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Chapter One

Photos were Lucy’s thing. Not so much being in them but taking them, collecting them, looking back on them. Her phone constantly complained about maxed-out storage and she had albums crammed with printed pictures of Adam and the girls. Every social event, every holiday, she’d be reaching for her phone. Not to post the snaps on social media or perfect them with filters, but just to lock in the moments. Adam teased her about it, as did their best friends, Cora and Scott, but Lucy didn’t care. It made her happy. And if she was honest, so did their teasing.

So that was why, when a colleague started showing off her honeymoon pictures at an otherwise mundane work party, Lucy gravitated towards her. She didn’t know it would change her life, would be the difference between seeing and not seeing, knowing and not knowing. She was just drawn in by the blue skies flashing across her colleague’s phone.

The small group that had gathered around Ruth ­shuffled to make room, and Lucy drew up a seat. She loved wedding and holiday snaps in particular, even those of people she didn’t know well. She associated them with joy and sunshine, food and wine – all her favourite things. ‘Easily pleased,’ Cora would laugh when Lucy got excited about cherry ice cream on the beach or her favourite Malbec on offer in Sainsbury’s. Lucy would stick out her tongue – ‘We can’t all find inner peace through yoga and meditation, Cor, some of us get it from snacks and booze and box sets’ – and try to persuade her friend to treat herself, too.

Now she stared at her colleague’s pictures of creamy-white sands and shimmering lagoons, and felt a familiar longing for good times, new memories, new photos in her own phone. Sometimes it was as if she couldn’t get enough, was trying to max out her life as well as her iCloud.

‘It looks absolutely amazing, Ruth,’ she said with ­feeling. Ruth taught History and Lucy had always thought of her as ultra-serious – unlike herself, the drama teacher with the infamously loud laugh – but seeing her in the ­Maldives with her new husband, glowing and relaxed, cast her in a different light. Lucy nudged her plastic chair a little closer. She wasn’t sure why these work gatherings always took place in a classroom, the buffet laid out on the scuffed desks and everybody milling awkwardly. But then, if she was honest, the only socialising she truly enjoyed these days were the evenings and weekends that she and Adam spent with Cora, Scott and the kids. She felt a yearning whenever she was in anybody else’s company, like she wasn’t exactly where she belonged.

Her mind had started drifting, planning their next joint movie night (what film, what theme, what food?) when she saw an image in her colleague’s hand that tugged her sharply back.

‘Hang on, Ruth,’ Lucy said. ‘Could you . . . flick back to the previous picture?’

Ruth looked surprised but pleased, especially as ­others had started to lose interest and were chatting amongst themselves. ‘Oh, we met this other lovely couple one night while we were there . . .’

She swiped back and thrust the phone towards Lucy. The picture seemed to come slowly into focus, everything else receding. For a weird moment, Lucy felt as if she could’ve taken it herself. She’d captured Scott and Cora in that exact pose many times – arms round each other, heads angled together. At parties; at their vow renewal ceremony; outside the shared Norfolk holiday cottage on the day they’d all picked up the keys . . .

Except this picture, dated only five days ago, wasn’t of them. It was Scott on the right, with his rumpled auburn hair and photogenic features. He wore a green linen shirt with the top three buttons undone, and was smiling beneath ’70s-style sunglasses even though the photo had clearly been taken at night, on what looked like a restaurant terrace jutting out over a black sea.

But the woman by his side was not Cora. It was someone Lucy had never seen before, her dark eyes shining in an aura of candlelight. Her hair was dark too, curly and wild, whereas Cora’s was ash-blonde and poker-straight, ­usually tied in a high bun. This woman looked slightly older than both Cora and Scott, her face beautiful but very much lived-in, her shoulders hinting at a much sturdier frame than Cora’s petite, yoga-honed body.

Lucy could feel Ruth frowning at her in confusion. Her heart was pounding and it took her a while to speak.

‘A couple?’ she said. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Ohhh yes! They even gave Martin and me a run for our money in the smoochiness stakes!’ Ruth said. ‘We joked about that when we got chatting to them. We only saw them the once, though, which was odd, given that it was a tiny island. And a shame, too, ’cause they were great fun.’

‘How . . .’ Lucy’s head felt thick. ‘What . . . were their names?’

‘Jason and Anna,’ Ruth reeled off with pride. ‘An interesting pair! Pretty drunk that night, but then so were we!’ She laughed to herself, as if at some remembered in-joke, then swiped onwards, reeling through more palm trees and lapping waves while Lucy sat back in her chair with bile rising in her throat.

*

Her thoughts were a tangle by the time she got home. She walked up the overgrown path and into the usual chaos of the hall: Tilly’s purple bike on its side, blocking the way; shoes of various sizes overflowing from the rack. In her distraction, she put her foot on a tennis ball that had been abandoned in the middle of the floor and almost went flying. She snatched it up, cursing to herself, squeezing it like a stress reliever as she made her way through to the kitchen.

Adam was preparing home-made pizzas. Always their Friday night treat, with more and more ambitious toppings each week – Lucy would joke that the only area of his life in which he took crazy risks was cooking. There was no sign of Tilly or Fran. Their green school bags hung from the backs of two chairs, probably harbouring important letters or forgotten homework instructions that Lucy would have to sniff out later. For once, she was glad the girls weren’t in the room, rushing towards her with kisses and complaints and anecdotes from their day. She wanted to talk to Adam about the photo. All the way home, she’d been trying to think of plausible explanations. Maybe the woman was a work friend of Scott’s. He was away on business at the moment – though supposedly in Japan, not the Maldives. He organised air shows and other aerospace events all around the world and often travelled. Perhaps the Maldives was also part of this trip, and Ruth had got the wrong end of the stick about his relationship with a colleague? Maybe she’d got it wrong about the names, too?

Jason and Anna. A run for our money in the smoochiness stakes. The floor seemed to tilt beneath Lucy’s feet each time she remembered those words.

‘Where are the girls?’ she asked, as Adam kissed her in an entirely non-smoochy way, holding flour-covered palms out to his sides. His glasses were smeared  and he was wearing the floral apron Lucy had been given in a work Secret Santa two years ago and had never actually worn herself. Distractedly, and out of habit, she slipped his glasses off his face and wiped them for him on a clean corner of the apron.

‘In the garden,’ he said, as she slid them back on, ‘playing some incomprehensible variation of tag with Ivy and Joe.’

Lucy stilled. ‘Ivy and Joe are here?’

It wouldn’t normally have come as a surprise. Most weeks, they were here more often than they weren’t. But today it sent Lucy into a mini panic. And she realised Cora and the kids hadn’t been around as much while Scott had been away, as if all their routines had been thrown out by his trip, things changing already, coming apart at the seams.

‘I picked them up from school, too,’ Adam said. ‘Cora’s got a meeting and Scott’s not back ’til later tonight. Cor should be here soon, though. I said her and the kids could join us for pizzas. I just hope I’ve not made this dough too . . .’ He squinted at his handiwork, prodding it with his thumb, ‘well, doughy . . .’

Lucy stepped closer to Adam, laying a hand on his arm. ‘Ad, I saw something really strange today.’

‘Did you?’ He glanced at her, still preoccupied by the consistency of his pizza bases.

Lucy gazed through the big kitchen window at the kids playing in the garden, moving around each other in a dance of utmost familiarity and absorption. So comfortable together, so accepting of Tilly’s bossiness and Fran’s left-field imagination; Ivy’s primness and the way Joe’s voice got too loud when he was excited by a game. Lucy’s heart strained. She often worried about the day they might grow out of one another, grow out of wanting to spend so much time within their two-family unit, especially as Tilly approached secondary school and they all got taller by the week. But now a new fear overwhelmed her, one she’d never imagined having to face. What would happen if an upset as big as an affair tore their lives down the middle?

‘I saw a photo,’ she said, breathlessly. ‘Of Scott in the Maldives . . . with another woman.’

Adam spluttered out a laugh that sent flour particles whirling. ‘What?’

His amusement was almost comforting. It spoke of how ridiculous the idea was. Lucy grasped at the hope that they would all chuckle about this misunderstanding in a few days, when everything had been cleared up and explained away.

‘My colleague – you remember Ruth?’ She barely paused for his response because he was terrible at remembering people and names, always marvelling at how she recalled (and obsessed over) endless details of others’ lives. ‘Anyway, she was showing me her honeymoon photos from just last week, and there was one of a couple she met out there, and it was Scott. It was Scott even though Ruth said his name was Jason, and he was with a dark-haired woman . . .’

Lucy ran out of breath, her body prickling with heat. She was fully panicking now. Panicking that saying it out loud might make it true. Cora would be devastated. Poor Ivy and Joe. The Waughs were like family to her; that wasn’t just a cliché, just something you said. Lucy’s parents had emigrated to New Zealand sixteen years ago, and she’d moved from Nottingham to take up her first teaching job in Leicester shortly afterwards. Heartsick for her mum and dad, and knowing nobody in the city, she’d got chatting to Adam at work. The friendly, slightly awkward IT guy who’d helped her sort out a recurring problem with her emails, not resting until he’d both solved it and figured out what weird combination of glitches had caused it in the first place. He’d also embarked on an unassuming mission to convince her of Leicester’s charms, telling her it was ‘just like Nottingham, really, but without the castle!’ As if, perhaps, he’d understood Lucy’s craving for familiarity.

In the process of attempting to fall in love with her new home, Lucy had also, unexpectedly, fallen in love with him. His dry humour, his lack of game-playing, lack of ego. Even his lack of much of a romantic history had endeared her to him. He’d been inexperienced and shy, joking that there’d been few girls on his IT course at uni, and the women on the other courses hadn’t exactly gone looking for IT guys addicted to video games on their nights out. Plus, he’d been undeniably cute. Attractive in a non-showy, grows-on-you kind of way. She still remembered the moment he’d flashed her a hopeful smile and she’d realised she properly fancied him.

After a couple of months of dating, he’d introduced her to his old university housemates. Cora Waugh with her almost-mystical air of serenity; Scott Waugh with his wide grin and all the banter. They were a revelation. A lifeline. Most of Lucy’s own friends were scattered across the country, so she’d been thrilled to hit it off with Adam’s, to find herself in a new, intimate group of four. Since then, she’d poured boundless amounts of energy into the friendship. It was she who organised the trips, packed the picnics, implemented Monthly Movie Night and Brunchy Saturdays. The thought of being without that role infused her with terror. The thought of the sadness that might lie ahead for the people she cared about most.

And the responsibility, too. It pressed down on her like a physical force. The responsibility of being the one who had seen the photo.

‘It can’t have been him,’ Adam said. ‘When was it taken, did you say?’

‘A few days ago.’

‘But he’s in Japan.’

Lucy nodded, biting down hard on her lip. How sure was she that it had been Scott in the photo? The sunglasses, the darkness . . . and Scott’s expression. Each time she recalled it, something niggled. It was both distinctly Scott and yet not quite him, like someone doing an impression of his grin.

‘What if he’s having an affair?’ Lucy whispered, glancing towards the kids again, who were now sitting cross-legged on the lawn, playing something involving a lot of piled-up twigs.

‘No!’ Adam said instantly. ‘Not a chance. I mean, I know Scott thinks he’s God’s gift sometimes . . .’ There was the hint of an eyeroll, ‘but, hell, no, he wouldn’t do that.’

‘That’s what I thought.’ And it was true, she couldn’t imagine Scott being unfaithful. He adored Cora and Ivy and Joe. Lucy had a sudden flashback to something Cora had said in the early days of their friendship, when she and Lucy had started sharing confidences over coffee or wine. Scott never looks at other women, she’d said. Not smugly, more matter-of-factly, and Lucy had been inclined to agree. Scott was a charming, sociable guy – his job demanded it – but she’d always been confident that the Waughs only had eyes for each other. Wasn’t Lucy the one who often teased them, fondly, about their frequent Public Displays of Affection?

The trill of the doorbell sliced into her thoughts.

‘Shit,’ Lucy said, grabbing Adam’s arm. ‘That’ll be Cora.’

For the first time in fifteen years of friendship, she was dreading opening the door to her.


Chapter Two

Lucy’s immediate thought, as soon as she saw Cora, was that something was wrong. There were black shadows beneath her eyes, staining her enviably clear skin, and her usual yogic, smoothie-enhanced glow seemed dimmed.

‘You okay, Cor?’ Lucy asked, kicking some hall clutter aside so she could properly hug her friend.

Cora slipped off her ballet pumps and perched them on top of the jumble of Taylor family shoes.

‘Just a long day.’ She let out a sigh. ‘Long fortnight. It’s always hard when Scott’s away.’

‘Oh, hon, I know.’ Lucy felt an extra surge of guilt that she hadn’t seen more of Cora during Scott’s trip, hadn’t offered more support. She’d been in a whirlwind of start-of-term hecticness, but Cora had a crazy-busy job too, as an admin team leader in the NHS, and always seemed to have a crisis to solve, emails to answer after Ivy and Joe were in bed. She usually maintained a zen-like calm, though. Superhumanly so. Lucy was one of the few people who ever saw it slip, who actively encouraged Cora to rant about her incompetent boss.

She hugged her again, catching a familiar whiff of citrus and sandalwood, and ushered her through to the kitchen, where Adam had made himself scarce and gone outside to check on the kids.

‘Ivy’s still in that weird sleeping pattern,’ Cora said, sinking into a kitchen chair. ‘It’s like deliberately designed sleep torture! And I’ve been away on a training course the last couple of days – the kids have been at Mum’s – so they’re out of their routine. And, of course, complaining that I don’t let them have as many chocolate biscuits as she does.’

‘I didn’t know you had a course?’ Lucy berated herself again, feeling like the world’s worst friend. Had she really been so distracted?

‘Late-notice thing,’ Cora said, waving her hand. ‘But unexpectedly full-on. And I haven’t managed to get to yoga to unwind a bit.’ She gestured at her head, as if to indicate it needed clearing. Lucy felt the same, but yoga wasn’t ­generally her method of choice.

‘Drink?’ she offered, cocking her wrist in the universal sign for a glass of wine. To her surprise, Cora responded with an equally universal – and emphatic – thumbs-up.

Lucy grabbed an ice-cold bottle of Chablis from the fridge door. Cora didn’t drink a lot. Lucy probably drank a bit too much at weekends. Sometimes she mused that, on paper, their friendship shouldn’t work; they were so different. Yet it did – Lucy helped Cora to loosen up a little, while Cora kept Lucy within her limits, reminded her to look after her health as well as just seeking fun and human connection (and karaoke, which Cora reckoned she was obsessed with) at every opportunity. It was similar with Cora and Scott, Lucy had come to realise over the years. Cora’s self-control complemented Scott’s big appetite for life, and vice versa. Or so she had always thought.

Lucy had to admit that, when she’d first met Cora, she’d been intimidated by her apparently unshakeable serenity. But then she and Adam had gone over for dinner at the Waughs’ house one evening, and Cora had been stretching up to get plates out of a cupboard when Lucy had caught sight of a tattoo on her lower back. She’d instantly recognised it as a lyric from a Faithless song, and had started humming the tune before she’d even realised what she was doing. Cora had whipped around in surprise, and Lucy had panicked that she’d offended her, but then Cora had laughed and made a joke about misspent youth, lifting her blouse to give Lucy a better look. And Lucy had realised, then, that there was more to Cora Waugh than met the eye. Or that there had been, once – and she’d felt determined to learn more about that side of her.

Now she poured two wines and clinked her glass against Cora’s. ‘TFI Friday.’

‘TFI Friday,’ Cora echoed, taking a glug.

‘What time is Scott due back?’ Lucy ventured.

Was there a flicker in Cora’s expression? Her friend was holding her glass in front of her face, condensation clouding it in the warm kitchen. She was sitting in the compact, curled-up way she sometimes did – knees drawn up, feet on the edge of the chair – and Lucy felt a pang of affection; tonight it made her look vulnerable.

‘He lands at half seven.’

‘Which airport?’

‘Heathrow.’

‘Is it direct from Tokyo?’

‘Um, I’m not sure . . .’ Cora lowered the glass and looked at Lucy for a beat. Admittedly, she didn’t normally fire out this many questions about Scott’s business trips, or demand his full itinerary. ‘He didn’t say. Or maybe I just wasn’t listening!’

Lucy tried to reign in her directness, adopt a more chatty tone. It felt uncomfortably like a performance. ‘You heard from him much? Has he . . . had a good time?’

Cora shrugged. ‘You know he gets a kick out of the air shows, especially the big-deal ones. He’ll be knackered when he gets back. We’ll probably bicker tomorrow about who gets up with Ivy and Joe.’

Lucy sipped her wine. She didn’t generally think of the Waughs as bickerers. Occasionally she picked up on a slight atmosphere – Cora’s hand on Scott’s arm if he was sliding from tipsy to drunk at a party. But Adam always said she was oversensitive to other people’s problems and moods, especially their closest friends’. Scott would usually win Cora over in those situations, anyway, with a surreptitious nuzzle of her neck, a joke murmured into her ear. Little moments that only Lucy seemed to notice, before turning away to give them some privacy.

She reached across the table and squeezed Cora’s hand, feeling the press of her rings, the coldness left by the wine. Cora seemed to shake herself alert. ‘I haven’t even said hello to the kids!’ she said. ‘My Mother of the Year title will be in jeopardy.’

‘Neither have I,’ Lucy said, laughing guiltily. ‘Not that they seem to have noticed!’

They exchanged a smile, acknowledging that they’d both needed a minute.

‘I’ll be there in a sec,’ Lucy said, as Cora got up and walked towards the back door. ‘I’ll just put these pizzas in. Oh, and be sure to reassure Adam that the dough’s not too “doughy” when we eat, okay? Because he will obsess about it.’

She was pleased to hear Cora chuckle, followed by the brightening of her voice as she stepped outside to greet the kids. Lucy felt a stab of longing, wanting to feel her girls barrelling into her, their arms around her waist, ­garden-grubby hands pawing at her work clothes. Opening the oven to a blast of heat and smoke – it really needed cleaning – she shoved in Adam’s pizzas, noting with ­gladness that he’d gone for Mexican-inspired toppings. Was that because Mexican was Cora’s favourite comfort food, on the rare occasions she indulged herself, and he’d predicted she might need cheering up after a fortnight on her own? That man is more perceptive than I give him credit for, Lucy thought with a smile, as she turned to follow Cora into the garden.

A phone vibrated on the kitchen table as she passed. Cora’s phone. Lucy sidled towards it, her heart jumping as she saw Scott’s name flashing over the top of the screensaver of Ivy and Joe.

On impulse, she answered it. ‘Hello!’

There was a pause. ‘Cor?’

‘It’s Luce.’

‘Oh . . .’ He seemed thrown. Lucy could hear a bustle in the background, and what sounded like the tinny echo of announcements through a PA system.

‘Have you landed already?’ she asked, checking the time – quarter to seven. ‘Cora said half seven.’

‘Uh, yeah, we landed a bit early. A first! Is Cor there?’

‘She’s outside.’ Lucy started walking towards the door with the phone, taking tiny slow footsteps. ‘How was Japan?’

‘Oh, fine, yeah, good.’

‘Were you in Tokyo the whole time?’

‘Yeah, an air show and then the usual schmoozing . . . ate my body weight in sushi, which is actually quite a challenge . . . Luce, I’m just about to get in a taxi. Could I have a quick word with Cor?’

‘Yes, sorry, I’m getting her. She seems a bit stressed tonight.’

‘Stressed?’ His voice sharpened. ‘Why?’

‘Just a busy fortnight by herself, I guess. And this training course at the end of it seems to have wiped her out.’ Lucy couldn’t tell whether she was trying to make him feel guilty. She didn’t really know what she was hoping to achieve. Hearing his voice just reminded her that she adored him, too, that he was as big a part of her life as Cora. ­Reaching the back door, she looked out at Cora and Adam, deep in conversation on the rickety garden bench, while the children were still sitting on the lawn surrounded by jewel-bright autumn leaves.

‘Is she . . . pissed off with me?’ Scott asked.

‘Not that I know of,’ Lucy said. She kept her tone light: ‘Should she be?’

‘Not that I know of!’ he echoed, also seeming to strain for a jokey note.

There was a pause that felt vaguely awkward.

‘Well, we’re getting through customs pretty quickly, so I shouldn’t be home as late as I thought.’

‘Come over here if you want,’ Lucy said, on another impulse. She feared she wouldn’t be able to sleep until she’d seen Cora and Scott together and tried to ascertain whether anything was amiss. ‘Cora’s having a glass of wine, so she might appreciate you driving home!’

‘Will it get me out of the doghouse?’

‘Thought we’d established you weren’t in the doghouse.’

‘Yeah.’ He laughed weakly. ‘Okay. Well, cheers, I’ll see you in a couple of hours, then.’

‘D’you still want a word with Cora?’

‘No. Don’t worry. I’ll surprise her by turning up.’

‘Good idea,’ Lucy said.

She was normally a big fan of surprises, especially with any kind of romantic slant, but her stomach knotted again as she ended the call.

*

The kids chatted non-stop as they demolished the ­pizzas. Fran kept asking what all the toppings were, even the ones she was entirely familiar with, like peppers and sweetcorn, which the others found hilarious, so of course she spun it out for far too long. Cora seemed quiet, Adam had become obsessed with fixing a faulty strip light in the kitchen, and Lucy busied herself with topping up drinks and getting out unnecessary condiments. She didn’t take any pictures of the children with tomato sauce and guacamole all round their mouths, as she normally would’ve done. The camera icon on her phone now filled her with dread.

The doorbell rang after they’d finished dessert, and Lucy let her spoon clatter into her bowl. She had set up an ‘ice cream factory’ with stations for rainbow sprinkles, jelly tots, chopped fruit and sauces – the kind of activity she enjoyed constructing as much as the kids enjoyed consuming (perhaps more so, the other adults often teased). The children’s excitement had peaked as they’d piled their bowls high, but Lucy still hadn’t taken any photos, was distracted listening out for the door.

‘Who could that be?’ she said in mock bafflement when the bell did, finally, ring, and she leapt up to let Scott in.

She wasn’t sure why, but she wanted to clap eyes on him before anybody else did. She opened the door in a fluster, and scrutinised his tired face, his travel-crumpled suit that he was still somehow styling out. He had a light tan, but he always developed one over the summer; he was a rare combination of auburn-haired and olive-skinned (‘lucky bastard’, Adam would mutter). Plus, Lucy had little idea how sunny Tokyo was in comparison with the Maldives at this time of year. He didn’t smell of unfamiliar perfume – she knew it was a cliché even as she sniffed for it – or look particularly altered by his trip. He was, she thought hopefully, just Scott.

‘Daddyyyyy!’

Ivy and Joe hurtled into the hall and launched themselves at his legs. Lucy had to look away as he hoisted them both up high, pretending to buckle under their weight while they belly-laughed with delight. Scott was all about the rough-and-tumble with his kids, the messing around – a different kind of dad to Adam, who loved long, intense board games, or techy projects that involved taking things to pieces then immediately putting them back together.

Cora appeared, looking surprised. ‘You’re early!’

‘Yeah, we landed a bit ahead of schedule.’ He put down the kids with a mock groan and came towards Cora – tentatively, perhaps? – kissing her on the lips. ‘You okay?’ His eyes searched her face until she nodded and smiled, fiddling with the little gold hoops in her ears. Lucy knew she shouldn’t be watching them so keenly, but she couldn’t help it. As she urged everybody back into the kitchen, offering leftover pizza to Scott, she had no idea whether the strange atmosphere was all in her head. She could detect frissons of energy between Cora and Scott. Could feel Adam watching her, shooting her looks that meant ‘stay out of it/stop jumping to conclusions’. The children were oblivious, enlivened further by Scott’s unscheduled appearance and far too hyped-up for bed.

Lucy went to the toilet and splashed cool water on her face. She inhaled some of the ‘calming’ lavender oil that Cora had bought her for her birthday (‘What makes you think I need calming?’ Lucy had laughed when she’d opened it) and took a few deep breaths. As she headed back downstairs, her eyes fell on Scott’s suit jacket in the hall. Hanging there on the coat hooks like an opportunity. Lucy listened to check that the others were all occupied in the kitchen, and crept towards it. What on Earth are you doing? said a voice in her head. Adam’s voice, if she was honest. She dismissed it with a twinge of misgiving and rummaged in the jacket’s pockets. The outer ones were empty. She glanced around, then slid her hand inside the jacket, patting its silk lining. There was a bulge of folded paper. She tugged it part way out, glimpsing the words Boarding Pass . . .

‘On the rob, Taylor?’

Lucy froze, then whirled around. Scott was standing at the end of the hall, looking at her with a bemused, questioning smile. He always used her surname when he was teasing her. Normally she saw it as a signature of their friendship, a shorthand for banter. Right now, it added a sternness.

‘I—’

‘Nothing but Yen in there, I’m afraid!’

Lucy let her hand drop from the jacket. She wanted to throw out a question about Yen exchange rates, as some kind of test, but her face was burning and she thought ­better of pushing her luck. ‘I was . . .’ The words scratched in her throat. ‘I thought I heard a phone going off.’

Scott arched an eyebrow. ‘Can’t hear anything.’

‘No, it’s stopped now.’ She played dumb. ‘I probably imagined it. Ever since we caved and got Tilly a mobile, I’m hearing them everywhere.’

Scott shook his head, smiling in a ‘what-are-you-like-Taylor’ kind of way, then stood there waiting, his eyes on her face, as she backed away from the pegs and strode as nonchalantly as she could to the kitchen. She thought she saw his smile drop as she passed him, his eyes darting towards his jacket, but she didn’t trust herself to properly look.

***

I wasn’t prepared for how I’d feel, seeing her again. I’d thought about it, of course, in unguarded moments, on darker days. I’d imagined what might happen if she ever reappeared from wherever she’s been all these years. Getting on with her life, I suppose, like me. I’ve tried so hard to forget about her, about everything connected to her. I’ve built a career, a family, a safety net for us all . . .

Until the day I heard her name again, and the cracks seemed to suddenly show.

It stayed as just a name for a while. A name with a mess of feelings attached, but only a name, at least, something I could keep at arm’s length, decide what to do with. But then, seeing her. The easy way she moved, like she didn’t know or remember a thing. I watched her from a distance, mesmerised, paralysed, and then I moved towards her, small step after small step.

‘Juliet?’ I said, and her dark hair flew out as she spun around.

That was the no-going-back moment. A moment that seemed to have ripples gliding off it, forwards and backwards in time.


Chapter Three

Sundays were usually spent working on the Norfolk cottage. Lately, though, Cora and Scott had been a little more flaky, pulling out because Ivy or Joe had colds, or birthday parties to attend. Lucy had worried that they were losing enthusiasm for the renovation project. Adam kept reassuring her that there was no rush to get it finished, but in Lucy’s head there was: she’d been picturing weekends in the completed cottage, beach days, cosy fires in the winter, and she couldn’t wait.

This weekend, she was fully expecting an apologetic call from the Waughs, given that Scott had only just got back from his trip and Cora had seemed so tired. But the call didn’t come, only a text from Cora saying, ‘See you at HQ mid-morning??!’ with three kisses and a few seaside-related emojis. Normally, this would’ve sent Lucy buzzing around the kitchen, making sandwiches, singing to herself at the thought of the day ahead. But she was still plagued by Friday’s unease. She kept dropping and spilling things as she cobbled together an unimaginative packed lunch.

Adam paused halfway through filling up the girls’ water bottles for the car, and looked at her. ‘You okay?’ he asked, rubbing her back. ‘You’re not still worried about the photo thing?’

They’d discussed it in bed on Friday night. In the darkness, warm under the covers, Adam had reminded her of everything they knew and trusted about Scott. How they’d seen him cradling each of his newborns in hospital, dazed and elated and suddenly without any witty asides; how they’d watched him and Cora renewing their wedding vows less than two years ago in a ceremony that had made Lucy sob into her Maid of Honour bouquet. We have to rely on those things, Adam had said – rather than Lucy’s brief glimpse of a picture on a phone. Lucy had drifted off in the crook of his arm, telling herself he was right. Fifteen years of friendship counted for much more than an out-of-context photo that she might’ve got totally wrong. She had vowed to put it out of her mind, but after a night of strange, slippery dreams, she’d woken in the grip of anxiety again.

Now she leaned into Adam as they stood at the sink. 
‘A bit, yeah,’ she admitted.

‘Want me to talk to Scott?’

She glanced at him in surprise. Though he and Scott were good friends, as comfortable with each other as ­brothers – and sometimes as competitive – Lucy rarely heard their chats these days go much deeper than work and kids, cooking and gadgets. And it wasn’t like Adam to volunteer to broach a sensitive subject.

‘What would you say?’

‘I don’t know. I’d think of something. No need to look so sceptical!’ He nudged her hip with his.

She laughed. ‘Sorry. For technical issues you’re always my first port of call . . .’

‘But not so much for relationship problems.’ He smiled good-naturedly. ‘That’s definitely more your area. Seriously, though, if it helps . . .’

‘You’ve changed your tune since Friday. You thought it was all a load of nonsense.’

‘I didn’t say that, Luce. And I still think it’s going to turn out to be nothing. But if it’ll put your mind at rest, course I’ll have a chat with him. See what I can suss out.’

She kissed his weekend stubble, then wiped away the sticky imprint of her lip balm. ‘Thank you. I love you.’ She paused and then added: ‘Be subtle, though, Ad.’

‘Subtle’s my middle name.’

‘And don’t say anything to Cora.’ Her friend’s face came into her mind, those new dark circles under her eyes, and she prayed they’d be gone when she saw her later, that all of the strangeness would somehow, magically, have disappeared.

*

The cottage was built from the honey-coloured brick that characterised a lot of Norfolk’s coastal villages. It backed onto a field of scarlet and blue wildflowers, on the other side of which a footpath tumbled down to a permanently windswept beach. It was beautiful. It was also a wreck. Every time they took up a carpet or stripped a wall, they uncovered more problems to be fixed. Yet Lucy loved donning overalls and scraping back her thick hair into a headscarf, sanding floors alongside Cora while their husbands hammered at walls and the kids flitted about. Adam would murmur about costs and budgets, but she preferred not to face the reality of just how much money they were pouring into the place. She’d been so desperate to buy it with their friends, so caught up in the promise and fantasy of the project, that she’d persuaded him they could afford it. And it would be more than worth it, she kept telling herself – even today, when rain clouds hovered and she suspected everybody was a bit too tired for physical labour.

Cora and Scott pulled into the yet-to-be-refurbished driveway just after Lucy and Adam. The children spilled out of their respective cars, fell on each other with excitement, then raced off into the house.

‘Careful on the floorboards in the front room, remember!’ Cora called after them. ‘And don’t go upstairs without an adult!’

‘Apart from that, it’s perfectly safe,’ Scott joked.

Lucy laughed with the others, but still found it hard to look at Scott, even as he greeted her with his signature ­double-cheek kiss followed by a hug. The memory of getting caught snooping in his jacket flashed back, making her pull away and hurry inside. As she put the kettle on, Scott and Cora wandered through the creaky downstairs rooms with their arms around each another, talking about what still needed to be done. Lucy felt a swell of fondness as she heard Cora speaking fervently about the potential of the layout. She could picture her framing her ideas with her hands, drawing architectural pictures in the air. When Cora came into the kitchen a few minutes later, Lucy smiled at her. ‘Still can’t believe you never became an architect, Cor. You’re made for it.’

Cora blinked, then turned away, rifling in a cupboard. When she replied, her tone was unexpectedly clipped. ‘Just didn’t go that way, did it?’

Lucy felt taken aback. They’d talked about it a few times before, about Cora deciding not to complete her full architectural qualification, and she’d always said that getting together with Scott in her third year of uni had changed her priorities. That she’d realised she wanted to settle down with him and have a family, not plough through ‘a million more years’ of studying and apprenticing. She’d always sounded happy with her decision, but now there was an edge to her voice that suggested Lucy had touched a nerve.

‘Sorry, hon, I know.’ She brushed the sleeve of Cora’s overalls, trying to keep her own voice light. ‘I just meant, you blow me away with your ideas for this place. We’re lucky to have you.’

Cora smiled, but still seemed troubled as she helped Lucy finish making the drinks. Lucy watched her, wondering for the first time whether Scott had changed her life for the better or worse. She knew Cora had seen a therapist for a little while after university. Cora didn’t really like to talk about it, and had never fully explained why, other than to say it had been at Scott’s encouragement, and had helped her with some of her insecurities. Now Lucy opened her mouth to say more, but thought better of it. She switched to teasing her friend, instead, about the fact that she never trusted anyone else to make her green tea.

‘There’s a ten-second window in which it’s exactly the right strength,’ Cora said, sounding more like herself again. ‘You know I can’t trust that to you philistines!’

Lucy laughed, feeling a rush of warmth. Cora dropped her teabag neatly into the bin and turned back around. She was still tired, Lucy saw. Her eyes red and glazed. Impulsively, Lucy stepped forward and hugged her. Cora let out a surprised laugh and hugged her back, patting her ­shoulder as if humouring her and her random acts of affection. Lucy felt another desperate surge of hope that she’d been wrong about the photo, that nothing would have to change, no awful secrets would need to be kept or confessed.

Cora pulled back, her cheeks a little flushed. ‘Fuck it,’ she said unexpectedly, pointing at her green tea. ‘I’m going to have a coffee instead. I need it this morning. Don’t tell the Your-Body-Is-A-Temple Police.’

Lucy laughed and put both her thumbs up. ‘I support this plan.’

‘And then shall we go for a walk on the beach before we start grafting?’ Cora suggested, seeming to draw herself together. ‘I think I could do with some air.’

*

The tide was so far out that the sea was a grey smudge on the horizon, leaving an expanse of wet, naked-looking sand in its wake. The kids ran into the wind, hair billowing, coats flapping, while Lucy strolled with Cora, and their ­husbands walked together just ahead. Lucy inhaled the briny air, inviting it to blast the tension from her sinuses. She bent down and pocketed a tiny shell, just as she did every time they came here, to add to her collection in the deep yellow bowl in their bathroom at home.

Next to her, Cora raised her arms above her head and rose onto tiptoes, her lean body stretching towards the sky. She stretched even higher, closing her eyes, straining her fingertips up and then out to the sides. Lucy watched her with fascination. Sometimes she got the feeling Cora was trying to climb out of her own body, or purge something from it. She’d seen her contort herself into impossible-looking poses, seeming to relish the pain, the twisting of her spine and limbs.

Lucy looked ahead to where Adam and Scott were walking and talking: Scott struggling to tame his floppy auburn hair as it blew about, while Adam’s dark crop was too short to be ruffled. Scott took long strides, moving his hands performatively as he spoke, whereas Adam’s were in the pockets of his hoody, and he turned his head slowly between Scott and the distant sea. Lucy wondered whether they were having the chat. Wished she could zoom in on their body language, the movement of their lips. Pulling her eyes away, she watched the children instead. God, how they were growing. How long Tilly’s legs looked in those jeans. And Fran’s crazy curls bouncing around as she leapfrogged fearlessly over Ivy. Lucy gave her a cheer as she flew straight off the leapfrog and into a speedy cartwheel.

‘NICE ONE, FRAN!’ Lucy shouted, laughing as they all began showing off their cartwheeling skills, including Cora who turned three elegant ones in a row. Soon the beach was covered in their hand and footprints, zigzagging and crisscrossing, and Lucy pulled out her phone and took a photo for the first time in three days.

*

As they retraced their path along the shore – following a battle to convince the kids they needed to leave or they’d never get any work done – Adam took Lucy’s hand and held her back, letting the others move ahead.

‘I talked to Scott,’ he whispered.

Lucy nodded eagerly. ‘And?’

‘I honestly don’t think it could’ve been him in that photo.’

She took this in, realising her heart was thudding. ‘What did you say to him? What did he say? Tell me word for word!’

Adam raised his eyebrows at her – his half-affectionate, half-exasperated signal for when she was being overly dramatic. ‘I can’t remember word for word! But I asked him loads of questions about Japan, and he answered them all. He didn’t seem uneasy talking about it.’

‘What kinds of questions?’

‘About the air show. About which area of Tokyo he’d stayed in and what he made of it. The food, the night life . . .’

‘And he gave you specifics?’

‘Well, once I’d started pulling out his fingernails he became much more talkative.’

‘Very funny.’

‘Sorry.’ He brought their entwined hands up to his mouth and planted a kiss on her knuckles. ‘I’m not laughing at you, Lu. I just really think you can relax and forget about the whole thing. Think you should, in fact.’

‘I’m trying to, Ad. You think I want this going round and round up here?’ She pointed at her own head as if holding a gun to it.

He stopped walking and took both her hands, turning so they were facing each other. A strong gust of wind made them sway slightly, as if they were on the deck of a boat. ‘Look, the photo is obviously weird. There must be someone out there who looks like Scott, and had a holiday in the Maldives. But that’s all it is. A big, crazy coincidence. And you’re letting it stress you out. Worse, you’re this close to letting it mess with your friendships. And I know how much they mean to you, Luce.’

Lucy fell silent, considering. Wanting to grasp at the lifeline Adam was offering. Maybe she was so used to seeing photos of her friends that she’d projected Scott’s face onto the image of another auburn-haired man? She hugged the possibility close, leaning against Adam and smelling the absorbed sea air in his clothes. She tried to unclench her stomach, to let her worries be taken by the breeze. Up and away, past the ownerless pink kite that was dancing in the sky above.

This is your happy place, she reminded herself, and nothing is going to take it from you.

*

Back at the house, as they fell into a rhythm of companionable DIY, Lucy relaxed a little more, then a little more, until it felt almost like a normal Sunday. They turned the radio up loud, despite the patchy reception, and took it in turns to choose a station, music and crackly interference echoing around the carpet-less cottage. Scott back-chatted the DJs; Cora made them all do intermittent stretching; Adam raved about the tech they could install in the house and Lucy accused him of an obsession with voice-controlled gadgets. The kids tumbled in and out as a giggly pack, and were given lots of little unnecessary jobs to make them feel involved.

Just after lunch, as Lucy was sanding the skirting board in the living room, a shout made her jump out of her skin.

‘Fuck!’

She whipped around and Cora did the same. Scott was at the top of a stepladder, clutching his hand. He’d been tackling the
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