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Prologue

October

Sunday

She wakes face down, tastes blood and dirt. Slowly, she registers sensations; her lips are numb, she can’t feel her hands or feet, but her head is pounding fit to split her skull. A lone cry rips through the air like a warning; she jolts and blinks to see a large black bird eyeing her from a fallen log. Dry needles and leaves prick her cheek; overhead, the trees close in, the sky beyond a mosaic of white and grey. Daylight, then, though no clue as to what time. She rolls cautiously to one side, attempts to lever herself to her knees, but when she leans her weight on her left hand, pain slices up her arm and she curses as she slumps back. The bird flaps its wings, indignant, and hops a few feet further off. Jo squeezes her eyes tight and opens them again to clear her vision, sees a vertical cut running down the inside of her left wrist, blood dark and crusted against the tender skin. A memory almost finds her then; it dances for a moment, out of reach, and fades.

She runs her tongue around cracked lips and locates the cut and swelling where her teeth broke flesh as she fell. She has no idea where she is or how long she has been there. Pushing herself up with her good arm, she lurches to her feet; the bird skitters away, protesting. The light seems off-colour; queasy, she flails to catch the trunk of a tree as her legs threaten to collapse under her, and all at once she knows it, deep in her gut. Something terrible happened last night, but the hours before she woke are a void.

Jo leans against the tree, willing herself to recall. Images stutter and snag like an old home movie: she remembers running through the forest, branches tearing at her face, blood dripping down her arm. The clearing in the pines, the old leper chapel, white figures moving between the trees. The feeling of being watched. How much of it was real and how much the effect of the drugs, she can’t work out. She thinks she remembers Storm’s face in the firelight, all planes and hollows and stretching shadows. Flames glinting off a shard of glass.

Yes, the bottle; with sudden, awful clarity, Jo pictures her own fingers curled around it, the smooth fit of the neck in her palm, the broken edges catching the light as her arm swung back and arced through the air. A bitter taste rises in her throat; she bends and vomits on to the leaves at her feet. The trees spin around her. This is ancient forest, spreading for miles in all directions, she could wander for days and not be found. Her jacket is damp; it must have rained in the night. A quick pat of her pockets tells her that, by some miracle, she still has her phone, but when she draws it out, the battery is dead. Will the others have noticed she’s missing?

She picks a direction and sets off, stumbling through the undergrowth and broken branches. If she keeps moving, there is a chance she will come across one of the old logging roads, if not the boundary fence to the chateau. Her vision glitches and she has to stop and spit bile. Whatever she smoked last night has wrecked her head, like nothing she has tried before. Did Storm give it to her on purpose? The cut on her wrist throbs, and she has a cloudy, uneasy sense that she did this to herself. Dread lodges heavy in the pit of her stomach.

She walks with no idea how long or how far. Sweat slicks her back and every few steps she is convulsed by shivers. The air is damp and the sky looks autumnal for the first time since they arrived three days ago. Only three, since Storm walked out of the dark and into their lives.

Jo passes mossy rocks and thin streams, the trails blurring into one another until she can’t tell if she is retracing her steps. Without warning she emerges into the clearing and sees the jagged outline of the chapel on one side like a broken tooth. The light is cold here, last night’s fire burned to ash, shards of glass strewn around the fallen masonry.

She stops short; in the shadows by the ruin, she sees two figures standing with their backs to her. Their heads are bent, eyes fixed on something at their feet, half-concealed inside the entrance. They are so intent on the object they are examining that they haven’t heard her approach. She takes a step forward, and another, until she glimpses a shape on the ground, a flash of white through their legs. Her vision is still wavering; she struggles to focus as one of the men, catching a sound, turns to look at her and she sees, stark against the darkness in the doorway, the pale outstretched arm of a woman, fingers curled stiffly among the dead leaves.





PART ONE
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October

Thursday

Golden autumn sun; a breeze scented with warm grass lifting her hair through the rolled-down window, and the sudden open vista as the taxi pulled under the stone arch of the gatehouse and rounded a curve in the drive that revealed a view of the chateau in full splendour, as beautiful as the first time Oliver had brought Jo here a decade earlier.

The main body of Chateau Henri dated from the fourteenth century, built in an L-shape around a manicured lawn with a spreading horse chestnut at its centre. Biscuit-coloured walls dripped with Virginia creeper beginning to turn fiery. The shorter branch of the L ended in a round turret with a conical roof like a hat, a watchtower that surveilled a drive flanked by box hedges, leading to the entrance and a single-track road. At the rear, beyond the outbuildings lovingly converted into a yoga studio and state-of-the-art gym, cultivated gardens gave way to wildflower meadows; further out still, hillsides of vines in geometric rows stretched away to a blue horizon. On the other side, a stream separated the formal grounds from a forest that marked the boundary between the chateau’s land and the next village. Jo and Oliver had only been going out six months or so the first time he brought her here, and he was still showing off his friends and connections to impress her. The sight of the house brought back the giddiness of that weekend in a rush: the smell of wild garlic, birdsong, the quick dart of bats at twilight over the long outdoor table. She had hardly believed her luck, that she should have found someone like Oliver, that she was now part of his life, a life that included friends with houses like this. How innocent she had been.

Jo swung herself out of the car with a crunch and tilted her face, willing herself to appreciate the warmth of the sun, wishing she could swallow the knot of anxiety in her throat. This would be her first time here without her husband, and she couldn’t predict how she would react on encountering the ghosts of their past selves around every corner. She was not sure, either, what was expected of her this weekend. When she had received the invitation from Cressida Connaught, ‘an informal house party for our twenty-first, just the old gang’, her initial instinct had been to find an excuse. ‘The old gang’ meant Oliver’s three closest friends from university – Arlo, Max and Leo – and their partners. It had become clear to Jo, soon after she met Oliver, that his social life revolved almost exclusively around this group and so hers was expected to as well. She hadn’t minded at first; her own friends from her teacher training course were scattered around the country, while Oliver’s were based in London and saw each other all the time. Besides, his people were considerably more glamorous, and she had been beguiled by that at the beginning. But her status in the group had always felt uncertain, even when Oliver was alive, and it was all the more precarious now, as she sensed the others trying to work out what they owed her, for his sake, in terms of attention and inclusion.

For now she retained the sheen of tragic glamour that attached to young widowhood, but she knew it was beginning to wear thin. There was a limit to other people’s indulgence of grief, and she was conscious that fifteen months was considered long enough to begin moving on, even as Jo still expected to find her husband standing in the kitchen in the mornings, espresso in hand, arguing with the radio. And yet, despite all these misgivings, here she was, because being around Oliver’s friends, especially for Arlo and Cressida’s wedding anniversary, was a way of feeling close to him.

The driver hoisted her case out of the trunk; she fumbled in her purse for notes and he made a shushing gesture, pursing his lips and tutting. Of course it was all taken care of, but she tried to press five euros into his hand for a tip; he declined politely, managing to imply that either the gesture or the amount was vulgar, and reversed out in a shower of gravel, leaving her to take in the house, glad and apprehensive at the same time.

She was interrupted by a shriek of laughter; two children with matching dark curls barrelled around the corner and slowed to a wary trot as they caught sight of her. She lifted her sunglasses and raised a hand; they offered a shy wave in return. Oscar and Grace Garrett, Leo and Nina’s six-year-old twins; both absurdly, identically photogenic. They had once appeared in a Burberry Kids campaign, Jo recalled.

‘Is Mummy inside?’ she asked.

Grace shook her head and pointed across the lawn. ‘They’re all at the pool.’

‘We’re going to get our swimming stuff,’ Oscar offered. ‘Becca’s coming with us.’

Jo picked up her case and set off around the edge of the lawn towards the open door that led to the main hallway, where she was met by a capable-looking, freckled young woman in her mid-twenties with hair pulled back in a bun, a blonde infant clamped to her hip.

‘Hiya,’ the girl said, in a Lancashire accent, ignoring the trail of juice that was dribbling down the front of her striped T-shirt from the child’s sippy cup. ‘Are you Jo? They’re out at the pool. I’m Becca. The nanny,’ she added, in case of doubt.

Jo smiled. ‘Thanks. I think we’ve met at the Richmond house. Hey Clio.’ She reached out to ruffle the baby’s white downy hair, but Clio turned her face away to Becca’s shoulder.

‘She’s in a filthy mood, but she won’t let me put her down for a nap, will you, madam?’ the nanny said, laughing. ‘You should go on out, they’ve been waiting for you. Leave your case inside, someone will take it up.’

‘Oh, I can do that,’ Jo said quickly. ‘Do you know what room I’m in?’

Becca shrugged. ‘You’d better ask Cressida. She’s in charge, as we all know.’

Was there the smallest hint of an eye-roll as she said that? The girl held Jo’s gaze and grinned, as if daring her to complicity. Jo nodded and took her case to the door; she did not imagine that Cressida Connaught inspired warmth or loyalty in her staff, but she would not be drawn into criticism of her hostess, even in something as subtle as the exchange of knowing looks. That kind of thing tended to find its way back.

A path led from the horse chestnut lawn across a further grassy square bordered with flower beds, to a line of hedges that shielded the pool from the view of the house. She passed through the gap and down the stone steps, and the loveliness of it all took her breath away again. Sunlight scattered in bright patterns over blue water. Leo was swimming, his broad brown back and neon orange shorts cresting the surface with each determined breaststroke. It was Nina who saw her first, unfolding her long legs from her sun-lounger and rising to greet her, calling in her confident Californian accent: ‘Jo’s here, everybody!’ Her glossy black hair was swept up in a loose twist; she wore a navy-blue one-shouldered swimsuit and a long, white floaty wrap, and her toenails were painted a perfect vivid violet that set off her olive skin. When they hugged, Jo caught a scent of vetiver, and felt suddenly conscious of how much she was sweating in a top and cardigan chosen hours earlier for a chilly October morning in London.

‘Darling!’ Cressida levered herself up on her elbows and lifted her sunglasses. Jo could not help noticing that the taut skin on her stomach was beginning to look a little leathery. ‘How was the journey? Did the driver find you OK? Where’s your stuff? Go and get your bikini, quick – you might get a dip in before the kids come down. Such a shame Hannah couldn’t be here.’

Jo heard a hint of reproach in this. ‘The state schools haven’t broken up yet,’ she said. ‘They only get one week for half term.’

Cressida blinked. The workings of state schools were outside her frame of reference. ‘Oh. She’d only have missed a day, surely? Is she with Oliver’s parents?’

‘She’s with her friend Emily,’ Jo said, and then, because Cressida appeared to require further justification, she added, ‘they’re taking her to Devon with them on Saturday, so the girls can go pony-trekking.’

‘Well,’ Cressida said, though she still looked put out, ‘I suppose we can’t compete with ponies.’

‘Not in the eyes of a nine-year-old girl,’ Jo said, forcing a smile.

Cressida shaped her mouth into a moue of sympathy. ‘This last year must have been so hard for her. She and Oliver were so close. Still – nice for you to have some time to yourself.’

Jo was spared the trouble of answering because at that moment Oscar and Grace exploded through the gap in the hedge and hurled themselves into the water, creating a minor tsunami that smacked their father full in the face; he rose up, mock-angry, droplets streaming down his chest as he tucked one twin under each arm and pretended to dunk them while they screamed and giggled. Jo watched this with a small smile and looked away; seeing fathers with their children gave her a pang, though she couldn’t tell if it was grief or resentment. Behind them, the nanny appeared, sturdy and pale in a green swimsuit, and descended placidly into the shallow end holding Clio in her inflatable ring. At least there was one other woman here who didn’t look as if she’d stepped straight out of Condé Nast Traveller, Jo thought.

She glanced around the pool, taking them in. No sign of Arlo or Max yet, but at the far end of the grassy surround, in the shade of the box hedge, a tall, skinny youth sprawled on a lounger wearing a faded Pink Floyd T-shirt and black shorts, one arm and leg hanging off the side, his senses shut off by sunglasses and enormous headphones. Cressida followed her gaze and patted the bed next to her, grimacing in the boy’s direction.

‘Is Lucas lower sixth now?’ Jo asked, lowering herself gingerly on to the lounger, feeling the heat of the sun through her jeans. ‘I didn’t know he was coming.’

‘He’s not bloody anything,’ Cressida hissed through her teeth, glancing at him. ‘Little shit’s been kicked out of school. Drugs,’ she mouthed, leaning in. ‘Maybe you should have a word with him, Jo.’ She gave a mirthless laugh. ‘We’ve tried to get him to see someone, but short of frogmarching him to therapy …’ She shook her head. ‘Arlo’s livid, you can imagine.’

Jo nodded. ‘You must be worried about him—’

Cressida gave her an odd look. ‘With the school, I mean. You don’t even want to know how much money we’ve thrown at them over the years, you’d think they’d have given him a second chance. But no – apparently they can’t risk accusations of preferential treatment.’ She snorted. ‘They wouldn’t have their new music block if it weren’t for Arlo, how’s that for preferential treatment?’

‘It does seem harsh,’ Jo said, careful to sound sympathetic. ‘Find me a teenager in London who hasn’t tried drugs at some point.’

‘Oh, he wasn’t trying them,’ Cressida said, her voice rising. ‘He’s too smart for that. He was bloody dealing them to other people, including boys in the lower school. Thirteen-year-olds! The Head agreed not to involve the police as long as we took him out without a fuss. Arlo refused to let him go away with his friends, so we’ve had to bring him with us.’

‘The spectre at the feast,’ Lucas remarked, pulling off his headphones and making them both jump. He was staring at the sky behind his mirrored lenses. ‘Sorry for ruining your anniversary, Mother. And as I have explained about a million times, no money changed hands, so it wasn’t technically dealing.’

‘I’m sure the police would have appreciated the distinction,’ Cressida said acidly. ‘I was just saying, perhaps you could talk to Jo while she’s here. She does therapy for students, isn’t that right, Jo – something along those lines?’

Lucas propped himself up and removed his glasses. ‘I think that would be excruciating for both of us, Mother. You invited Jo here for a nice break, the last thing she wants is to shrink your reprobate child.’ He seemed quite cheerful about the situation. Perhaps it was easy to be sanguine about wrecking your education when your parents could just buy you a place at some other, equally prestigious school that would be glad of a new music block.

‘I’m not actually a therapist,’ Jo said, though she was fairly sure Cressida knew this. ‘I’m a welfare adviser. The students who come to me usually need help with hardship funds, visas, disability benefits, that kind of thing.’

‘You see, Mother? Jo deals with people who have real problems,’ he said, grinning at Jo. She couldn’t help smiling back; she had always rather liked Lucas, despite the insouciance that was an unfortunate effect of his upbringing. He was a handsome boy, with Cressida’s high cheekbones and blue eyes, and Arlo’s square jaw and frank expression. For all his privilege, he came across as a friendly, open kid; while Jo may not have been a qualified shrink, it didn’t take a doctorate to work out that, after fifteen years of being the only child of wealthy and indulgent parents, his nose might be somewhat out of joint since the unexpected arrival of a baby sister sixteen months ago. This acting out seemed entirely predictable.

‘Oh, real people. Like your new friends, I suppose,’ Cressida said. Then, to Jo: ‘He’s saying he doesn’t want to do A levels. He’s going to drop out and join an environmental protest. He wants to go and live in a van playing bongos with a bunch of crusties who shit in plastic bags.’

‘Compostable bags, please. God, do you ever listen to yourself?’ Lucas slammed to his feet and gathered up his phone and flip-flops. He pointed at the sun. ‘We’re all fucking burning to death. Do you think A levels are going to save the planet? I’m getting out there and doing something, while you’re topping up your tan and Dad’s flying to fucking San Francisco every fortnight as if it’s business as usual. This is politics. You can’t complain, it’s in my blood.’

‘Don’t you dare! Your grandfather would turn in his grave if he could see you,’ she yelled after him as he stomped away.

‘Who’s burning to death?’ Grace asked, her small face crumpled in alarm as she perched on Leo’s shoulders in the water.

‘Lucas said fucking,’ Oscar whispered, awed and delighted. ‘Twice.’

‘That doesn’t mean you’re allowed to,’ Nina said automatically, without looking up from her magazine.

‘God’s sake.’ Cressida’s face was pinched and furious. ‘I knew he’d ruin it. I said he should go to my brother’s, but Arlo wanted him where we can keep an eye on him.’ She shook her head. ‘Sorry about that, Jo. Come and see your room and have a drink.’ Cressida didn’t touch alcohol, but she was always keen to push the contents of their expensive cellar on guests. She shaded her eyes with the edge of her hand and glanced up. ‘Definitely not too early.’
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‘Sorry about Lukey,’ Cressida said again, as they passed through the arched courtyard door into the shade of the entrance hall. Her sandals slapped purposefully across the flagstones. ‘He’s been an absolute nightmare since the summer. We let him go to a festival with his friends and he came back full of this protest business. He treats us like we’re the antichrist.’

‘He seems very passionate,’ Jo said, weighing her words for potential offence, as she so often did with Cressida. ‘I suppose it’s good for him to have a social conscience.’

Cressida snorted. ‘Social conscience, my arse. Is this your case?’ She hoisted it easily with both hands and set off up the wide staircase. At five foot two, without a millimetre of spare flesh, Cressida reminded Jo of a tiny, perfect doll, a woman in miniature; beside her, Jo – who was six inches taller and a size 12 at most – always felt giant and ungainly. As she followed, she couldn’t help noticing a dimpling of cellulite at the top of Cressida’s thighs, and was not proud of how pleased this made her.

‘All this man of the people stuff is pure antagonism, you can see that,’ Cressida continued, over her shoulder. ‘He’s kicking against the family name. We bought him a bloody Mini convertible for his seventeenth last month – Arlo suggested if he was so worried about the environment, we could take it back and replace it with an Oyster card, but he wasn’t so keen on that idea, funnily enough. Seriously, though,’ she added, as they reached the first landing and turned right, ‘maybe you could try talking to him? You’re used to dealing with teenage ups and downs all day, you must be better at it than us.’ She gave a little, awkward laugh. ‘We’re completely out of our depth – he just won’t communicate. He’s threatening to go off with these dropouts and chain himself to an airport fence or God knows what. I think he wants to get arrested to make a point. Such a bloody waste – all his teachers say he could be Oxbridge material.’ There was a slight waver in her voice, and Jo realised how much it must be costing her, to acknowledge the fissures in her perfect life.

Teenage ups and downs. Jo thought of the second-year psychology student who had come to see her the previous Tuesday because she had been forced out of her house-share after an administrative error meant her maintenance grant failed to arrive on time. The girl, who already worked two bar jobs to put herself through college, had found a room in a private rental not too far from the campus, where the landlord charged a very reasonable thirty pounds a week, as long as she made up the rest of the rent with sexual favours on demand. She had been so ashamed that she had lived with this arrangement for two months before she had found the courage to tell the student welfare service. Jo struggled to muster much sympathy for Lucas, who believed his biggest hurdles in life were the legacy of his famous grandfather and his father’s obscene tech fortune.

‘Well, they’re different situations, the ones I deal with,’ she managed. ‘And I’m not a counsellor, as I say. I refer the students to trained specialists if there are addiction or mental health issues. But I’m sure I could recommend someone.’

Cressida set the case down outside a heavy oak door and leaned against the frame. ‘Sorry, Jo, stupid of me – I had it in my head that you were some sort of shrink. I shouldn’t have asked – you’re on holiday. Forget I said anything – we’ll try to ignore the horrible child. I’ve told him if he starts arguments at supper he won’t be allowed to eat with us and he’ll have to have his meals with the little children. Look, I’ve put you in Sauternes. Isn’t it where you and Ollie stayed the first time? When you got pregnant with Hannah?’

‘I’m the assistant head of student welfare,’ Jo said, but she could see that Cressida was no longer listening. How could she remember which room they had stayed in ten years ago and not remember what Jo did for a living? Perhaps because they had never really regarded her as a person in her own right, separate from Oliver; or perhaps – and here a nasty suspicion prickled – because Oliver himself had led them to believe she was a qualified psychologist, as a way to enhance her status in their eyes. She even found herself wondering if that was why Cressida had invited her this weekend – so that she could deal with Lucas? No; she must stop second-guessing. It sounded as if the business with Lucas was recent and unexpected. Cressida’s attention had already moved on; she was pointing out the new velvet curtains.

Jo made appreciative noises; she had no memory of the previous curtains, though she did remember Oliver tying her wrists to the supports of the four-poster bed, and the current of fear and guilty desire that used to surge through her in those days when he raised his hand to her. She caught sight of her reflection in the mottled antique mirror over the fireplace and thought how tired she looked. The ends of her hair, bunched up in a ponytail, remained a frayed blond, but it was months since she had bothered with highlights and the rest had grown back to mid-brown. The first time Oliver had taken her home to meet his parents she had overheard his mother approve her as a ‘nice-looking girl, I suppose’; clearly a plus in Geraldine’s view, implying that Jo was presentable in a modest way, without being anything so attention-seeking as gorgeous or beautiful. Still, Jo thought, tilting her head to let the sun gild her cheek, her skin was good for thirty-seven, pale but clear and unlined. Oliver had always told her he loved the colour of her eyes, an unusual shade of hazel that could appear green or gold depending on the light.

‘… and we had the sofa reupholstered to match by this woman in Saint-Émilion, she’s amazing, just a little cottage industry but she sources these incredible fabrics from all over, I’m using her for all the soft furnishings from now on …’

‘Mm-hmm.’ Jo wandered to the window. Sauternes was her favourite room, and not just because of the memories. Most of the others were painted in fashionably dark colours: slate grey, ink blue or oxblood, but in this one the designers had left one wall bare to show the texture of the original blond stone, and the rest were washed a pale oatmeal to complement the wooden beams of the ceiling and the crooked terracotta tiles. They had kept the furnishings simple: an antique wardrobe and dresser polished to a shine. Oliver had made her kneel on that Persian rug in front of the fireplace; at least, she assumed it was the same one. She had cried afterwards, in the roll-top bath, where he couldn’t see.

‘The flowers are beautiful, thank you,’ she said, wrenching herself back to the present and indicating a silvered vase with three slender roses on the mantelpiece.

‘Oh, Violette did those.’ Cressida stared out of the window, one hand resting on the frame. ‘He just speaks to us like we’re shit on his shoe, Jo,’ she said, her voice grown plaintive again. ‘Everything we say, even if it’s “good morning”, he takes as the cue to start a fight. It’s like he hates us. When I think of how much we’ve given him – so different from how I was raised. It’s the ingratitude I can’t bear.’

As far as Jo could remember, either Cressida’s father or her grandfather was some sort of baronet. She wondered what deprivation looked like to Cressida. Only one pony each?

‘It’s normal for him to rebel,’ she offered, aware that this was hardly insightful or helpful. ‘Do you ever think he might be jealous of Clio?’

Cressida turned sharply at this, and Jo caught a flash of real anger. ‘God, no! Why would he? He adores his sister. No – this is all about Arlo – and Hugh, of course. The young stag locking antlers with the old. I just hope he doesn’t ruin the weekend for us. I want everything to be perfect.’

She looked suddenly fragile against the light, her shoulders so narrow and delicate under the straps of her bikini top.

‘It’s going to be lovely,’ Jo said, reassuring. ‘I can try having a word with Lucas, if he’s willing.’

Cressida smiled, and Jo watched her compose herself, snap her bright expression back in place.

‘Thanks, Jo. I knew we could count on you.’ She patted Jo’s arm. ‘I’ll let you unpack and get changed – oh, but first, come and see what we’ve done with the bathroom in our room.’

She hasn’t asked once about Hannah, Jo thought, as Cressida led her along the corridor and around the corner of the L. Pauillac was the largest room in the chateau, the master suite that Arlo and Cressida always kept for themselves when they stayed, with walls of peacock-blue, offset by cream leather armchairs, a large mirror in a silvered frame and a vast, vintage chandelier that spangled diamonds of sunlight from the tall windows. Cressida grabbed a yellow T-shirt dress from one of the chairs and pulled it over her head.

‘Better cover up before I make my son vomit,’ she said, with a forced breeziness. ‘He told me this morning it was disgusting, letting it all hang out at my age. I’m forty-one, for God’s sake. He’s got schoolfriends with parents nearly two decades older.’

‘Maybe that’s the problem.’

‘Well, exactly. Apparently some boy at school said I was a MILF and Lukey was so appalled he wants me to dress like the bloody Amish from now on. Come and see this amazing bathtub – Violette’s husband found it randomly in a salvage yard near Toulouse, it’s solid marble. We had to get the floor reinforced.’

She pushed open the door to the cavernous en suite, but Jo’s eye had come to rest on a collection of photographs arranged on the deep windowsill. They were all pictures of Arlo and his friends from the wedding twenty-one years earlier, long before she knew them. She reached for one she recognised, in a dark frame; Oliver had kept a copy of it on the wall of his study. There was the groom, awkward in his morning suit, with his three best men in black tie, arms hooked around one another’s necks, joshing together in front of a fountain on a lawn. How impossibly young they looked. She lifted the photo to the light for a closer look. Such an unlikely quartet, so different in their backgrounds, and yet at university they had forged a bond that had made them inseparable for more than two decades.

In the centre, Arlo Connaught, with his floppy strawberry-blond fringe and serious stare into the camera: looks of Rupert Brooke, brain of Stephen Hawking, Oliver used to say. Child maths prodigy, computer genius, early-adopter web entrepreneur, forever battling to escape the shadow of his Conservative father, Hugh Connaught MP, who had had a brief stint in Thatcher’s cabinet in the late Eighties before being discreetly shunted to the Lords when his party needed a modernising face-lift. Beside him, Oliver Lawless, squinting against the sun, brown curls falling in his eyes as he laughed at a long-forgotten joke. Oliver was solid Home Counties stock: solicitor father, headmistress mother; he had moved seamlessly from his independent boys’ grammar school straight to his father’s old Cambridge college and into a prestigious chambers, just as everyone had expected. The only thing Oliver had ever done to deviate from the path laid out for him at birth was to swap lucrative property law for human rights, which his father had been convinced was some sort of liberal ‘phase’ right up until Oliver’s death at forty-two. On Arlo’s right, Leo Garrett, the wild card, with his handsome chiselled face and knowing smile. Leo – raised on a Streatham estate by parents who ran a café – was the first in his family to apply to university, where he spent more hours putting together shows for the Edinburgh Fringe than he did in the library, but he had still managed to land a traineeship with the BBC when he graduated. And leaning on Leo’s shoulder, awkward in his too-tight suit, Max Steadman, from Hampstead: father an academic, mother a trustee of a prestigious arts centre. Max, who had gone from the university paper to the politics desk of a national broadsheet and was now a respected columnist and a regular face on current affairs programmes, but who – according to Oliver – could barely speak two words to a stranger when they had all found themselves living on the same staircase in freshers’ week, and had relied on the others to engineer the loss of his virginity. Jo had asked Oliver more than once what had made the four of them so tight – none of them had even studied the same subject – but he always muttered something about college life and formative experiences, and how sometimes you just ended up tied to people, for better or worse. Whenever he said that, she assumed it was an oblique reference to their marriage.

Cressida stuck her head out of the bathroom, impatient to show the new tub, then saw what had distracted Jo.

‘Weren’t they handsome?’ she said, her voice softening as she peered over Jo’s shoulder. ‘Well – not Max so much, he was a bit chubby, poor Max, but they did all scrub up nicely. I brought these from home – I was going to put a few out tomorrow so people could reminisce. Did you bring any?’

‘Photos?’ Jo looked at her.

‘Yes. It was in the email. I thought it might be fun if everyone brought old pics of the gang so we could look back on the last twenty-one years. Don’t worry if you haven’t,’ she said quickly, before Jo could make an excuse for not having read the email properly, ‘I’ve got more than enough. Self-indulgent of me, but it was such a happy day.’ She looked almost shy. ‘God, we were so young. Whoever heard of having three best men? But he really couldn’t have chosen between them.’ There was a pause, and then she laid a hand on Jo’s arm, gold bracelets softly clinking. ‘We all miss him terribly, you know. Arlo almost didn’t want to do this anniversary party. He said it wouldn’t be the same without Ollie.’

Jo nodded mutely, but she could feel herself braced against Cressida’s cool touch.

‘Oliver would have wanted you to celebrate,’ she said, as she was supposed to, but it sounded forced because her throat was closing up.

‘That’s what I told Arlo,’ Cressida said, vindicated, then stopped at the sight of her face. ‘Oh, Jo, I’m sorry – perhaps I shouldn’t have brought the pictures. This must be so hard for you. Do you want a tissue?’

Jo shook her head. ‘I’m fine, honestly.’ She pinched the bridge of her nose between her finger and thumb and said, ‘No Max yet, then?’

Cressida seemed relieved to change the subject. ‘No! He texted to say he couldn’t get away today, he’s got to be in Parliament, but he’s planning to come late tomorrow after the vote. And – did I tell you? – he’s supposed to be bringing his new girlfriend.’ Her eyes widened with the thrill of gossip.

‘Oh.’ Jo could not hide her surprise. ‘How long’s that been going on?’ Of all Oliver’s friends, Max was the only one she felt genuinely close to; she was oddly hurt that he hadn’t confided in her about his new relationship.

‘Not long, apparently, and I’m dying to know what the dirt is – he’s been weirdly secretive about her, which is not like Max. Nina and I wonder if he got her from one of those Sugar Daddy websites. Can you imagine?’ She gripped Jo’s arm tighter.

‘Max wouldn’t go in for that, surely.’

‘Oh, men will do the stupidest things for sex, Jo,’ Cressida said, with an air of absolute certainty, as if handing down the wisdom of her foremothers. ‘Between you and me, I wasn’t at all happy about him bringing a complete stranger, but I could hardly say no, he’s been so miserable since Fran left him. I hope she’s not actually a hooker, though. Think how awkward that would be, having to make conversation.’

‘I know a few students who are on those websites,’ Jo said, wondering if Cressida ever did listen to herself. ‘They don’t think of themselves as sex workers. They’re just trying to get by.’

‘Oh, please.’ Cressida raised a perfectly arched eyebrow. ‘You fuck a rich man in return for cash and expensive presents, what else do you call it?’

I don’t know, Jo considered saying, glancing up at the chandelier, what have you called it all these years? Instead she reached forward and set the photograph carefully back on the windowsill. ‘I might pop back to my room for an aspirin, actually,’ she ventured. ‘It’s just … all the travelling.’

‘God, of course, listen to me going on about baths – you haven’t had a minute to yourself since you got here. Why don’t you take some time to settle in, freshen up – come down for a glass of something cold and fizzy when you’re ready. We’re really so glad you could come, Jo, honestly,’ she added as Jo reached the door, which had the effect of implying that there had been some doubt. ‘We all admire you so much, how strong you’re being for Hannah. How is she, by the way?’

Jo hesitated, before realising a real answer was not required. ‘She’s fine,’ she said, smiling hard. No one had warned her, when Oliver died, about how much time she would have to spend reassuring other people that she and Hannah were coping, how it appeared to be her responsibility to make everyone else less uncomfortable about grief.

‘Oh, good. Such a shame she couldn’t miss a couple of days of school. Never mind – nice for you to have a bit of time for yourself, let your hair down, eh.’ Cressida fixed her with a determined smile. ‘We’re going to have an amazing weekend.’ It sounded almost like a threat. If anyone could make that come true by sheer force of will, Jo thought, it was Cressida.
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Dinner was served outside in the courtyard. A long table had been laid with white linen, silverware and a blaze of candles in hurricane lamps. There were slim vases with creamy roses, silver ice buckets on stands at either end, and citronella burners placed at intervals on the ground to keep bugs away. It all looked magical, Jo conceded as she stepped into the cool evening air and found a champagne flute thrust into her hand by Violette, the housekeeper, who stood by the kitchen door with a tray of glasses and a face like a grudge. Jo noticed, glancing around with dismay, that she had misjudged the dress code, as usual. She had brought the jade-green fitted shift that was her failsafe smart wedding outfit, thinking it was the only thing she owned appropriate for evening dinners; it was a little tighter these days than she would have liked, but she had put on ten pounds since Oliver died, and felt acutely conscious of it in the dress that, she now saw, was too shiny and formal compared to the other women. Cressida was wearing a pair of white linen palazzo pants and a black silk sleeveless top with tiny pearl buttons; Nina was in a loose tiger-print shirt dress, her hair tied back with a green scarf. Leo wore a pink polo shirt and jeans, but Leo would look good in a bin bag. Lucas was seated at the end of the table, his face sickly-looking in the blue light of his phone. He appeared not to have changed his clothes since the afternoon.

‘Oh, aren’t you glam!’ Cressida exclaimed, a little too heartily, leaning in for an air-kiss and making Jo more self-conscious as she teetered over the cobbles in her heeled sandals; Cressida was in Birkenstocks and Nina in Stan Smiths. But it was too late to go back and change; Cressida ushered her to a chair as Arlo appeared, a bottle of wine in each hand, and an unforced hush fell over the company.

It was not that Arlo Connaught was especially imposing, though objectively he was a good-looking man: six-foot-four, with a strong jaw and serious blue eyes, you would still notice him in a crowd even now that his hair was thinning. But such extraordinary financial success conferred a kind of celebrity glow; it made him seem separate from the rest of them. Jo knew that Arlo had a once-in-a-generation mind, as a Forbes profile had put it, but since his area of brilliance – Artificial Intelligence – was so opaque to her, she had no objective benchmark by which to measure it. Arlo had always struck her as rather humourless; she used to fear the rare occasions at social gatherings when she would be left to make small talk with him, since he had little interest in discussing travel or children, which left only his work, so that she was always reduced to asking idiotic questions about robots. Oliver had observed more than once that Arlo was almost certainly on the spectrum, and then told her she must never repeat that, as if she might blurt it out like a child. Jo had always considered this to be self-evident, but a posh voice and polished manners went a long way towards smoothing over Arlo’s social shortcomings, which could be generously interpreted as the eccentricity of a genius, and Cressida was his greatest asset in that regard; she humanised him, and had become the public face of the charitable foundation he had established to encourage students from under-privileged backgrounds into STEM. Because the one thing everyone knew about Arlo was that he had set up a research company ten years ago, and sold it to an American tech giant five years later for a reported half-billion dollars.

Jo could not even begin to imagine what you did with that kind of money. ‘Buy five hundred thousand identical grey T-shirts so you can pretend you’re Zuckerberg,’ Oliver had said, when she voiced this thought aloud, but Oliver had always tried to hide his envy of Arlo behind snide remarks passed off as banter, even before the Silicon Valley millions.

Arlo was indeed wearing a grey T-shirt and black jeans that evening, as he always did. If it was an affectation, it was an unimaginative one. He lifted one of the bottles and waggled it at them.

‘This is a Chateau Léoville Barton St-Julien from 2003,’ he announced, as they all looked up at him with encouraging expressions – except Lucas, who remained glued to his phone, a bottle of lager at his elbow. There followed a brief history of the vineyard, the appellation, the grape variety and the specific fermentation process, after which the wine was poured and pronounced to be excellent. Jo privately thought, as she always did, that Arlo enjoyed sharing the information far more than he appeared to enjoy the actual drink, which he hardly touched, but she was in the mood to be forgiving; the wine was rich and velvety and the food – presented with another introduction by Marcel, the resident Parisian chef – equally perfect. Scallops with thin shavings of chorizo and crispy sage, followed by coquelet with julienned vegetables and white beans – though not for Lucas, who loudly declared himself to be vegan now and picked over a beautifully arranged salad that Marcel brought for him, while gazing hungrily at everyone else’s plates.

‘Are you joking? You know cattle farming destroys 2.71 million hectares of rainforest every year?’ he said, when Marcel offered to add some cheese.

Marcel looked baffled. ‘This come from goats in Rocamadour.’ He returned to the kitchen with a magnificently gallic shrug.

‘Saving the world, one salad at a time,’ Leo said, reaching out to ruffle Lucas’s hair. The boy ducked away, but with a grin; Leo was the only person who could get away with teasing him, because Lucas thought Leo was street, even though he now ran his own TV production company and was a member of BAFTA. Cressida should ask Leo to talk to Lucas, Jo thought, leaning back in her chair and watching them with a smile. She had begun to relax; the food and wine had softened her earlier anxieties and she did not feel as excluded as she had feared. Nina began telling them about a new exhibition she was organising at her gallery for Turkish artists whose work had been banned in their home country; this segued into a discussion about human rights, which naturally led to reminiscences about what a force for good Oliver had been in that regard, and Jo managed to nod and agree without her voice cracking. Everything they said was respectful; she could not detect any insinuation about his accident. She wondered if they had made a pact in advance. Even Lucas looked up from his phone long enough to meet her eye.

‘Ollie was a legend, man. He was the best godfather.’

This provoked a mock-indignant cough from Leo; ‘OK, triple-tied first place with you and Max,’ Lucas modified. Jo laughed with the others. It was beginning to feel almost companionable. Before dinner she had called to speak to Hannah and ascertained that her daughter was happy. ‘You concentrate on enjoying yourself,’ Emily’s mother had said sternly, as if enjoyment were a state Jo might achieve if she strained and focused hard enough. But perhaps she was right, Jo reflected, watching the candle flames wavering in curved glass as moths hurled themselves towards the light. All she had concentrated on for the past year was holding a routine together for Hannah, and it had taken every ounce of focus she possessed; hardening the shell of herself around the bitter truth of Oliver’s death, the parts she alone knew, so that their daughter could remain free of that knowledge. Perhaps it would not be the end of the world if she allowed herself, just for a couple of days, to relax her fierce vigilance and let her hair down, as Cressida put it – though she had to wonder what Cressida understood that to mean in this context. Did she hope Jo would get wildly pissed on the Chateau Whatever and leap on Marcel? Given that, for Cressida, self-indulgence meant eating a potato at Christmas, anything was possible.

Elegant, tiny chocolate truffles were brought out, with a silver pot of coffee and a decanter of Armagnac. Soft yellow solar lanterns glowed around the lawns, illuminating the trees from beneath, and a string of fairy lights appeared in the foliage along the wall above their heads. The scent of night blooms drifted across from the gardens.

Cressida stood and tapped a spoon against her glass of sparkling water.

‘I wanted to wait until we were all together,’ she began. ‘Well – almost all. Affairs of state have detained Max, but we’ll forgive him, this once. But I have some rather special news. This weekend has actually turned out to be a double celebration.’

She left a dramatic pause; Jo noticed Lucas’s eyes flicker in horror to his mother’s midriff.

‘I have to be the one to tell you,’ Cressida continued, ‘because my brilliant husband is far too modest to blow his own trumpet, but’ – she drew the last word out and held a hand towards Arlo, as if introducing him on stage. He shook his head and looked down into his coffee.

‘Arlo has been asked to chair a new advisory body for data ethics,’ she said, with an air of triumph. Lucas slumped back in his seat with evident relief. The others looked somewhat underwhelmed. ‘He’ll be reporting directly to the government on everything to do with AI and tech,’ Cressida pressed on, determined to rouse them to greater enthusiasm. ‘It’s a huge deal. It’s going to be a world-leading centre, they said. It’s not been announced yet, but we wanted to tell you first.’

‘You wanted to tell them,’ Arlo muttered.

‘Not sure I’d take advice on ethics from this guy.’ Leo jerked his thumb at Arlo and flashed a grin around the table, waiting for the laugh.

‘It’s not just me.’ Arlo didn’t smile. ‘The board’s made up of experts from across the industry – academics, doctors, but there’s also a philosopher and a bishop—’

‘But they approached you to head it up,’ Cressida cut in. ‘You’ll be the public face of it.’

‘Well, then,’ Leo said, suddenly serious, ‘better make sure you keep your nose clean.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Arlo set down his cup and fixed him with a long look.

Leo shook his head. ‘Nothing. Only – if you’re taking public money to be the Ethics Tsar or whatever, there’ll be people wanting to make sure you walk the walk.’

‘I’m not the Ethics Tsar,’ Arlo said irritably. ‘It’s about biases in algorithms, that sort of thing. Data privacy. I’m not becoming a bloody priest.’

‘Even so,’ Leo murmured.

‘Well, we’ve got nothing to worry about,’ Cressida said, with a determined smile. ‘As long as certain people watch their behaviour.’ She darted a pointed glance down the table at Lucas, who rolled his eyes.

‘I think it’s fantastic news,’ Nina said, lifting her glass. ‘Congratulations Arlo, resident genius. So you guys will be hanging out at Number Ten now, huh?’

‘Absolutely not,’ Arlo said, at the same time as Cressida, laughing, said, ‘We wouldn’t turn down an invitation.’

They caught one another’s glance in silent rebuke, but before anyone could speak, the company was startled by the sound of an engine close by. Violette emerged from the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron and peering into the darkness of the drive.

‘Madame, there is car. At the gate.’

‘Max must have made it after all,’ Leo said. Cressida frowned; she didn’t like surprises.

‘Well, did you ask who it was?’

‘They have not press the button,’ Violette said. ‘You want I go and see?’

The drive curved between the square-cut hedges so that there was no view of the gate from the house. Leo raised a hand to quiet them, and they heard the unmistakable crunch of footsteps on gravel.

Cressida rounded on the housekeeper. ‘Why on earth did you let them in, when we don’t know who it is?’

Violette’s eyes widened, aggrieved. ‘I don’t open!’ she protested. ‘Maybe he climb over.’

‘Max?’ Cressida called, shielding her eyes with her hand. A figure approached out of the shadows, too slender to be Max, and stepped into the lights of the terrace.

It was a young woman; tall, with chestnut-brown hair that fell past her shoulders under a white knitted beanie hat. She wore an oversized khaki military-style jacket and cut-off denim shorts; her lean, tanned legs ended in chunky biker boots. In one hand she carried a battered leather travel bag; she took a few steps towards the table and dropped it on the ground with a decisive thud. She looked around the company with vivid blue eyes; almost aquamarine, the blue of swimming pools.

Cressida stood and folded her serviette. ‘Can I help you?’ Her accent ratcheted up several notches when she became defensive, to what Oliver used to call the full Kristen Scott-Thomas.

‘Hi.’ The girl allowed her gaze to fall slowly on each of them with a half-smile and a private nod, as if confirming what she had expected to find. Her eyes fixed at last on Cressida, who was bristling like a cat, and she thrust out a hand. ‘I’m Storm.’




4

‘I’m sorry – what exactly do you want?’ Cressida’s tone turned glacial. Jo wondered if her hostility was provoked more by the stranger’s beauty than by the unexpected intrusion.

The girl’s smile faltered and she let her hand fall to her side. ‘I’m Max’s girlfriend,’ she said, looking from Cressida to Arlo in search of support. There was a soft lilt to her voice.

‘Oh.’ Understanding dawned on Cressida’s face, vying with something else – fury? Jo had the sense that she had preferred it when she thought this exotic intruder was someone who could be thrown out, but she had been caught off guard; she could hardly acknowledge that she had not even remembered the girl’s name, though it was unusual enough to have stuck. The silence seemed to expand.

‘Where is he?’ Cressida craned around the girl to peer into the darkness, as if Max might have been mislaid somewhere along the drive.

‘Max? He couldn’t get away. I thought he told you.’

‘Yes, it’s just – he didn’t tell us you’d be coming without him,’ Cressida persisted, in a tone that demanded some kind of apology or explanation.

‘Did he not?’ Storm stuck her hands in her jacket pockets and gave her a guileless smile.

‘If you’d let us know you were arriving, we could have sent a car to the airport for you.’

‘Don’t worry, I got a lift.’

‘Oh. From whom?’

‘Some guy on his way to Toulouse. I think his name was Philippe.’

‘You mean you hitch-hiked?’ Cressida was staring pointedly at the girl’s bare thighs. ‘Isn’t that incredibly dangerous?’

She laughed. ‘Not if you know how to look after yourself. I do it all the time. Is there any of that coffee left?’

Leo – though he was not the nearest – jumped to grab the coffee pot.

‘Is that an Irish accent I detect there?’ he asked, twinkling at her.

‘That’s right,’ Storm said affably. ‘Galway girl, me. Don’t sing it,’ she added, pointing a finger in mock-warning as she pulled her hat off and shook out her hair.

‘I’ve got relatives in Ireland,’ Leo said, as if this would impress her.

‘Really?’ She looked politely surprised.

‘Yeah, you might not think it. My dad’s Jamaican, but my mum’s father came over from Cork in the Fifties.’

‘Well, then.’ The girl smiled. ‘We’re practically cousins.’

‘You know those signs they had in the Seventies? No Blacks, No Dogs, No Irish? My parents used to say, when they got married, they bought a dog just so they’d have the full house.’ He was talking too fast, eager to keep her attention. Jo watched Nina’s face tighten in response.

‘Please, come and sit down.’ Arlo stood and pulled out a chair. Storm turned to give him an appraising look, head on one side.

‘So you’re Arlo,’ she said, holding out a hand. ‘I’ve read a lot about you.’

‘Right.’ Arlo took this in his stride as he shook it. ‘Would you like a glass of wine? It’s a Chateau Léoville-Barton St Julien 2003—’

Cressida clicked her tongue. ‘You must be hungry,’ she said, across him, determined not to have her role as hostess usurped. ‘We’ve finished dinner, as you see, but I’m sure Violette can knock something up for you.’

‘Please, don’t go to any trouble. Coffee’s good.’ Storm turned to Violette and asked something in French. The housekeeper looked first surprised and then delighted; Jo guessed the family never bothered to speak to her in her own language. She disappeared indoors; Storm gulped her coffee and – despite the autumn chill – leaned back to take off her jacket. She was wearing a white silk tank top with no bra, and the evening breeze brushed her nipples stiff. She reached out for a refill of coffee, apparently unaware of the looks trained on her from every side of the table. Arlo, Leo and Lucas were staring, unabashed, mouths agape. Jo glanced at Cressida, and caught a flash of pure loathing, before she smoothed her features back to inscrutable courtesy. In that one careless gesture, Jo saw that the girl had lost any hope of Cressida’s goodwill. But how careless was it, really? You couldn’t wear a top like that, with tits like those, and not be aware of the effect. Storm seemed otherwise unselfconscious. She was not obviously wearing make-up; she had strong, defined brows and long dark lashes, but both appeared natural. Her nails were cut short and unvarnished, and she wore no jewellery except a couple of ratty bracelets of coloured thread. There was a slightly grubby air about her, as if she had just come from a festival. Jo could see how sexy that looked, beside the effortful polish of the older women. Oliver would have been falling off his chair trying to impress her, she thought, and found herself briefly glad that she didn’t have to witness it.

Nina drew hard on her cigarette and ground it out in the ashtray as if she were crushing an enemy. Jo sat back and realised that, with no husband to guard and little personal vanity left to be injured, she was free to enjoy this unexpected drama. Watching Cressida deal with not being the centre of attention at her own anniversary party would be quite the spectacle.

‘So, Max is coming tomorrow, then?’ Cressida tried, hopefully.

Storm lifted a shoulder again. ‘That’s the plan.’ She turned to Lucas. ‘Can I bum one of your smokes?’

He gawped at her, and glanced helplessly at Nina.

‘They’re mine,’ she said, frostily polite, but she held out the packet. ‘Help yourself.’

‘Thanks. I’ll go to the village tomorrow and buy some more.’

In that moment it seemed fully to dawn on Cressida that this was not a mistake, and the girl was really staying.

‘Perhaps Max didn’t explain,’ she said sweetly, ‘it’s quite a way to the village. Anyway, look – we haven’t even introduced ourselves properly. I’m Cressida Connaught.’

‘I know. It’s lovely to meet you.’ Storm raised her coffee cup towards her and leaned across the table for a light, offering Lucas a view straight down the gulley of her cleavage. It took him four attempts to keep the flame alight, his hand was shaking so much. ‘And this is our son, Lucas,’ Cressida pressed on brightly.

‘Ah, right.’ Storm tipped her head back and blew out a plume of smoke. ‘Max said you had a really cute baby.’ She winked at Lucas; he flushed scarlet to his ears.

‘Well, he would have meant our daughter, Clio,’ Cressida said, with a prissy little laugh intended to shut down any future attempts at flirting. She swept an arm to indicate the rest of the company. ‘This is Leo Garrett and Nina Gregorian, and this is our friend Jo Lawless.’

Storm let a gracious smile fall on each of them in turn, as if she were a royal guest. ‘You know, I feel like I know you all already,’ she said.

‘I’m just going to go up and make sure Max’s room is ready for you, Storm,’ Cressida said, deploying the girl’s name with carefully formal emphasis. ‘Arlo, could you come and give me a hand?’

Arlo, who had been staring at the newcomer as if she were a troubling calculation, turned to his wife with visible impatience.

‘Can’t Violette do that?’

‘She’s busy. I’m asking you.’ Cressida’s voice was flinty; Arlo must have recognised the tone, because he reluctantly pushed his chair back and followed her inside.

Storm took another drag on her cigarette and cast her eyes up to take in the chateau with its warmly lit windows, before returning her gaze deliberately to Leo.

‘Congratulations on your BAFTA, Leo,’ she said, giving him that same appraising look.

‘Oh, well, that was months ago, but – thank you.’

‘Not at all. Well deserved. It’s a great show.’

Leo preened a little. His company had made a number of moderately successful shows, but Paper was his breakout hit, a family drama set on a fictional estate like the one where he grew up, about a young man who becomes an undercover journalist and has to infiltrate the world of gang crime and drugs that he spent his youth trying to escape. It had won Best Drama Series in the summer; regular laments in the right-wing press about the graphic violence and insinuations that its awards were a matter of ticking boxes had only helped the show’s profile.

‘It must be great to feel you’re making something that matters,’ Storm said, resting her chin on her hand and fixing him with an earnest gaze. ‘I’d bet half your viewers have never given a thought to characters like those before they saw the show, except to judge them. Because of you, they might actually view them as people.’

Leo’s face lit up as if she’d offered him a blowjob.

‘That’s exactly it,’ he said, banging his palm on the table. ‘That’s what I wanted to do – shine a light on the people who don’t normally get a voice. Not to glamourise that life, but to say there are reasons why they’ve ended up doing what they do. And hopefully tell a good story along the way,’ he added, with a rehearsed chuckle, as if he were being interviewed. He stopped, clicked his fingers and pointed at Storm. ‘Hey – you should come and audition for us. We’re always looking for fresh faces. No previous experience required.’

‘Oh, well – I don’t know about that. I wouldn’t say I’m much of an actor.’

Jo noticed that Nina had placed a hand on Leo’s thigh. Storm turned her unhurried gaze to her.

‘And you, Nina,’ she said, levelling her half-smoked cigarette at her, ‘were the first person to bring Zehra Aydin to London. Which is unbelievably cool.’

Nina thawed a little. ‘You know her work?’

‘I love her work.’ Storm turned to Jo, eyes bright. ‘Do you know her?’

Jo shook her head mutely.

‘She’s a Turkish artist,’ Nina said, with a hint of condescension.

‘She’s this amazing young feminist poet and painter,’ Storm cut in, jabbing her cigarette in the air, ‘she’s been in prison, what, three times? And she’s not even thirty. Nina was the first person to show Zehra’s work outside Turkey. Four years ago, wasn’t it? She sells for tens of thousands now, right, thanks to you?’

‘Her work has been recognised, certainly,’ Nina said modestly, but she looked reluctantly impressed. ‘Weren’t you at that opening, Jo? I’m sure Ollie was there.’

‘I don’t remember,’ Jo said. When Hannah was small, Oliver had taken to announcing invitations from his friends at the last minute, making it impossible to find a babysitter, so that more often than not he ended up going alone; this, she suspected, was his intention all along. ‘You don’t really enjoy these things, anyway,’ he always insisted, and it was partly true: she felt out of place at Nina’s gallery openings and Leo’s private screenings and Cressida’s charity dinners, but she would have liked to have been given the option.

‘Oh, you’d have remembered if you’d been there,’ Storm said, sucking the last life from her cigarette and pressing it into the ashtray Lucas eagerly pushed towards her. ‘Am I right, Nina?’

Nina laughed; they exchanged a complicit look and Jo suddenly had the sensation that she was the outsider.

‘You’d definitely remember it, Jo,’ Nina said. ‘Zehra appeared naked with a mural painted on her body.’

‘Tanks right across her tits,’ Storm said, indicating her own chest. ‘Fair play to
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