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For Lynn




Laurence Heywood and Eva Bianchi request the company of …

The bride’s side

Vito and Paola Bianchi

Dina Bianchi

Giulia Russo

Beatrice Marino

The groom’s side

Margot Heywood

Jeremy Lambourne

Stephen and Abigail Dalton

Chadwick Grant

Miles Allen

Toby Heywood and Robyn Whitford

Also in attendance

Sofia Greco

Harper Bale

Cam Nolan




By the time the scream reached Stephen Dalton, he and the groom had been standing for several minutes at the end of the aisle, awaiting the arrival of the bride.

Laurence didn’t seem remotely fazed by the delay, passing the time by making cheerful small talk with the celebrant. How could he be so calm? Stephen was only the best man, and yet this deviation from the schedule was making him even more restless than he’d been in the minutes before his own wedding.

That was just Laurence, though. Nothing had frightened him in all the years they had known one another. With a glimmer of resentment, Stephen imagined how that must just be what came of a life spent walking above a safety net spun from pure gold.

The sun was beating down. Castello Fiore was already slightly raised, a short path having sloped upwards from the jetty to the gates. But once inside, a steep flight of ancient steps had also needed to be climbed in order to reach the terrace on which the ceremony would be performed. The resulting view was breathtaking. Just shy of a mile away, on the nearest shore, Stephen could make out terracotta-tiled roofs and pastel-coloured buildings. Behind them, mountains reached for the sky, giving the impression of a basin, and as for the water … On the flight to Verona, he had read that Lake Garda was thirty-four miles from top to bottom. Seeing it in person, it seemed to stretch for ever, the most brilliant shade of blue, until, somewhere on the horizon, the water and the sky simply blurred into one.

At the front of the terrace, a small canopy had been set up, shading a table with a crisp white cloth, along with seats for the bride, groom and celebrant. It was under this canopy that Stephen and Laurence now stood. The guests hadn’t been so lucky, their own seats exposed to the midday heat. Some on the English side were turning a troubling shade of red, while even the Italians across the aisle were beginning to struggle. Light glinted from the rims of designer sunglasses, sweat beading at hairlines.

Stephen looked around, taking in the small congregation behind them, and locked eyes with Abigail. He gave his wife a small smile, which she didn’t return. He couldn’t blame her. He was just glad he’d managed to talk her out of flying home.

Turning back towards the front, he looked out across the lake. The string quartet played, but there was no chance of the music distracting the guests from the increasingly unbearable heat. Laurence flashed him a grin, and Stephen realised that for a good minute or two he hadn’t been listening. He forced a smile, then checked his watch.

Ten minutes late.

What the hell was Eva doing? It wasn’t as though she could get lost on her way to the venue; she and the bridal party had been on the island all morning. Had she changed her mind? Got cold feet?

More likely she was with the photographer. She was going to be on a magazine cover, after all. She wouldn’t think for a second about making them all wait in this heat if it meant getting the perfect shot before she walked up the aisle.

He felt a sudden flush of bitterness, wishing more fervently than ever that Laurence and Eva had never met. Even as schoolboys, it had always felt as if they’d had more of a partnership than a friendship. Stephen did the work while Laurence took the credit. It wasn’t perfect, but for Stephen, who had only attended Rushworth on a bursary designed to make the school appear slightly less elitist, it had always worked. Having Laurence take such a shine to him in those early days had felt like a godsend. Doubly so when, after university, Laurence had ushered him straight into the Heywoods’ hedge fund management business.

It hadn’t been until Eva arrived on the scene that everything had started to go wrong. When Laurence, in an effort to please her, had begun indulging some of his darkest impulses.

Again, Stephen looked around. As he did, he spotted the photographer. She was standing at the top of the steps leading up to the terrace. Waiting.

Stephen frowned. That meant she wasn’t with Eva. And if she wasn’t with Eva …

His nerves became impossible to ignore. Something was off. He couldn’t tell what, but he was certain something wasn’t right.

A breeze strayed across the terrace, prompting audible sighs from several of the guests. It was then that the sound reached them. It was distant. But without doubt, it had come from the island. Somewhere inside the castle.




Harper Bale was sitting alone at the back of the congregation when she heard the scream.

She should have been accompanying the photographer, making sure she had everything she needed. That was, after all, the reason she had come. Not as a guest. Eva would never think to extend such an invitation to her lowly agent. As ever, she was there as little more than an assistant.

She looked across the terrace, taking in the aisle strewn with rose petals, the groomsmen in their linen suits, the view across the lake. Harper should have been delighted. The photos, undoubtedly, were going to be stunning. But in that moment, she had bigger things to worry about than a magazine feature.

After everything she’d poured into Eva Bianchi … All the work. All the stress. All the time. When the agency had wanted to let Eva go, it was Harper who had argued to keep her. When there hadn’t been a single brand that would touch her, it was Harper who had worked night and day to salvage her reputation. When Eva, with one devastating stroke of naivety, had driven her own career to the edge of ruin, it was Harper who had single-handedly steered her back from the brink.

She wished she’d never bothered. Because now she knew exactly how grateful Eva was for her efforts.

Harper had always understood that Eva didn’t appreciate everything she did. She’d even suspected, once or twice, that Eva wasn’t fully aware of it. But never, at any point, had she thought Eva was so oblivious that she was at risk of being fired.

She took a breath, trying hard to keep herself from panicking.

She had made a mistake. Lashed out in anger. The best she could do now was play dumb. Wait for someone else to spot what had happened and then do her very best to appear oblivious. And if, somehow, the blame was laid at her feet – if she was discovered – she would have to plead for mercy. Eva had betrayed her. Underappreciated and disrespected her for so, so long. How could anyone blame her for a momentary lapse of judgement?

Harper fanned herself with an order of service, completely unprepared for the sheer relentlessness of the mid-July heat. She looked enviously towards the front, where Laurence stood beneath the canopy with his best man, cheerfully chatting to the celebrant. She was even jealous for a moment of his mother’s wide-brimmed hat. She might as well have been sitting with a parasol on her head.

Squinting at the lake, Harper looked for the boats that had ferried them to the island. She knew it was futile. It was just short of a mile back to the mainland, no more than fifteen minutes. The boats would have made it back to the harbour at least half an hour ago. She wouldn’t see them again until midnight, when the reception ended and they came to carry everyone back.

She swore under her breath. There was no way around it. She was stuck there.

Taking out her phone, she checked the time. Eva was nearly ten minutes late. Harper sniffed. Hardly a surprise; Eva would one day be late for her own funeral. But it was someone else’s problem now. She would make sure the photographer was happy, and that was it. Her days of chasing after Eva Bianchi were done.

But as the scream rang out, skirting across the terrace on a sudden breath of cool air, her eyes snapped up. The musicians stopped playing, and all thoughts of the photo shoot immediately slipped from Harper’s mind. Even the heat was forgotten, her blood turning to ice.




Vito Bianchi had already been panicking for several minutes.

‘Have they found her?’ he demanded. ‘Where is she?’

‘Any moment now, signore,’ had been the response from the wedding planner. ‘The island is small. There are only so many places your daughter could go, and all three of the bridesmaids are looking for her. I’m sure we’ll be getting under way in just a few minutes.’

‘Relax, amore,’ Paola said to him. ‘You know how important this magazine is to her. She must just be having another photograph taken.’

He forced a smile. It was easy for his wife to be calm. She had no idea about the argument he and Eva had had that morning. Just as she had no idea two criminals had sneaked onto the island with the rest of their guests.

At least it was over now. He’d done exactly as they’d asked; the worst thing, perhaps, that he had ever done. But if they kept their word, they would finally leave him alone. The constant harassment. The threats against his family. It was all finally going to stop.

He went to the window and threw open the shutters. Music drifted down from the terrace, filling the courtyard below.

‘Fottuto inferno,’ he whispered. ‘Where is she?’

‘Vito …’ Paola put a hand on his shoulder. ‘She’s a few minutes late. That’s all.’

He looked her in the eye, but he couldn’t speak. For an entire year, he’d done so well at making sure she knew nothing of the trouble they were in. He’d clawed and begged, doing everything – anything – he could to keep his debtors from their door.

‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘Of course.’

Paola took his hands and began to sway to the distant sound of the string quartet. ‘It’s Eva’s wedding day,’ she said, smiling at him. ‘Our eldest. Years from now, we’ll remember this day as one of the happiest of our lives.’

He swayed with her, letting her guide him. One of the happiest days of their lives … He wondered if Eva still felt that way, having learned the truth that morning. Learned what he’d done.

He took a deep breath. There was no need for this. The ordeal was over. Any minute now, Eva would arrive and he would walk her up the aisle. Then, after the wedding, they would talk. He would explain it all – how much danger he had saved them from – and she would forgive him. She would understand.

He pulled Paola a little closer, taking the lead as the quartet continued to play. ‘Eva’s wedding day,’ he repeated. ‘One of the happiest of our lives.’

It was then that another sound rang out, pouring through the open shutters and drowning out the music in an instant.

His panic returning, Vito ran to the window, but there was nothing to be seen in the courtyard; it must have come from somewhere else on the island. Not that he needed to see. He knew exactly what he had heard.

It was a scream. An unmistakable sound of terror.




TWO DAYS BEFORE THE WEDDING
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In the week since she’d received it, Robyn had lost count of how many times she must have read Jess’s message. Enough that she could easily have recited it word for word. But that didn’t stop her, as they drove down yet another nondescript Italian road, from absent-mindedly taking out her phone and reading it again.

Hey Rob, how’s things? Long time no speak! My editor announced this morning that she’s recruiting for a new Junior Reporter … Interested?? If so, I’ll put in a good word. She’s looking to interview in a few weeks. Drinks soon? Xx


Just as with every other time she’d read it, Robyn’s thumb hovered over the keyboard, a reply seemingly just out of reach.

She was well aware of how fierce the competition for a permanent role at Cosmopolitan would be. Most of her old course mates would happily walk through fire to be in with a shot. And yet, she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Not when a small, infuriating voice, too deeply ingrained in her subconscious to be silenced, whispered over and over that there was no point. That even if – somehow – she could win this job, it just wouldn’t be for her.

She put the phone away and looked out of the window.

For the most part, the transfer from Verona Villafranca Airport had consisted of busy motorways flanked by vast fields of olive trees and grape vines, before they turned off and rolled through a smattering of anonymous-looking towns. They passed supermarkets, petrol stations, weathered roadside hotels at which it was impossible to believe anyone might actually stay. But now, after nearly an hour’s drive, they must finally be beside the lake. The road wove through thick woodland, the trees beside them sloping steeply downwards, and through the passing foliage Robyn caught glimpses of light glinting on water.

She felt a knot begin to twist in the pit of her stomach.

The last time she had met a boyfriend’s family had been during university, when she was still clinging to wide-eyed teenage ambitions of becoming an investigative journalist. His parents had come to London for the weekend and she had joined them one evening for dinner. It had been a nerve-wracking experience, but a compact one. This time, the meeting ahead of her was infinitely more daunting. Of course, there was the small matter of the wedding. But even without that particular challenge, they were abroad, in a country she had never visited, and about to spend three nights together in a luxury villa.

Turning away from the window, Robyn looked at Toby, sitting beside her in the back of the people carrier.

He’d barely said a word since they left the tarmac at Gatwick. That wasn’t necessarily strange in itself. He could often be thoughtful. Pensive, even. But in the year they’d been together she’d never seen him so still. He was always tapping his foot or drumming on his knees, nodding his head in time to some silent tune. Right now he was completely frozen, eyes wide as he stared out of the window.

Robyn reached for his hand. ‘You OK?’

He nodded and gave her an unconvincing smile.

‘Do you really think they’ll try something?’ she asked. ‘I know how badly your brother wants you to go and work with him, but it’s his wedding. Isn’t that a bit … much?’

Toby gave a hollow laugh. ‘Last year alone they tried on my birthday, on Christmas Day and at Uncle Graham’s funeral. I don’t think Laurence is going to be put off by his own wedding.’

Robyn winced. ‘I really think you should just tell them you’ve applied for the loan. I get that they don’t approve of the bar, but won’t it show them how serious you are? Maybe get them to back off a little?’

Toby shook his head. ‘The loan hasn’t even been accepted, Rob. Probably won’t be. There’s no point aggravating them more than I need to.’

‘But what if it is? Won’t that just be more of a bombshell for you to have to drop?’

He didn’t reply.

‘If you did tell them …’ Robyn tried, ‘wouldn’t they at least be a little proud of you? For wanting to do it under your own steam?’

He gave another smile, even less convincing than the last, and rubbed the back of her hand with his thumb.

They drove in silence for another minute or two, climbing gently through the woodland. Outside, villas began to roll past, each adorned with tiled terraces and brightly painted shutters.

‘What about you?’ Toby asked suddenly. ‘Here I am being broody when you’re the one about to face the Cambridge Inquisition. You feeling OK?’

Robyn chewed her bottom lip. She was now so nervous it was beginning to make her feel nauseous. But she didn’t want to admit it. Toby seemed to be dreading these three days with his family even more than she was. She didn’t want him to have to worry about her too.

As if saving her from answering, the car slowed, rumbling off the road towards a pair of wrought-iron gates built into a low, white-brick wall. Behind them resided a squat, two-storey building of grey concrete and tinted glass, with an AstroTurf lawn, gravel drive and potted palm trees occupying the front garden. The place was certainly impressive, but it looked as if it should be in Beverley Hills, rather than on the shores of an Italian lake. It didn’t help that Robyn couldn’t actually see the lake. She was sure that on the other side of the villa must be the most incredible view. But right now the building filled her entire field of vision, an angry stone barrier that seemed intent on keeping its vistas to itself.

The only thing that didn’t look out of place was a bright red sports car. Robyn had never taken much interest in cars but this was unquestionably a Ferrari, with a silver stallion prancing in the centre of the front grille. More than that, it was quite clearly a vintage model. It boasted sweeping scarlet bodywork, with a bonnet stretching several feet and a roof that sloped down towards the back bumper like the crest of a wave. Even to her untrained eye, it wasn’t just a vehicle. It was a work of art.

Switching off the engine, their driver climbed from the people carrier to open Robyn’s door for her. It was four in the afternoon, well past the hottest hour of the day. Still, the heat enveloped her immediately, drawing the breath from her lungs. While she’d never been to Italy before, she had known that in the middle of July it would of course be hot. But she hadn’t expected it to be quite so intense. Within seconds her skin was prickling, the air so thick it seemed almost to press down on her shoulders like a heavy overcoat.

As the driver fetched their suitcases from the trunk, the front door to the villa swung open and a bold voice called out to them.

‘As I live and breathe. It seems all I had to do to lure my baby brother out of hiding was get married.’

Robyn had spent a considerable amount of time studying Laurence Heywood’s Instagram account, and it was evident from his online persona alone that he and Toby were like night and day. But seeing the two brothers together, in the flesh … Laurence looked as if he’d dressed for the Henley Regatta, wearing a pink shirt, slim-fitting shorts and flip-flops. Toby, meanwhile, had arrived in a dark T-shirt, jeans and an old pair of Reeboks. Still, looking at their faces, there was no denying the familial resemblance; the sandy hair, the chiselled cheekbones and the pointed chins. Toby might be four years Laurence’s junior, but if they were to swap clothes they could be mistaken for twins.

Laurence pulled the reluctant Toby into a hug, before turning his attention to Robyn. ‘Nice to finally meet you,’ he told her. ‘We were starting to wonder if we ever would.’

With the people carrier trundling back onto the road, Laurence ushered them inside. There must have been air conditioning, and it must have been working double time, as the villa was so immediately cool that Robyn gave an involuntary sigh of relief.

Finding herself in an entrance hall so spacious it contained a couple of sofas and a coffee table, she cast a look around, taking in the glass staircase and the enormous piece of brightly coloured abstract art that hung upon the wall. The sound of music drifted from another room. Nina Simone.

‘You’re the first to arrive,’ Laurence called over his shoulder. ‘Stephen’s flight was delayed. Chadders and Miles are en route, apparently.’

‘What about Jeremy?’ Toby asked.

‘He’ll be here soon enough.’

Robyn frowned at Toby. ‘Chadders?’ she mouthed.

Toby rolled his eyes.

Trailing behind them, Robyn followed the brothers into an open-plan area that could comfortably have covered the same floor space as her entire Greenwich flat twice over. A suite of snow-white sofas and a TV screen that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a small cinema adorned the living space, while a varnished table large enough for ten high-backed chairs occupied the dining area. Following the sound of the music, Robyn saw that speakers had been mounted in each corner of the room.

The decor, however, didn’t hold her attention for long. Instead, with floor-length windows occupying an entire wall, it was here that she was finally treated to her first breathtaking view of Lake Garda.

While she had done some reading on the place, and of course had seen plenty of pictures, Robyn was entirely unprepared for the real thing. The lake stretched for miles, sheer faces of pale rock and vibrant foliage reaching towards the sky on either shore, like walls that had been raised solely to contain the vast body of glittering water. Approaching the glass, Robyn saw the town of Malcesine laid out beneath them, a patchwork of terracotta rooftops that sloped down towards the lake.

And there, suspended almost perfectly between the eastern shore and the west, was Castello Fiore.

The island was only small, with the castle clinging so closely to its edges that the sand-coloured walls seemed almost to have climbed from the lake itself. Entranced, Robyn saw how it rose gradually out of the water, a short path sloping upwards from a small jetty while half a dozen different buildings and walled-off courtyards all congregated like a set of Russian nesting dolls waiting to be stacked. There were pinpricks of green; trees, presumably, that were growing inside. And looming over them all, smaller from this distance than a matchstick, a watchtower reached towards the sky.

‘How very you,’ said Toby.

‘Eva chose it, actually,’ Laurence replied. ‘She’s wanted to get married there since she was a child. The day after I proposed, she was on the phone to them, thrashing out dates. Small ceremony, immediate family and close friends only. Of course, you’d know this already if you bothered to follow her on Instagram. She’s been posting about the place incessantly.’

‘And where’s Eva now?’

‘Joining us tomorrow. She’s gone home to Bologna for a couple of days so that she can travel up with her parents.’

Behind them, the sound of footsteps echoed in the hallway, rattling off the stone walls. Turning to face the new arrival, Robyn saw a woman in her fifties step into the lounge.

She felt her nerves begin to strain. She hadn’t yet met this woman, but she had seen her in photos. And even if she hadn’t, it was immediately clear from her resemblance to the two brothers that this was their mother, Margot Heywood.

‘Toby,’ she said flatly. ‘You could have worn something with a collar.’

Toby stepped forward and she presented her cheek for him to kiss. ‘Mum,’ he said. ‘This is Robyn.’

An unreadable expression on her face, Margot Heywood’s eyes flicked up and down as she sized Robyn up. Barely more than five feet tall, she had to tilt her head slightly to do so. Still, Robyn found herself feeling painfully self-conscious. Every item of Margot’s clothing was subtly but undeniably designer, from the glistening earrings to the high-heeled shoes. Robyn wished she’d had a minute to tidy up, although she didn’t suppose it would have helped. Seeing Toby’s mum looking as if she could quite comfortably have modelled for Harrods, she knew that nothing she’d cobbled together would have been up to scratch.

‘Thank you for having me, Margot,’ she said. ‘It’s so nice to meet you.’

Margot was silent for a moment, her lips twitching into the smallest of smiles. ‘Would you like a drink?’ she asked. ‘You’ve had a long journey. I’m sure Laurence can pour you some wine.’

‘They’re the bartenders,’ Laurence chided. ‘Shouldn’t she be pouring it for me?’

Robyn saw Toby scowl, but breathed a silent sigh of relief when he didn’t rise to his brother’s taunt. Instead, he chatted a little with Margot about their flight as Laurence disappeared into another room. Robyn heard the sound of a fridge opening and glassware being fetched from a cupboard. Returning a moment later, he pressed a glass of white wine into her hand and slumped onto a sofa.

‘Tell us about yourself, then, Robyn. I gather you and Toby don’t work in the same bar.’

‘I actually work in a restaurant.’

‘Would I know it?’

‘Possibly. It’s the Willows, in Soho.’

He nodded. ‘Nice place. I’ve been once with a client.’

Robyn tensed slightly. Perhaps Toby had been right. They really might be planning to talk shop.

‘I was only wondering,’ he continued, ‘how the two of you might have met. You’ve been together a year and yet Toby’s barely told us a thing about you.’

‘You were picturing a bartenders-only speed-dating night?’

Toby stifled a laugh, although Laurence looked less than amused. As, for that matter, did Margot.

‘We met through friends,’ Robyn explained. ‘Although I’ve been a few times to Toby’s bar. I’d say he makes some of the best cocktails I’ve ever had.’

‘Is that right? Perhaps I should have had him serve the drinks at the wedding.’

Toby grimaced, this particular tease apparently too much to let slide. ‘Are you still going to have paps crawling all over the place?’

‘No one’s going to be crawling over anything. It’ll be one photographer. Chances are, you won’t even know she’s there.’

‘I still can’t understand why a magazine would want to cover your wedding.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Laurence motioned towards the window. ‘Did you miss the Italian castle? The editor follows Eva on Instagram. Apparently she wants to do a glossy feature on a glittering influencer wedding.’

‘That sounds exciting,’ Robyn volunteered.

‘See.’ Laurence gestured in her direction. ‘Robyn gets it. The photographer will take plenty of pictures and when we go back to London a reporter will interview us about how it all went. London Living will get a shedload of sales from Eva’s followers, while Eva gets to tell the world that a national magazine wants to cover her wedding. It’s a win-win.’

‘It’s cheap.’ Margot’s voice was like steel, landing so heavily that for a few seconds Laurence looked completely disarmed. He swirled the wine gingerly around his glass, a painful silence hanging in the air.

‘Where’s our room?’ asked Toby.

‘Left at the top of the stairs,’ said Laurence, any enthusiasm having drained from his voice. ‘Second door on the right.’

Toby nodded, taking Robyn’s hand and leading her back towards the hallway.

‘There’s an envelope on your bed,’ Laurence called after him. ‘A role we should talk about while we’re here.’

Immediately Toby tensed. ‘How many times, Laurence?’

‘As many times as you need to hear it. Dad set this firm up for us. Not just to inherit but to build on. To expand. You have a responsibility. We both do.’

‘You’ve got HCM running perfectly well without me.’

‘And what are you going to do instead?’

Toby didn’t reply, his eyes dropping to the floor.

‘You aren’t still sour about that bloody bar?’ said Laurence. ‘Toby, come on. Mum was never going to release your inheritance early so that you could waste it on—’

‘Waste it? It wasn’t going to be some back-street dive. If you’d so much as looked at the plans I drew up, seen the place I’d found, you’d know how upmarket it was going to—’

‘Enough.’ Margot didn’t need to raise her voice. Her tone, alone, was enough to silence the two brothers. ‘We aren’t dredging this back up.’

Robyn looked at Toby. In the year they’d been together she’d never seen him so utterly deflated.

‘Margot …’ she said carefully. ‘It might not be my place, but I really think it would be worth you looking over the business plan Toby put together. He’s put a ton of work into it and I think it would really lay some of your concerns to—’

‘Leave it, Robyn,’ Laurence spat.

‘I’m only saying that—’

‘And I’m telling you to leave it. This is a family discussion.’

Toby took a step forward, his face twisting into a scowl. Still holding his hand, Robyn squeezed his fingers, holding him in place.

It was Margot who broke the ensuing silence, lifting her glass so casually to her lips that Robyn couldn’t help but wonder if she’d actually noticed just how close her sons seemed to have come to exchanging blows.

‘I’m sorry, Toby,’ she said. ‘But I won’t change my mind.’

He didn’t answer, instead turning and leading Robyn towards the hallway. Neither Laurence nor Margot attempted to call them back, but she could feel their eyes burning into her with each step.
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As promised, when they found their room an envelope emblazoned with the words Heywood Capital Management was waiting on the bed. Without even opening it, Toby tossed it straight into the bin.

Robyn fixed him with a pleading look. ‘I’m sorry. I should have left it alone. I didn’t mean to make things worse.’

‘It’s not your fault. It’s them.’ He gave a thin smile. ‘You see now why I don’t want to tell them about the loan. I could run the most successful, most upmarket cocktail bar in the world, but as long as I’m pouring people drinks for a living, they’re going to tell me I’m wasting my life. It isn’t about proving to them that I can do it. And it certainly isn’t about making them proud.’

‘So what is it about?’

Toby hesitated, taking a moment to collect his thoughts.

‘Laurence is never going to understand,’ he said slowly. ‘The way he sees it, if I’m not working for HCM I might as well be spitting on Dad’s grave. And you know what? Maybe Dad would have agreed. But I was so young when he died … It’s different for Laurence. They had a relationship. But I can’t live my life trying to please someone I barely remember.’

‘Is that why you hated Rushworth, too?’

Toby’s frown intensified. ‘I guess. Again, it was different for Laurence. Every day in that school you’re told you deserve to be there because of who your family is. Who your parents are. Laurence bought into all of that. But I didn’t know who my dad was. For a long time after he died Mum wouldn’t even talk about him. All I knew was that I was spending every day with three hundred kids in tailcoats who all believed they were born to be Prime Minister. By the time I left I just wanted to do something different. Something that was mine.’

Robyn nodded. ‘Did they really not read the plans you’d drawn up for the bar?’

‘They didn’t even look at them. I put together a PowerPoint presentation, Robyn. For my own family. A fucking PowerPoint. But Mum wouldn’t hear about it.’

Robyn paused, carefully choosing each word. ‘Couldn’t you just put the bar on hold until you’re thirty? That’s when your dad’s inheritance comes to you, right? It wouldn’t matter any more what your mum thinks; she couldn’t keep it from you any longer even if she tried.’

‘That’s three years away. I don’t want to wait that long. And even if I did, there’s a part of me that doesn’t want their money now. I know how ungrateful that probably sounds. I really do. But maybe that’s what it’s about. It isn’t about proving to them that I can do it. It’s about proving it to myself.’

Nearly two hours passed before they went back downstairs. Only once they had heard the groomsmen arrive, and Toby was satisfied the sound of music and laughter echoing up the stairs was raucous enough that Laurence would be too distracted to ask him about HCM, did he concede that they should join them.

In the lounge, Nina Simone had been silenced in favour of Calvin Harris, synthesisers blaring from each corner of the room. Through the panoramic window, Robyn saw Laurence on the patio with two other young men. They were laughing beside the pool, each sipping bottled lager.

‘Chadwick and Miles,’ Toby explained. ‘Rushworth through and through, those two. Chadwick studied global business management at LSE. Now he works in tech, whatever that means. Miles is heir to a jewellery empire. He deals with branding at the moment, choosing their models, influencers. That sort of thing. But he’ll run the entire company one day.’

‘I’m surprised he hasn’t done any work with Eva.’

‘He has. How do you suppose she and Laurence met?’

Robyn’s gaze strayed from the three laughing men, settling on a fourth. He stood a little way apart, a phone in his hand. He was typing something, his eyes glued to the screen.

‘What about him?’

‘That’s Stephen. Laurence’s best man.’

‘Isn’t he Rushworth, too?’

‘He’s a special case. They let in a few kids every year on a bursary. It’s their way of trying to show the world that they aren’t quite as exclusive as everyone believes.’

Before Robyn could question Toby further, an older man approached them. This new arrival she did recognise. With Toby reluctant during their first few months together to share much about his family, she had gone to the HCM website to see what little she could learn there instead. The man approaching them now was Laurence’s godfather, Jeremy Lambourne.

Looking him in the eye, she couldn’t help but be startled. He was perhaps the only person she had ever met who looked exactly like his photograph, from the pair of thick-rimmed glasses adorning his slender nose down to the quietly unimpressed facial expression. Easily into his sixties, with slate-grey hair brushed in a neat comb-over and dressed for the heat in a pale linen blazer, he gave her the impression of a carefully manicured scarecrow. He held a glass of wine, although it looked as if he hadn’t yet touched it.

‘Toby,’ he said in a curt tone, putting out a hand for him to shake. ‘It’s nice to see you. And you must be Robyn.’ He shook her hand too, although he didn’t pause for a reply. ‘I trust you had a good journey.’

‘Fine, thank you, Jeremy. And yours?’

Jeremy hummed. ‘Before you join the others, I just wanted to say that I’m aware Laurence has told you about a role we need to discuss. I understand you haven’t felt ready, but there are exciting things happening at HCM and your father would have wanted you to be involved. I hope we can at least have a conversation.’

The smile Toby had forced into place waned slightly. ‘After the wedding, perhaps. Tonight doesn’t feel like the right time.’

Jeremy said nothing, his expression unreadable. After a moment of uncomfortable silence, he shook Toby’s hand again, repeated how good it was to see him and went outside, where he joined Margot at a table on the patio.

‘He’s intense,’ said Robyn.

‘He’s always been that way. Makes me wonder what my dad must have been like for someone like Jeremy to be his best friend.’

‘Is he your godfather too?’

Toby shook his head. ‘Just Laurence’s. Mine was a Rushworth boy as well, but he moved to Hong Kong when I was just a kid. I’ve no idea what happened to him after that. I don’t remember what he even looks like, if I’m honest.’

‘And Jeremy’s the chairman, right? Of HCM?’

‘On paper, yes. In reality, he’s running the place. Laurence might be the face of HCM, but believe me, Jeremy’s the brains.’

‘Does Laurence see it that way?’

Toby snorted. ‘He bloody well should. He’d be a shambles without Jeremy. But then, that’s always how it’s been. Whenever Laurence makes a mess – no matter how serious – it’s Jeremy who steps in, pulls the right strings and makes everything go away.’

Robyn might have imagined it, but a hint of bitterness seemed to creep into Toby’s voice.

‘Fancy a drink?’ she asked, forcing some levity into her own.

‘God, yes. I’ll get them.’

‘I’ll get them. You go and join Laurence.’ Seeing that he was about to protest, she raised her voice slightly. ‘It’s his wedding, Toby. And he’s your brother. If you don’t actually spend some time with him this weekend you’ll never hear the end of it. Now go on. You don’t have to like it but you’ll be glad of it later.’

With Toby reluctantly agreeing, Robyn moved from the lounge into an equally impressive kitchen. All of the surfaces were black marble, the cupboards smart pinewood. For a moment, she stood thinking of the rickety self-catering cottages she and her parents would stay in on their own family holidays. This was a different world. One in which she was quickly beginning to feel she didn’t belong.

Fetching a bottle of rosé out of an enormous fridge, she began searching the cupboards for wine glasses.

‘Above the coffee machine.’

Turning to face the unfamiliar voice, she saw a young woman in a loose-fitting floral dress standing in the archway. She looked a few years older than Robyn – thirty, perhaps – with freckled cheeks and sandy hair held back in a clip.

‘I saw Margot fetch some a few minutes ago,’ she explained with a warm smile. ‘You must be Toby’s girlfriend. I’m Abigail.’

‘Robyn.’ She cocked an eyebrow. ‘And you’re with …’

‘I’m Stephen’s wife.’

Robyn crossed the kitchen to a coffee machine that looked as if it might cost an entire month of her bartender’s salary. As promised, she opened an overhead cupboard to find a dozen neatly arranged wine glasses.

‘Pour you some wine?’

‘I wish.’ Abigail put a hand to her stomach. ‘I’m four months in. Don’t suppose there was any lemonade in that fridge? I’m craving it like mad.’

Robyn shook her head. ‘I saw some sparkling water, if that would be any good? I could always add a drop of orange juice to it?’

‘That would be amazing.’

Ducking back into the fridge, Robyn set about making the drink.

‘Are the boys being nice to you?’ Abigail asked. ‘These Rushworth guys can be a lot. First time I met Chadwick and Miles I thought they were speaking a different language.’

‘I haven’t actually met them yet.’

‘We can go together, then. I hate being the only woman when those two are together. It’s like they’re thirteen years old again, back in their dorm rooms.’

‘Stephen isn’t like that too?’

‘God, no. I don’t think I could have married him if he was.’ With her sparkling water in hand, she smiled again and motioned toward the archway. ‘Shall we go? I’ll introduce you.’

Crossing the lounge, they stepped out onto the patio. With the evening drawing in, and the sun dipping just low enough to graze the tops of the mountains on the opposite side of the lake, the temperature was now a good deal more comfortable than it had been during the afternoon. Robyn heard birds chattering in the surrounding woodland, and the distant hubbub of the town below them.

Noticing that Toby and Laurence weren’t with the rest of the boys, she swept a glance around, spotting them at the far end of the patio.

‘Back in a sec,’ she told Abigail, raising the wine glasses. ‘I’ll just give one of these to Toby.’

Crossing the patio, she felt her nerves begin to ease a little. She didn’t suppose she would ever manage to feel at home here, but she was fairly confident she could at least make a friend in Abigail. And with Laurence’s groomsmen around to keep his own spirits high, perhaps she could even try again to make a good impression.

As she stepped closer to the two brothers, however, and gradually began to hear what was being said, her growing optimism was quickly snuffed out.

‘Look,’ Laurence was saying. ‘I don’t want her leading you on with this. She seems like a nice girl, but if she’s encouraging you to keep going with this crazy idea of opening some bar, she’s clearly a bad influence …’

‘A bad influence?’ Toby protested. ‘That’s pretty rich, considering what Eva had you—’

Catching sight of Robyn, Toby stopped mid-sentence. Laurence frowned, following his gaze as he searched for whatever had distracted his brother. At the sight of Robyn, he scowled. He chewed his lip for a moment, before apparently recognising that the conversation was over and marching back to Chadwick and Miles.

‘Sorry,’ Robyn said once he was out of earshot. ‘I only wanted to give you this.’

Taking one of the glasses, Toby threaded his fingers through hers and planted a kiss on her head.

‘Nothing to apologise for,’ he said. ‘That was just Laurence being Laurence. You want to go back inside?’

Robyn shook her head. ‘We should join the others. I’m hardly going to win over your family by hiding in our room.’

She smelled the aftershave from several feet away. As they grew closer, she saw a gold watch hanging from Chadwick’s wrist and a pearl necklace from Miles’s neck. Both were dressed in floral shirts and loose-fitting shorts. Chadwick sported a carefully styled beard and a pair of designer glasses; Miles, meanwhile, was clean-shaven, with a deep tan and gleaming teeth. Neither was unattractive. But the way they carried themselves – very much, as Abigail had said, like two thirteen-year-olds in a dorm room – was more than a little off-putting. On the edge of the group, Stephen lingered, shoulder to shoulder with Abigail. He tried to smile at a joke Chadwick had just made, although
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