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Epigraph

You cannot swim for new horizons until you have courage to lose sight of the shore.

William Faulkner




Prologue

4.45 a.m. Bank Holiday Monday, 31 August 
The water between Blue Bracken Island and Sandpiper Cottage

This is it, then. This is how I’m going to die.

She had hoped that an inelegant mess of breaststroke and doggy-paddle would keep her moving forward, at least enough to keep her head above the sulphurous estuary water. But the tide had turned on her and then she was going sideways. She was no longer timing her breaths against the chopping waves and everything tasted of salt. Briefly the swimmer trod water, wondering if there was time to turn back, but found that she was halfway between everywhere and so, to pass the time before she drowned, she swam forward again.

How long would the end of her life take? Seconds? Minutes? Once it was done, would she sink and be carried by the currents, her body trundling across the estuary mud out towards the open sea, or would she float face down on the surface like a bloated, dead whale? She hoped that she would float, like a message-in-a-bottle, because then her friends would have a chance of being saved.

Teenage drone enthusiast interviewed by the local news: ‘I was flying my kit trying to get some footage of the cliffs and then I saw something in the water and flew it closer to get a better look. Then I called the police, and that’s how they found the other women.’

Would they know that she had thought that scenario through? Or would that annoying imaginary teenager get all the credit? That didn’t seem at all fair, but it’s not like she’d brought a waterproof pen and paper with her to lay out the multifaceted nature of her act of heroism, for the benefit of interested journalists.

Most likely she’d be a cautionary tale in the papers: Stupid Woman Does Something Stupid and Dies Stupidly. A yardstick of misery, spurring readers to reflect on how their too-tight jeans and five-week-long colds weren’t so bad after all. Far worse than fearing you look like a crinkly plastic bag was being zipped into an actual one by the coastguards.

Did the coastguards do the zipping up, or did they leave that for the police? Did the police have their own boats? What if an amateur fisherman found her and never really got over it despite years of therapy spent elucidating why it wasn’t his fault that he went fishing for mackerel but caught a dead woman instead, his hook snagging on her comfortable underwear?

None of this was fair.

Their Airbnb was highly rated and owned by a Superhost. It had cost a small fortune to rent. Surely you shouldn’t be allowed to drown after paying all that money? On the website it had looked like the perfect backdrop for the perfect weekend: highlighter blue sky, tall violet flowers, Dorset’s signature gorse and pine, sand dunes and seclusion and water that looked like it had absconded from the Med. Water to splash around in and admire over fancy Aperol-based drinks, not water to slap you around, flood your nose and eventually run away with your whole life.

How many others had managed to go on a short weekend holiday with good friends and survive, unscathed but for fried skin and a parched set of organs after four days drinking? Perhaps having shed some tears from the delicious catharsis of sharing all the stuff they’d been saving up for months to talk about? All the promotions, demotions, heartaches, plans, disappointments, hopes and new physical aches. How many others had managed to return home feeling the warm after-glow of time spent happy and laughing in the company of people they loved, yet also relieved to be back in their own space because a day longer might have been overkill?

Not them, it seemed.

It was unfair enough to make her want to survive the water. To cheat the local news of her humiliation. To spare the amateur fisherman those hours and hours of counselling.

So she kicked harder, and she moved, mostly sideways but also forwards, just a little, and that wasn’t nothing, even though the distance was still impossible and any warmth in her body was disappearing, and everything else that was left in her was ebbing faster and faster, ebbing with the tide set on taking her.




Chapter 1

Annie

8 a.m. Tuesday, 30 April 
London

On the first day of trying to get her best friends together, Annie had opted for an Easter egg as her job-done reward, made possible by her corner-shop holding a stock clearance sale that had also included luxury mince pies from the previous Christmas. Annie had chosen something huge and wrapped in red and gold foil, perfectly designed both for losing her temper and recovering it again. The smashing happened at eight, the egg was eaten by 8.30, and by nine, spiralling into a full-body sugar-crash, Annie needed a mince pie to even herself out, realizing that she might be about to become the world’s first person to develop diabetes because of how rubbish her friends were at replying to messages.

It never used to be this hard. There had been a time when they couldn’t meet quickly enough, holed up in the pub with pints and crisps within minutes of any one of them sending out the bat-signal. Now it was normal to wait days for a response and any number of further days to agree on a day they could all meet, and even then, that day would need to be changed at least twice because of work, children, house leakages, cars breaking, partners, partners leaking, children breaking and allegedly requiring A&E. Now, a whole year had gone by without the four of them being in the same room at the same time. That should have been impossible.

Annie understood, of course she did. Sometimes it had been her things that got in the way. But there was a difference between it being nice to see each other and it being important. The difficulty here was that while she knew it was important, they didn’t, and it sort of had to stay that way if her plan was going to work.

Today she needed some urgent decisions on a date and a budget so she could make stuff happen.

She glanced up at her round-faced daughter, Em, who at only two years of age, had the same appraising and calm glance that her own mother used to have before telling Annie, better get on with it then. Em slammed a breadstick with her fist, sending shards of it shooting across the tray table of her highchair and onto the kitchen floor, reminding Annie of the time her mum had thrown a small frying pan at the wall and shouted it’s all too bloody much! Would Em turn out to be endlessly calm, endlessly irate or the kind of person who occasionally threw pans and smashed Easter eggs with a bunched fist?

Annie shook off the thought and picked up her phone, dialling while she collected up pieces of breadstick.

‘Wait, wait, wait, hold on,’ said the bright voice on the other end of the line. ‘Let me put you on FaceTime. I’ve cut all my hair off. Literally just now. You need to see this.’

Although looking at Suze’s hair hadn’t been on Annie’s to-do list, Annie did immediately need to see it. Suze’s long blonde tresses had been her trademark, along with her height, since they’d first met at university. In her head Annie bumped Em’s morning schedule by three minutes and prepared herself.

‘I’m not going to put my camera on,’ Annie said, ‘because I’ve got my hands full. But you go ahead, let’s see the damage.’ The truth was that Annie didn’t want Suze to see her face, which was somehow managing to look both storm-cloud grey and sheet white through a combined lack of sleep and crying for four hours, none of which was relevant to Suze’s haircut.

The haircut was a big change.

‘It’s great, though,’ said Annie. ‘Interesting.’

‘I just realized it was going to keep on growing unless I stepped in.’

‘An intervention.’

‘I didn’t even use a mirror.’

‘You can’t really tell.’

‘I sort of want people to be able to tell I did it myself?’ Suze looked away from the screen and tipped her head to the side like she was looking in a mirror beyond.

‘No, sure, right. Maybe just tell them if they ask? You’ve done a great job. Now, did you get my email?’

Annie had thought that an email would allow everyone the chance to read and reply at their own pace, given their busy, leaky, work-heavy, children-riddled lives. The fact that she was now chasing it up less than twenty-four hours later was not lost on her. She’d laboured over almost every word, whittling it down to a pithy three-sentence missive that nobody, not even Claire, could claim was too long to read in one go.

She’d thought about what to call them, which she had never thought about before. Hey, Girls? Hi, Guys? Yo, Babes? How’s My Bitches? Dear Friends? My Loves? You Twats? None of them quite right, some too light, some too breezy, some too heavy. After serious analysis it turned out there wasn’t a one-size-fits-all term of endearment suited to both the circumstances and the four women, so in the end she hadn’t used one. They could always look at their name in the email address bit and decide for themselves what they were: mates, a pack of bitches, best beloveds – it didn’t really matter. What possibly did matter, meaning that Annie left it in the email she’d eventually sent, was the way she’d signed off.

I love you, I miss you. 

‘It might have gone to your junk mail?’ said Annie. ‘Maybe it’s gone to everyone’s junk mail? The email, Suze? I sent it on Monday.’

‘Monday, as in yesterday?’

Suze’s face disappeared from the screen and Annie was treated to a twisting helter-skelter of whatever room Suze was in: a square cabinet, a rectangle of light, until the image came to a crashing halt on a Pantene shampoo bottle. Annie seemed to have been parked on the side of the bath.

‘Yes. Yesterday.’

‘That’s not very long ago.’ Suze’s face appeared abruptly on screen again before she lifted the phone onto something near so she could both talk and do something with her hair. The result was that Annie felt like Suze’s mirror. And therefore, like she only had a fraction of the attention she really needed.

‘I know,’ said Annie. ‘But I was really hoping you’d reply.’

‘Well, I probably will, but I’m not psychic. I can’t just instinctively know when someone’s emailed me.’

‘Don’t you get notifications?’

‘I turned them off. They make me feel like I’m being nagged all the time.’

‘But if you don’t have notifications on then you need to check your inbox?’

‘Jesus Christ, Annie, it’s only Tuesday! You’re sounding exactly like my mum whose entire week is built round when she walks down the road for a Terry’s Chocolate Orange. Can you please turn your camera on so I can see you?’

‘No. The point is that people have expectations.’

‘I don’t. I don’t care if someone doesn’t reply to me, or at least I don’t lose sleep over it if they don’t.’

‘Could you read it now?’

‘With you on the phone? How do I do that?’

‘You can be on the phone and do other stuff at the same time.’

‘Can you?’

‘Yes. You’re doing it now! You’re styling your hair and giving me a tour of your bathroom.’

‘How do I get email while I’m talking to you?’

‘Now who’s sounding like your mother?’

Em gave Annie a look that made very clear her feelings about further delays to her food being served.

‘I have to give Em her breakfast,’ said Annie. ‘Maybe read it and call me back?’

‘No, I think I’ve worked it out. Hang on. Oh my God!’

‘What?’

‘There are fifteen emails from Martin on how to prepare Walt for going to school. He’s given each one a different subject line. There’s Making Friends and First Day Tears. And wait, what’s this: Snacks and Props? What is he on about, props? Oh, his toy monkey, Minky. For God’s sake, don’t we all have better things to do?’

‘Suze, I do have to go now. Can you read it and call me back?’

‘He’s included statistics for how many kids cry on their first day.’

‘How many is it?’

‘Forty per cent during the school day, rising to seventy-three per cent by bedtime.’

‘That sounds like a lot.’

‘I can forward it to you if you like?’

‘Em’s only two, it can probably wait.’

‘Yes, but you’re going to need that info at some point and Martin would say you’d better get preparing now!’

‘No, there’s no …’ Annie took a long, deep breath and swallowed the rest of her sentence. ‘Look, the email basically says: can we all go away together? A week in Paris or Amsterdam. Cheap flights and an Airbnb, maybe in the next few weeks? Don’t overthink it, just do it? I’ll organize the whole thing, I just need everyone to say yes to a date.’

There was a silence. ‘Cool! Sure. I’m into it.’

‘OK, so I’ll get on with it then?’

‘I’m definitely into it, seriously I am, but does it have to be a whole week? It’s just that I’ve got one month left to hand in my PhD and then I have to apply for more funding.’

‘Four days?’

‘I can’t really afford anything, either.’

‘Nor can I, but doing this matters. It could be a once-in-a-lifetime kind of thing. And if you spread the cost out over your whole lifetime it’ll be, like, less than ten pence a day.’

‘If the airline lets me send them seventy pence a week, then great, let’s go for it.’

‘Come on, Suze. You, me, Maura and Claire drinking sangria in a low-rent bar somewhere that’s hard to say when you’re pissed? We never do that anymore. You and me haven’t even been to see Claire’s new place yet. We’ve been rubbish. Even Maura’s made more effort than us.’

There was another silence before Suze spoke. ‘OK, OK. Look, if we can do four days or less, and it’s not somewhere that forces me to sell a body part to pay for it, then I’m in.’

‘Sell your hair?’

‘Great idea. That’ll kickstart things with a few quid. OK, OK, maybe Zagreb? Zagreb looks cool.’

‘I’ll look it up.’

‘Great, thanks, love you, see you, gotta go.’

Annie slumped back.

Spring sunshine poured in through the windows, casting fingers of gold across the small dining table. Outside her front window the rush hour raged. That was the downside of having a sweet cottage painted in blue and white with a small balcony perfect for the summer months but positioned on the edge of the Westway, one of London’s main arterial roads, its fumes forever leaking through her kitchen window.

She’d need to get herself and Em ready for the day, soon. Ready for a world she just wanted to hide from.

She collected up a small clothbound book from the dresser and scribbled some notes inside. Suze. Deadline. Upcoming trip. Broke. Then she secured it with a hairband one way, and then another the other way, so that the words wouldn’t fall out.

When she dialled Claire, it rang out. But she knew it would. In the last year she could count on one hand the number of actual phone calls they’d managed, but, in fairness, Claire had the youngest child of all of them, a one-year-old, and Annie understood all too well how little time you ended up having to yourself in that situation: that the days were too hectic to pick up the phone for a conversation and by the time the baby was down for the night the only thing you wanted to do was flop into bed with chocolate Mini Rolls and a sitcom. Annie suspected that Claire managed to fit in some additional sex too, but that was less relatable given that Em’s father had left the country a few weeks after Em arrived in the world.

The point was that Annie understood the bone-deep exhaustion of meeting a small person’s needs, and if Annie actually wanted to speak to Claire, she’d have to mimic their behaviour with the equivalent of a non-stop baby meltdown. That meant ringing her mobile and her house until Claire thought it was an emergency, which was a dick move, undoubtedly, and also what needed to happen. Annie dialled again. On the fourth try, Claire picked up, sounding gratifyingly worried about her.

‘Everything OK?’ Claire was slightly breathless, as if she’d just got in from running a 5K. Annie could hear the baby crying in the background.

‘Yes, great,’ said Annie. ‘I was just calling about my email so that I can, you know, get on with it.’

‘Graham’s still not sleeping,’ said Claire.

Annie blinked, because every time Claire said her baby’s name Annie pictured a middle-aged man in a suit demanding to be breastfed, and that wasn’t fair to baby Graham.

‘You know I’m still breastfeeding?’ Claire said pointedly.

Annie couldn’t remember whether she knew this or not.

‘And he’s just not sleeping. Did I say that already? Karl won’t cope if I go away at the moment. He’s not taking the bottle.’ This time Annie had visions of Karl mewling for Claire’s milk. ‘Every minute of the day he feeds. He doesn’t like normal food. I should try and wean him, but I can’t get round to working it out I’m … I’m so tired.’

‘So just bring the baby.’

‘Graham.’

‘Graham, yes, and we’ll all help. We’ll help you and Graham.’ Annie held her breath.

‘I can’t drag Graham around Paris. He’s like a dog, so sensitive to smells; it would be so unsettling for him and then his sleep will get even worse. And besides, you don’t want me getting my breasts out at the Louvre.’

‘It’s France. They’d love that.’

‘I wouldn’t.’

‘Anyway, Suze can’t afford Paris, so that’s out. She was thinking Zagreb. I don’t know where that is.’

‘It’s in Croatia. It’s the capital.’

‘Sounds fun.’

‘It’s just not a good time for me to be going away, Annie.’

Annie felt all her tightly held strings of control spin and tighten into a knot. ‘Oh, come on, Claire, there’s never a good time for anything!’

There was a heavy silence during which Claire would have been absorbing then deciding to ignore this outburst. Claire instinctively understood when someone wasn’t their best self, never took it personally and was superb at letting it go. Annie had always loved her for it, but she loved her even more for it in that moment.

‘What if …’ Annie breathed in so hard her diaphragm ached. She knew she was going to regret what she was about to say. ‘What if I found somewhere to accommodate us all? All the partners? And the kids?’

The husbands and partners were fine. There were even times when they could be more than fine, times that Annie almost warmed to their individual characteristics, but they were not people she had chosen. She’d chosen Suze. Claire. Maura. These were her best girlfriends, the godmothers to her only child. Two of their names were written into the back page of her new passport as her Emergency Contacts. Once upon a time it would have been her mother’s name there, but her dementia had become so severe that she could no longer talk, which isn’t much use if you’re a foreign official trying to get help for the hapless foreigner they’ve been lumbered with.

‘Come on!’ Annie said. ‘It’ll be a chance for me to meet the baby.’ She paused. ‘I’m sorry I haven’t been up to see him yet. You know what it’s like.’

‘It’s still like that for me … And you know, I get it. Car seats are so tricky to fix.’

‘Yeah, but I’m genuinely sorry.’

‘It’s my fault for moving outside the M25. And the renovations are making things extra hard.’ Claire paused. ‘Suze and Martin came for lunch the other day and Walt ended up standing on a beam in the loft conversion. I nearly died of the stress. Had to get him down by laying a trail of M&M’s like he was a rabbit.’

‘Do rabbits eat M&Ms?’

Annie continued chatting on autopilot, all the while wondering if Claire had invited Suze or Suze had just turned up. If Claire had invited her, why had Annie become second on the list? Why didn’t Suze mention her visit when they spoke just now? And why hadn’t they put anything on the WhatsApp group about it? The four of them always WhatsApped when they saw each other in smaller groups so that no one felt excluded. It wasn’t a rule, but it might as well have been. Some things you were just supposed to know.

But then it’s not like they’d ever been equal friends. Annie and Maura were the first to meet at university and they were best friends with each other. It wasn’t a label that needed to be spoken aloud, nor was it a secret or a problem, it just was, an acknowledged baseline fact like the roundness of the world or the coldness of snow. And that was fine, because the group was dotted with known asymmetries. Claire also called Annie her best friend, all the while knowing that Annie and Maura were true best friends. And everyone knew that of the others it was Suze who was closest to Maura in spirit because Suze would never pine after the label best friend, which enabled her to be Maura’s second-best friend without it being a problem. Even if they didn’t all like each other precisely the same amount, they liked each other way more than they liked other people, and that was the point.

So why were Suze and Claire contravening the rules of engagement by meeting and not telling the rest of them about it? Was there some weird professional reason why Suze’s current academic subject of interest was relevant to Karl’s healthy fast-food business? Maybe Suze thought that sharing proof of Claire’s better life for our child in the clean air of the countryside might stick in Annie’s craw, given the Westway was currently suffering roadworks and an epidemic of related horn-tooting.

Maura, in an uncharacteristic display of energy, had voluntarily popped down to see Claire but had been open about it, setting up a sub-WhatsApp group afterwards for just her, Annie and Suze called Karl Chose Those Curtains and dedicating it to detailing the story she’d been given for each of the pale pink sofas, white carpets, shiny beige curtains and the many scattered objets: tin flower-pots, blackboards and embroidered cushions with messages etched and stitched into them like If gin isn’t the answer, you’ve asked the wrong question and If my cat doesn’t like you I probably won’t either. Surely Karl had been responsible for the cat cushion in the same way he’d been responsible for the decision to move Claire so far away from them? When did they even get a cat? Claire liked boho blankets, books and richly coloured threadbare kilims. Where had she gone?

We are arseholes, Suze had typed.

We only notice cos we love her, replied Annie.

No, im just an arshole, replied Maura, who had disabled auto-correct on principle, often typed with one thumb and seemed to take perverse pride in not correcting herself, ever. Shes a rerm, Maura had added, and neither Suze nor Annie had asked for a clarification, perhaps fearing that whatever it meant was going too far now.

Karl had a predilection for hosting ‘kitchen suppers’. Karl once told Maura he had manifested a business plan for delivering protein-packed boiled eggs to your dog. If anything was wrong with Claire, it was Karl’s fault and it was temporary.

‘I have to go, Annie, Graham’s fussing.’

‘OK, but please, Claire. It would be really good for us all to spend some time together. It’s been too long. And anyway, I think Maura needs to talk.’

‘Maura always needs to talk. She’s incapable of not talking.’

‘Look,’ said Annie, thinking quickly and speaking quietly so that Claire would have to press the receiver closer to her ear to hear. ‘I need to tell you something. This is more than just a weekend away, Claire. The thing is … Maura is in trouble.’

‘With the police?’

‘She’d be thrilled if it was that. But no, I think it’s her and Dex.’

‘What? God. Really?’ There was a pause. ‘How bad is it?’

Annie should have stopped there, but she didn’t. Lying about Maura and Dex wasn’t great, especially given how plausible the lie was, but Claire would definitely understand why she’d done it, if the lie ever came out – so Annie decided it could use a small shove in the desired direction. ‘I’d say it was bad.’

There was a rustle on the end of the line. ‘So Dex won’t be there, obviously. For this weekend thing. Even if the rest of us bring our partners?’

‘No, he’ll be there. And you can’t say anything. But I thought you should know why you have to come, even if Graham’s being difficult.’

‘He’s not difficult. He’s a baby.’

‘You know what I mean. The point is, we’ll all be there so yes, please bring Karl. It’ll be nice to see him. And the baby. Graham.’

‘Fine,’ said Claire. ‘Fine. But it’ll have to be next month.’

‘Next month, OK, I’ll make it work,’ said Annie, before hanging up.

One to go. She was really pushing it now, approaching a hard stop on her window to have these conversations. If she couldn’t get Maura now it might be Day Four before Annie got this thing tied down, by which point Suze would probably be booked into a hairdresser in Mexico and Claire would have signed Graham up to an unmoveable schedule of academic studies and hobbies.

Getting Maura at the right time was a fine art. Her first window for premium communication was 7 a.m.–9 a.m., fuelled by coffee and the second window was 7 p.m.–9 p.m., fuelled by wine and a desire to burn it all to the ground. The hours in between were characterized by exhaustion, stress, raised voices and a stated need to be almost anywhere other than the kitchen, supermarket, bathroom, outside the school gates, on the way to the school gates, child’s doctor or dental appointment, in the headmaster’s office (and not for sexy reasons) or any extended period at the kitchen table where she undertook her day-job designing decals for nurseries. And especially not anywhere near or worshipping at the doors of a bloody fucking dishwasher.

Maura was essential. Essential to the trip. Essential to Annie’s life.

Maura spent an amazing amount of time on WhatsApp, deeming it a good way of remaining in contact with the people who actually understood her, rather than her twins Alfie and Freddy and Ego-Dex, who all seemed to treat her like a walking hotel and vending machine. She didn’t require a response to most of her messages, mostly sending observations, links to new shoes she wanted but could never afford, complaints about Dex, links to dresses she wanted but could never afford but amazingly could afford when she was much younger in a fucked-up twist she hadn’t seen coming. She also sent beautiful snapshots of things like a rubber glove on the tablecloth, or soap suds subsiding in a roasting tin – in other words, the aftermath of something she had either cooked or cleaned and that no one had praised her for.

Annie waited for Maura to be online and then sent a WhatsApp. Can we chat about our weekend away?

Maura went offline. Then she was recording a voice message.

Sending a voice message by way of a reply to a WhatsApp was an infuriating habit of Maura’s, especially when Annie was overwhelmed with other things and just needed to talk in the old-fashioned way, with two people taking turns to speak in real time. Maura’s voice notes had become longer and longer, becoming like mini podcasts, which was fine if you wanted something amusing to listen to while you unloaded a dishwasher but otherwise showed a complete disregard for the concept that the recipient might simply need to hear the point she would eventually get to.

The truth was, Annie saved almost all of Maura’s voice notes, because she loved her.

Still waiting for Maura to finish, Annie wrote: Did you get my email? All the while wondering how, of all the incredibly difficult things Annie had been through in the last few weeks, it was triangulating her friends that was proving to be hardest of all.

After a few moments, Maura wrote: Just sending a voms nit.

Can we just talk instead?

Stp interuping.

Annie fed Em her breakfast and waited. Eventually she was able to press play on a completed voice note.

‘Hi Spannie my gorge, my love, I was saving your email for a good time aka sitting on the sofa with two bottles of wine. No glass. Laugh emoji. But there hasn’t been a single good time since you sent it for the usual reasons and so I’ll read it in a second, after I send this to you, because by then I’ll have called Dex a massive wanker – MASSIVE, just fucking ENORMOUS – and that feels so much better already. No, of course I love him, he just drives me crazy. Sorry, that was Alfie looking at me like I’m confessing to hiring a hitman to take his dad out which I haven’t done yet but isn’t the worst idea Alfie’s had. Alfie, I’m teasing you, just do your bloody phonics and stop listening to my phone calls.’

Maura was recording another voice note as Annie listened to the first.

The fact Maura was furious with Dex was not unusual. Before she had the twins, Maura had been at her happiest with messy nights and new people, right boys and wrong things said, wrong boys and right things said, sticky situations and too much booze. She thrived on conflict and complications and in her teens and twenties had channelled all of it into her paintings which sold fairly well for a few years and got her a few One to Watch Under 30 in the Art World features. Since having the twins and giving up her own art in favour of something that paid the bills reliably, every frustration with family, with the art dealer that fired her, the state of the planet, the government, her mother and her fear of developing bingo wings had flowed through one vein only: Dex.

Recently, when Maura said she’d thrown a mug at Dex but hadn’t hit him, Annie had voiced relief. But Maura’s response had been simply that she worried her reflexes and aim were failing her.

Maura sent a follow-up WhatsApp: I’ll read your email now.

In the meantime, Annie skipped through the second voice note, picking up the key points. Maura still seemed to be sparking with rage with the events from the previous week. Her mother had written a panicked email to the entire family professing her love and pride in them all when she thought she was about to die in an earthquake that struck her five-star hotel in Grenada and that turned out only to be a tremor. Her mother had then addressed the email to the entire family (including its most tedious member, Fucking Beige Paul) but left Maura off it by mistake. A few days later Dex had landed another exhibition and a magazine called ?Someday? had profiled him as the most exciting artist working in acrylic under fifty.

Under 50?! Maura had written on their group WhatsApp. Is that even a thing now? I thaght Under 30 was the bar? I though the fucker had missed all tht stuff and the bastead snakes in with an Under Soething article.

At the end of that week Dex made a point of being unable to find his socks without Maura, which according to Maura was either his way of indicating he needed her, or him wishing he had a butler but only being able to afford a wife.

Annie recalled that during the same week, Maura had breezily mentioned that Dex was dealing with his artist’s block on work for the current exhibition by making frequent trips to a local expensive nick-nack shop that sold slim pens he didn’t need, returning with tales of the pretty shop assistant’s smacked-up cat and yet another candle smelling of pointless things like woodsmoke and chocolate. When Maura said anything breezily, it usually meant it was anything but.

Annie’s phone pinged again.

Paris for a week? YEES. And how are you? Is cleing fixed yet?

The ceiling was not yet fixed, but Annie was touched that Maura had remembered it. Maura’s capacity to switch so violently from self-involvement to self-awareness, from narcissism to real empathy, was remarkable, like a broken lighthouse whose beam did not rotate fully and instead always swung fifteen degrees in one direction, and then back in the other. You never knew when and for how long it would get stuck on each setting, but the secret was to let it run until the beam switched, knowing that it would, eventually. All that was fine if you knew and understood this, and were patient enough to wait – which not everyone was – and provided you weren’t the equivalent of a boat being tossed about by a storm in the middle of the night, which Annie was this week.

Annie thought about opening up her little blue book and noting down these nuances in her friends, all these shards of light and shade. She didn’t want to forget all the good bits. But now Maura was ringing her.

‘I’m in,’ she said. ‘Get me those sweet, sweet cocktails and slabs of pâté at sundown.’

‘Mild change of plan. A few days in a cheaper European city. Like, um, like … Zagreb. With partners and children.’

There was a pause. ‘Are you kidding me? My whole family mini-breaking together in Yugoslavia?’

‘Yugoslavia doesn’t exist anymore. Zagreb is in Croatia.’

‘I don’t do Geography any more than I do Crocs or batch-cooking. You know that. So don’t even—’

‘I didn’t know where it was either till Claire told me.’

‘Is this Claire’s idea?’

‘Suze wants to go to Zagreb. Claire is still breastfeeding Graham hence why we have to bring all the families.’

‘I’m sorry but I’ll fucking kill them all. The kids will be a nightmare and Yugoslavia’s been through enough shit already, hasn’t it?’

‘I can get us a big place …’

‘Like a stadium?’ She paused. ‘Are we honestly bringing partners? Martin and … and … Thingy?’

‘Karl.’

Maura groaned. ‘Dex will shoot himself.’

‘Isn’t that what you want?’

‘It’ll be a murder-suicide pact thing. He’ll murder me for making him do it and then he’ll kill himself.’

‘He’ll deal with it. We were thinking end of the month. In three weeks’ time or something like that?’

‘I can’t. We can’t. Dex has his The Bitch show coming up in August and only one of us gets to sit around wanking, drinking beer and calling themselves the public’s answer to Monet in neon. Don’t get me started. Apparently, he’s working so hard at the moment he doesn’t even have time to buy loo paper. And yet he has time to sit on the loo for nearly an hour using the paper some other fucker with a less interesting job, aka me, bought. Really, why did you get me started on this? Can you believe I used to be more successful than him? I could have been someone and—’

‘What do you mean? You were … I mean you are someone. By which I mean you still could be.’

‘Yeah, cheers, thanks a lot but can you name a single giraffe designed specifically for a nursery wall that has recently been under the hammer for ten grand? Or made the news? Or that’s wanted by anyone over the age of five? No. I didn’t bloody think so. Make my own art? That’s not going to happen until Dex does more to help around the house. I haven’t even got time to watch TV.’

‘No TV at all?’ Maura usually knew everything there was to know about everything on television.

‘All I’m saying is can we do it this summer instead? We’ll come straight after the exhibition.’

‘Can you come sooner and just … leave him?’

‘I don’t think we’re there yet. And getting a divorce lawyer would be—’

‘No, I mean, just leave him at home for the weekend.’

‘But that would mean me bringing the kids and then I’d just spend the whole time breaking up fights and making snacks when I’d want to be getting blasted with you on Vodka Martinis. I’m sorry, but it’s summer or bust for us.’

Was it too early in the morning to scream? Annie didn’t want to frighten the motorists who were already stressed about the roadworks. And Em wouldn’t like it either.

‘Are you still there?’ said Maura. ‘Sorry, babe. At least if it’s summer, Claire might have got round to weaning Gray-Gray so we can go clubbing for the night and find some TA’s to flirt with?’

‘Teaching assistants?’

‘Territorial Army, Annie? Hot army personnel?’

‘OK, OK,’ said Annie. ‘I’ll talk to the others and we’ll find a date and then I’ll get booking. No problem. No problem at all.’

Annie spent the entire day at work playing catch-up after her series of frustrating morning phone calls. Late to drop Em at nursery, late for every meeting, late to collect Em from nursery. And just as she’d arrived home and was unzipping Em from her pram and dreaming of wine and TV, her phone rang with an unknown number on the display. She’d never have answered it normally but in the last few weeks, unknown numbers had taken on an importance, as if their anonymity gave them a special power to bear information that could change the course of her day, her week or more.

‘Annie. Martin calling.’

Annie’s heart sank. She’d need to find a way of curtailing this call quickly.

‘Martin Bingham. Suze’s boyfriend?’ The voice went on.

‘Yes, hello,’ she said, trying to sound upbeat. Of course she knew who it was, she’d known from the moment she’d heard his ever so slightly nasal tones, even though she’d not had a phone call from him in two years. She didn’t have his number stored because there’d never been a need to call him and any arrangement, like the one strained dinner party they’d all had together and never reprised, had been made through Suze. The man had the charisma of an accountant without a single hobby but perhaps that was because, of all the partners in her friends’ lives, Annie knew him least. Suze complained less about Martin than Maura complained about Dex and praised him less than Claire praised Karl. There were times Annie wondered whether Suze spoke so little about Martin simply to make sure she, Annie, didn’t feel like the only one without a partner. In any event, Annie had never understood the logic of Suze – the kind of person who inveigled her way backstage without a pass, over borders without a passport, onto white water rivers without a lifejacket and onto first class without having paid – having ended up with a man like Martin.

‘I was just calling to say I think your idea for a weekend away is perfect. Suze just messaged to tell me.’

‘Oh,’ said Annie, her soul brightening. ‘Thank you.’ She hadn’t realized how much she’d needed this positive cheerleading after the uphill struggle that was getting them all on the same page, albeit a page that none of them knowingly knew they’d been put on.

‘It’s exactly what Suze needs. And I’m calling to offer my services.’

‘Services?’

‘Yes. Research. Booking. Cooking. You lot are so important to each other I want to do everything I can to help you spend a special time together. You keep me posted on your plans and I’ll be sitting by the phone at the ready.’

The irony of Martin, being about as well known to her as a distant cousin, being the only one to actively call her about this important weekend, was not lost on her.

‘Thanks, Martin, I really appreciate it.’

‘By the way, my friend was stuck for an idea for his god-daughter’s birthday and I recommended Big Family Fun dot com and he said it went down brilliantly.’

‘Well, actually they’re one of our competitors. Our site is Big Fun For Families dot com.’

‘Oh God! I’m so sorry!’

‘It’s not your fault. My boss should have picked a better name.’

‘Big Fun For Families. I’ll get it right next time. You know what? I’m going to write it in the back of my diary. No more mistakes, Martin!’

‘Honestly, it’s a miracle anyone books packages with us. If you google “family” and “fun day” we’re the 91st result you get on Google.’

‘But you’ve still got a job! So you must be doing something right.’

‘I have to go now, Martin.’

‘Send me to-do lists for the big weekend. Anything and everything. Consider Martin on board.’

‘I will. Thanks for calling.’

Annie hung up, leant down to kiss Em’s warm cheek and was batted softly in the face with a ragged grey bunny.

‘This is going to be fine,’ Annie said, blinking back the sting of tears. So the four of them weren’t going to toast the sun as it set behind the Eiffel Tower, or work things out over steak frites and wine until the bistro closed for the night. So she wasn’t going to get the answer to her question in the next few weeks. Instead, she would have a few days somewhere on the English coast with her friends, their partners and children in a few months’ time. The question of how to get her three best friends together – and alone for long enough to have a serious conversation – remained. But the point was that as long as she got them, it would be fine. It had to be fine. There was no other alternative other than for it all to be absolutely fine.




Chapter 2

Martin

6 p.m. Friday, 28 August 
Sandpiper Cottage, Jurassic Coast, Dorset, UK

By early evening all the guests, apart from Annie, had arrived at Sandpiper Cottage on Dorset’s Jurassic Coast. The temperature in the small kitchen-diner was absolutely tropical and the volume of chatter and children exceptionally intense on account of no one being able to locate the keys to the sliding deck doors and windows. Martin’s neck tickled with the downward movement of fine sweat trails, and when he found his jaw aching with the effort of smiling (how else to participate in jokes about a history he did not share?) he decided to step outside for a breather.

But standing in the main arterial corridor, listening to the stuttering sounds of laughter about where the bloody-plastic-folder-guide-book thing could possibly be, Martin realized that no one had told him where he was going to sleep. Not inclined to assume anything, he plopped his large khaki stuff-sack outside the smallest room. Then, glancing back into the living room to check that Walt was happily ensconced with the twins (at four he was only a year younger, though he shadowed them like the fanboy of two teenage rock stars) Martin stepped out of the front door into the direct glare of the evening sun.

Being the first to arrive, Martin and Walt had already taken two turns around the grounds and the place really was a looker: simple, sure, but the combination of moss-green roof and beige breeze-block walls co-ordinated perfectly with the creamy sand beaches, chalk cliffs and lush green surrounds of woodland (comprising a range of deciduous and coniferous trees). There were not one but two private beaches: one bordered by a chalky shallow cliff that could only be reached through the woodland and another at the front of the house looking out onto a wide expanse of estuary. The lodgings were unfussy but perfectly pleasant. With all bedrooms lined up dormitory-style along a corridor, polycotton linens, linoleum floors and bathrooms that had seen better days, it was a place designed for its guests to be having fun in the outdoors. And the nearby shed was chock-full of potential ways for having that fun from buckets and spades to paddleboards, kayak and a sweet little yellow rowboat. With opportunities to spot puffins and, more thrillingly perhaps, to find an old coin or something from the waterlogged remains of a 2000-year-old Iron Age log-boat that had been dredged off the bottom of the water next to neighbouring Blue Bracken Island in the Sixties, they certainly weren’t going to be starved of things to do.

There was a village shop selling pies and a range of both normal and sourdough bread just twenty minutes down a long road that wiggled through the woodland. They really were marvellously cut off from other people, so cut off they apparently had their own microclimate so that the sun could be blasting away above them one minute while rain hammered down across the water the next. Or vice versa, he supposed. But fingers crossed, it had been a glorious summer thus far.

When he caught sight of Annie walking slowly up the drive toward him, he muttered the words, ‘what a blessed relief,’ realizing that of all the weekend’s guests, she was the one he would feel most comfortable sharing a puffin-spotting kayak trip with – perhaps because, aside from Suze, she was the one he knew best, which was still to say not very well at all. He was under no illusion that she was the head of the octopus, the driving force behind this important bonding weekend, and he wanted to do everything he could to help her make it one to remember. He’d be lying if he said he didn’t want to impress her … nevertheless he felt that she was most like him, by virtue of being a stoic and a misfit who’d had a tough time in the last few years. No doubt she referred to him as ‘her friend’s boyfriend’, though he’d had a small but important role when the going got tough in Annie’s life.

By ‘tough’ he meant the ‘aftermath’ of Annie having been abandoned by Canadian love-rat Ted mere weeks after a C-section, constant night feeding, mastitis and gastroenteritis. With the prospect of single parenthood looming over her like the Grim Reaper’s scythe, and both her body and finances struggling, Martin had often envisaged himself as ‘the outer skin of an onion’ – his job, to make sure the home fires were burning so that Suze, the next layer of onion, could support Annie, the centre of the onion. All those friends, those brilliant friends, had done what they could to help Annie in the midst of such chaos: sitting with her, making endless tea and sandwiches and stews, sleeping over and taking the baby at dawn while she caught up on sleep and cried and bled and fed and wondered what she’d been thinking having a child with a man she’d been with less than a year whose name was, of all things, Ted.

On one occasion Martin had carried an almost box-fresh Em around the block in a baby carrier, hushing her to sleep while Suze had counselled a distraught Annie. On another occasion he’d even helped out ‘at source’, bringing Annie brownies and rearranging the beans and pulses in her kitchen cupboards as she sat and tried to feed Em while saying that her boobs felt like they were on fire. He’d left, feeling like his efforts were better than a poke in the eye, but nowhere near as good as if he’d been Suze who’d sadly had to work that afternoon.

‘Hola!’ he called out to Annie, trying to proffer a piece of cake but finding his arm constrained by the button-down shirt that was too tight around his throat and across his back. He’d stood nervously in the shade of the wardrobe’s open doors that morning for around fifteen minutes as he cogitated over whether to camouflage himself or to stand out amidst a gang of exceptional people. Clearly he’d failed on both fronts because now he found himself sporting a neither-here-nor-there mix of office and caravan holiday style without having provided for the blistering airlessness of a heatwave.

Despite the fact that Annie was a hundred yards or so down the drive, bent over in a soft curve with the weight of several ginormous totes and her absolutely gorgeous pudding of a daughter, he could see her brow crinkle in confusion. He suddenly felt painfully aware of the place where the rolled-up bottoms of his denim cut-offs dug into the wider parts of his thighs like nauseatingly tight elastic bands.

‘There you are!’ He stepped out of the direct sunlight and walked to meet her down the tree-lined shale driveway, wanting to help ease the weight she carried. ‘Let me take Em, and then you can tuck into the Bakewell?’

Despite Annie’s brand of comforting normality writ large in her wild, vertiginous hair, cheap ’n’ cheerful flowery mum dress and exhausted demeanour, the lack of a warm and welcoming smile created a grind of nerves in Martin’s abdomen. Was she annoyed that his list of holiday offerings, as outlined on the WhatsApp group some weeks back, wasn’t enough? He wanted to tell her that he’d added more to the list since his last update, though he wouldn’t tell her how
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