thanks, that makes me feel a bit better. I’m normally a pretty good driver. Fifteen years no claims,’ Alice said.

      ‘Do you want an icepack to put on your wrist?’ Frankie asked Verity. ‘It looks sore.’

      ‘No thanks. It looks worse than it is. Fifteen years no claims, really? You’ve got about fourteen years on me,’ Verity said with a laugh.

      ‘Driving isn’t Verity’s favourite thing to do,’ Frankie explained to Alice.

      ‘Well, it’s so bloody boring. Look at this, check that. Who’s interested in all those rules, really?’ Verity said. ‘I just want to get where I’m going. If people are in my way sometimes, that’s their problem.’

      Alice laughed. ‘I’ll be sure to stay out of your way if I ever see you behind the wheel! And who’s this?’ she asked as she stood before Harry in his highchair. He held out his mouse to Alice and shouted ‘hiya’ repeatedly and rather manically at her.

      ‘Oh, that’s Harry,’ said Frankie. ‘He’s two in the spring. Growing fast!’

      ‘He’s gorgeous.’ Alice took the mouse from Harry and dangled it in front of him by its tail, which, Frankie noted with quiet embarrassment, was quite filthy. ‘What lovely green eyes.’

      ‘Alice has just moved round here, Verity,’ Frankie said to change the subject. It always felt so wrong to indulge in chatter about her lovely children and their lovely eyes when Verity was around.

      Verity had got pregnant for the first time on their honeymoon in St Tropez about ten years ago. When they came back, she had a permanent sort of wide-eyed, surprised expression on her tanned face.

      ‘I’m pregnant,’ she’d whispered to Frankie. Then she’d said it again and again, her voice giddy and getting louder every time she said it – ‘Pregnant. Pregnant. PREGNANT!’ – until it lost all meaning. ‘It’s very early. Max didn’t want to tell anyone yet, but I had to tell you.’ She’d taken Frankie’s hand and squeezed it so tightly that there still was a red mark later that night where Verity’s ring had pressed into Frankie’s skin.

      Frankie had always thought she’d be the one to have children first. It wasn’t that she’d been jealous of the pregnancy. It wasn’t as simple as that. She’d been happy for Verity and fascinated by her heartburn and faint nausea and random cravings for Weetabix (‘Weetabix! Me!’ Verity had gasped, as though the baby should have been making her want caviar instead). But something inside Frankie had deflated somehow, making her feel a bit less like who she was meant to be. So when it came – the pain and the blood and Verity’s pale, glassy stare in her private hospital room – Frankie had felt guilty, as though someone, somewhere might have known that Frankie hadn’t been one hundred per cent okay with Verity’s baby and had snapped their fingers to make it go away.

      It was a stupid way to have felt, Frankie thought now. She unclipped Harry from his highchair. He’d finished his lunch a while ago and she should have taken him out of it then, but she was guilty of keeping him strapped into it just so she knew where he was and that he wasn’t about to cause himself some kind of gruesome injury.

      ‘New blood is always good round here!’ Verity was gushing to Alice excitedly. She never seemed to notice Frankie carefully changing the topic, steering it gently away from children. Frankie didn’t mind. It was quite nice actually, as though Frankie was working behind the scenes of some successful show, not particularly acknowledged but valuable all the same. ‘Where from? Have you come far?’

      ‘We’ve come from London,’ said Alice. ‘That’s probably why I’m not used to country roads. My first mission here is to find my daughter Luna something to focus on for the next few months. Just a little part-time thing. She’s really into art, and we’re looking at colleges for her, but for now, I think it’d be good for her to have a bit of world experience. She’s not very confident.’

      ‘How old is she?’ asked Verity. ‘You don’t look old enough to have a working-age daughter! You must use bloody good cream!’

      ‘She’s seventeen,’ Alice laughed self-consciously. ‘I had her young. I was a lot more outgoing than she is,’ she said with a conspiratorial grin. ‘I’m hoping this move will do her good, though. I did it for her.’ She looked down to where Harry played obediently with his toy animals on the rug. ‘She was nothing like him when she was that age,’ she said. ‘He’s so quiet and good.’

      ‘He’s given up trying to make noise,’ Frankie said. ‘He has two older sisters.’

      ‘I run a gallery in the village. If your daughter is into art, she might like it,’ Verity said. ‘It’s actually my husband Max’s gallery. He’s an artist, so he exhibits some of his pieces there, and other people’s too.’

      Alice gasped. ‘Your husband isn’t Max Bentley?’

      Verity laughed as the kettle screamed on the hob. ‘Yeah, that’s him.’

      It was still hard to get used to, Frankie thought as she made the coffees, that strangers knew who Max was. He’d always been a success in the art world, but it was only recently that his name had become mainstream. He was like a celebrity, minus the plastic face. His bright, bold artwork was on overpriced mugs and tote bags and biscuit barrels. He had his very own stands in all the department stores, his huge, scrawled signature hovering above the merchandise like a spider. He was quiet about his success: modest, charming, intimidating only because of his perfection.

      ‘Well,’ Alice said as she took her steaming mug and accepted a shortbread petticoat tail from the plate Frankie held out. ‘Not much gets a reaction from Luna, but this definitely will. I knew he was from round here but I didn’t expect this! Can I bring her to the gallery sometime? Would that be okay?’

      ‘I’d love that!’ Verity said. ‘In fact, if she’s wanting work, I could probably set her up with a few hours. She can see if she likes it. Max won’t mind. He’s done schemes for students in the past. He’s a very good citizen,’ she said with a grin.

      ‘He really is,’ agreed Frankie. Oh, it was just Max, her best friend’s husband, nothing more.

      ‘So you’ve all known each other for a while, then?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Frankie. ‘Verity and I were friends at school.’ Verity, with her blonde bouncing ponytail and a laugh that sounded like music, had changed Frankie’s life. Her effervescence and charm were like nothing Frankie had ever experienced before; addictively different, like lemonade after a lifetime of tap water.

      ‘Best friends,’ Verity said.

      Frankie bit into her biscuit. Nice: perfectly buttery, perhaps a little too crumbly. Her eyes went to Verity’s wrist, but it was still covered. ‘Sometimes it’s hard to believe so much time has passed.’

      ‘It has!’ Verity said. ‘Do you ever feel like you’re still twelve?’

      ‘All the time,’ Alice said. ‘It’s a relief to hear someone else say it.’

      ‘And people expect you to have it all worked out! Well, I don’t!’ Verity was on a roll. She loved nothing more than confiding like this. She could get a nun to reveal her dirty secrets over a glass of Chablis if she wanted to.

      Alice gazed around the kitchen, at the vast ceiling with its endless rows of spotlights, the enormous Christmas tree in the corner of the room (red and gold: the unfortunately garish homemade offerings that the girls brought home from school each year were safely stowed away on their own mini trees in their bedrooms). ‘You two look like you’re pretty close to having it all worked out, to be honest.’

      Verity gulped down her coffee and jumped up. She flung open the fridge door. ‘Who wants a little glass of fizz?’

      ‘Sure,’ Frankie said. She’d have to add more bottles of champagne to her next online shopping order. They were going through it faster than milk and bread. Verity and Max had a wine cellar at their house: a cavern of never-ending Moët. Frankie and Red needed to at least install some kind of wine fridge to keep up. She’d mention it to Red later. ‘What’s the celebration today?’ she asked Verity with a grin.

      ‘Our new friend Alice, of course!’ Verity said.

      ‘Oh, don’t open anything on account of me,’ Alice said, but the cork had already popped and landed on the floor (Harry racing towards it with Olympian determination) and the champagne was fizzing out of the top of the bottle onto Frankie’s worktop.

      ‘Too late! You need it anyway, to calm your nerves. You can leave the car here if you want more than one, can’t she, Frankie? We’ll pop you in a cab home if you like. Unless your partner can come and…’

      Alice laughed. ‘No partner. Just me.’

      ‘You’re here on your own? Well, then that’s even more of a reason to celebrate you. All this fresh start stuff with no backup. Wonderful,’ Verity said, a bright smile of admiration on her face.

      ‘I shouldn’t really. I’ll be getting the girls from school soon, Verity,’ Frankie said as she bent down and took the cork from Harry, who emitted an unpleasant ‘Mine!’ in protest. Some things could slide when Verity was around, but she could hardly fail to pick up her children because she was drinking in an effort to be more carefree. Her parents were coming round tonight too, and she couldn’t be too drunk in front of them. Life was full of so many lines, so much working out if you could cross them: a giant cat’s cradle.

      But nobody even heard her say it anyway, because as she spoke, Verity gasped and rushed over to the French doors.

      ‘Look! They’re doing it! It’s finally happening! They said they’d get started today!’

      The first tree had fallen, and as the three women watched, another one lumbered to the ground. They looked bigger coming down than they did standing, somehow. The lake quivered with each movement, the ripples fluttering all the way across the water to the side they could see here, from Frankie’s kitchen.

      ‘It looks so different,’ Frankie said. Before today, only the glimmer of lights and the very peaks of Verity and Max’s house had been visible. Now the bright white mansion was revealed in patches where the first trees had fallen.

      ‘Oh, Frankie!’ Verity said, her cheeks a new shade of pink and her voice slightly higher than usual. ‘Look at my house! Now there’ll only be the lake between us. We’ll be able to signal to each other like people in a film! No secrets,’ she added with a smirk.

      ‘It doesn’t sound like you two have many secrets from each other,’ Alice said as she gazed across at the spectacle of the falling firs.

      Frankie smiled, pleased with how things had come across. ‘Oh, we don’t,’ she said, taking another petticoat tail.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      FRANKIE

      
        
        16 December

      

      

      ‘So they’ve just walloped them down, have they? Did they not ask anyone what they thought first?’

      Frankie placed a bowl of homemade pitta crisps and some tzatziki on the coffee table. ‘They didn’t need to ask, Mum. The trees on are their own property.’

      Frankie’s mother screwed up her nose. ‘It’s common courtesy though, don’t you think?’

      ‘If you ask people, you get nowhere,’ Frankie’s dad said. Harry was sitting on his knee, fiddling with his tie. ‘Isn’t that right, Red?’

      ‘It’s absolutely right, Robert. Max and I both checked. There’s no preservation order.’

      ‘Well, then you can’t say fairer than that. Good on them, that’s what I say.’

      Frankie’s parents were forever on opposite ends of every spectrum of ideas. Frankie’s mother, Ruth, always cautiously perched on one end as though she were on a particularly rowdy bus; her father reclining at the other, ready to forgive anyone anything. Frankie sometimes wondered about the days when they decided to adopt her. Was her mother as dubious about that as she was about everything else related to Frankie? She’d never dared ask.

      ‘Mummy, what are these?’ Bella asked, taking a pitta crisp from the bowl.

      ‘Pitta crisps. Crisps made from pitta bread,’ Maisie said. She was turning into a bit of a know-it-all. Another thing to talk to Red about when they had a minute to themselves. Maybe they needed to rein her in a bit.

      ‘I don’t like pitta bread,’ Bella said. She licked the crisp and pulled a face, then put it back in the bowl.

      ‘Ooh, Bella, we don’t do that.’ Ruth pulled Bella away from the table. ‘If we take something, we eat it up. We remember our manners.’

      ‘Right.’ Red sprang up from their gigantic corner couch. ‘I’ll get us some drinks.’

      ‘Doctor Pearson has already mentioned it,’ Ruth said. ‘I saw Susan this afternoon. She’d been to see him about her leg, which still isn’t better you know, and anyway, Doctor Pearson was livid about it all. His wife had phoned him up and told him, as soon as it happened. Those trees have been there for years.’

      Frankie had tried to get Red in at the doctor’s the other day when he’d had one of his turns. ‘Nothing till next week,’ the receptionist had said bluntly. ‘No wonder there’s no appointments if all the GPs are busy on the phone to their wives about Verity’s trees,’ Frankie mumbled.

      ‘But that’s just the thing! They’re not Verity’s trees, not really. They belong to everyone.’

      ‘Did Verity not use her manners when she chopped down the trees?’ Bella enquired.

      Ruth beamed, delighted at the concept of manners spreading so rapidly. ‘No, Bella, she did not!’

      ‘Hey, Frankie?’ Red appeared back at the doorway of the living room. ‘Where’s the last bottle of fizz gone?’

      ‘Oh, I had some friends round today,’ Frankie said. Verity and Alice had stayed at the house with Harry whilst Frankie went to get the girls. They’d only left about five minutes before Red got in. ‘One of them is new to the village. Actually, she had a bit of an accident, hit our wall at the front. I meant to show you.’

      Red groaned. ‘Is there much damage?’

      ‘She was fine. The wall is a bit of a mess, but we’ll sort it.’

      ‘I’ll go and have a look,’ Red said, disappearing out to the hallway.

      ‘How much will that cost to fix?’ Frankie’s mum asked, standing up and looking in her bag for her glasses. ‘Who was this woman again?’

      ‘The lady was called Alice,’ Maisie said.

      ‘She had short hair,’ Bella offered.

      ‘She lives in Lower Hill,’ Frankie said. ‘She’s probably not too far from you.’

      ‘Oh, are you sure she’s good enough for you?’ Ruth teased. ‘Friends from Lower Hill, Robert, even after they’ve moved up in the world! Fancy that! No wonder she crashed into your wall. Riff-raff, I hear, those people from Lower Hill.’

      Frankie ignored her. She should have told Red straight away, to save all this with her parents here, but as soon as Verity and Alice had gone home this afternoon, she’d had to listen to the girls do their reading and straighten up the kitchen and wrap the teachers’ Christmas presents. Then Harry had
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