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By Jessica Ruston:

Luxury

To Touch the Stars

The Darker Side of Love


Lies: we all tell them.

To protect those we love, to disguise failure, to hide disappointment. To mask betrayal, or deceit. But what happens when those lies start to catch up with us? When our lives begin to be shaped by the lies of others?

The late ‘noughties’. A global recession looms. A group of old friends, all leading outwardly successful, interesting lives. All in apparently loving, secure relationships.
Yet all, in some way, lying to those closest to them, concealing secret worries, jealousies, desires. This group of friends is about to discover that the truth won't stay buried for ever …

Welcome to the darker side of love.
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Prologue

The Lodge

April 2010

From his position on the floor, in the corner of the room, he could see a sliver of sky. It was the shape of a scalene triangle – one with no equal sides – like a shard of broken glass. Scalene, isosceles, equilateral. Funny the things you remembered from school. Mr Humphreys had been his maths teacher back then, a thin, stooped man whose brow furrowed above the bridge of his glasses as he endeavoured to explain equations and trigonometry to his young charges. He wore a rotation of woven ties and he would put his hand to them as he leant over your desk so that they didn’t flop on to your exercise book, a gesture of respect for your personal space that was notable because it was so unusual. No other master at his school would ever have considered whether it might be annoying to have someone else’s tie slither about on your desk as they explained the finer points of how to solve an equation. Mr Humphreys had been his favourite teacher. He and the master who had taught English lit and drama – what had he been called? Wright, that was it. He had been another kind man. He remembered Mr Wright’s soft, lisping voice urging him to ‘feel Romeo’s desperation’ as he had stood, feeling ridiculous in his school uniform, trying to pretend that he was in a dimly lit churchyard facing his enemy, sword in hand, rather than in a chilly assembly hall waving a hockey stick at his best friend, Mr Wright looking helpless.

He still remembered the words, though, so Mr Wright couldn’t have been as ineffectual as his manner might have indicated.

‘Good gentle youth, tempt not a desperate man; Fly hence, and leave me. I beseech thee, youth, put not another sin upon my head, by urging me to fury: O, be gone! By heaven, I love thee better than myself; for I come hither arm’d against myself: stay not, be gone, live, and hereafter say, a madman’s mercy bade thee run away.’

His eyes filled with tears. He had had no understanding then of what it might be like to feel that desperate, that driven to dreadful acts. No wonder he had giggled and hammed as Mr Wright became more and more frustrated. How could he have understood? He’d been fourteen, with no clue about how life itself could squeeze the air out of you until you gasped for oxygen and your arms scrambled and grasped on to the nearest thing for bolster, and your legs kicked, kicked to find purchase. Now, though, things were different; the words were all too appropriate, the meaning behind them intimately familiar.

Now he knew what lengths a man could be driven to by a chain of events that weren’t even really a chain; a chain made them sound logical, consecutive, as though there had been a plan. The things that had led him here had no logic to them, as far as he could see, and, God knew, he had spent enough time thinking about it. Hours and hours, turning over the events of the last few years. He could see all too clearly the mistakes he had made that he could not reverse, could pinpoint the moments when he might have changed things but hadn’t. Because he had been too weak, or scared, or felt too trapped, because his sense of pride had stopped him or because he had been trying so hard to impress. To be the big man. He could see all of those things, laid out before him like a battlefield.

But there was still one question – the big one, really – that he could not answer, no matter how he turned it around in his head and looked at it from different angles like a Rubik’s Cube. How had he become the sort of person who picked up a gun?

He was not that man. He was no action hero, no bank robber, no street-smart kid with a bad attitude and a worse upbringing. He was – or he had been – normal. Or so he told himself. Because when it came down to it – who was?


Chapter One

10 December 2007

Caroline breathed in as her bridesmaids began to do up the back of her dress – not that she needed to, for if anything the dress was a little loose. She had lost more weight since the final fitting, despite strict instructions from her dressmaker that she shouldn’t. It wasn’t intentional, but she hadn’t been sleeping well, and there always seemed to be something else to do, some errand to run. She had ended up living off snatched half-sandwiches and unfinished lattes. She wasn’t sorry, though; her cheekbones were sharp and she had a pleasing dip below her collarbone that had never been there before. Bart liked her new, more gym-honed self as well, admiring it daily, and she had vowed to keep up her twice-weekly sessions with her personal trainer after the honeymoon and not let herself slip back into the dangerous habit of serving herself man-sized portions at dinner every night and become the clichéd slightly dumpy newly-wed. She had never really been slim before – never fat, either, but her legs had always been chunky and her face rounded out with what people called puppy fat, even when she was in her late twenties and no longer any kind of pup. She was enjoying being the sort of girl who could walk into a shop and be able to pick up even the slimmest-fitting pair of trousers and know that they would slide on easily. She liked being able to undress in front of Bart and feel him looking at her bottom and know that it was not going to let her down, that he was focusing on its pertness and the perfect crease below it, rather than the gentle ripple of cellulite that she had worried about before.

Before. Before Bart. BB, as her friends sometimes joked. Harriet had coined the phrase, she thought, and Izzy and Stella had quickly taken it up. It had become part of their language, the lexicon that bound the four of them together, a tightly woven alphabet of old memories and in-jokes, oblique references to previous boyfriends and even more oblique references to current ones. She and Harriet had the oldest stories, of course – they’d known one another since they were thirteen, after all. The best part of twenty years. A lifetime’s worth of evenings out and late-night chats; long afternoons drinking coffee and eating carrot cake in the café round the corner from her parents’ house; sleepovers and glasses of wine in the kitchen at parties.

Izzy she had known the next longest, her brother James’s wife whom Caroline had made it her business to befriend when they had first got together, so enamoured had she been with both the idea of having a sister, even a sister-in-law, and with Izzy herself, who was glamorous and ambitious and tough, who wore sequinned minidresses that showed off her long legs and who kept an unruly crew of cooks under tight control in the restaurant kitchen that she used to run. She had been from a different world. But far from being haughty or stand-offish, she had pulled James and, with him, Caroline, into that world with her, taking them to restaurant openings and giving them the chef’s table in her kitchen one Saturday night, taking Caroline shopping away from her comfort zone of Liberty and John Lewis, into markets and funky little boutiques in the depths of the East End that Caroline would never have had the courage to enter if she hadn’t been with Izzy.

And then had come Stella, with her wide grin painted scarlet and her fingers dripping with vintage jewellery, her easy laugh and her ability to turn any gathering into a party. A friend of Harriet’s to start with, she had slotted into place in their little group as though the space had been waiting for her, and the four of them had become a unit. Well, more than the four of them, of course, because there were the boys as well – James, Caroline’s brother and Izzy’s husband; Will, Harriet’s boyfriend and James’s oldest friend from school; and then with Stella came Johnny, wild, uncontrollable Johnny, who was a musician and who they were all fascinated by, because he seemed to live utterly outside the realms of normal life. It had always been the seven of them, and there was an awkward space where Caroline’s man ought to be, although the rest of them pretended it wasn’t awkward at all and ignored the fact that when they got together for dinner in a restaurant the waiter would hover expectantly, waiting to see whether they were going to be joined by someone else, or that when the girls got together for lunch, all of the others would get to moan about something their other half had done and Caroline would just have to smile and giggle and roll her eyes along with them and act as though she knew just what it was like to live with someone. To have their dirty socks on the floor and their boots by the front door, to have someone coming in asking what was for dinner or making sure the back door was locked before they went up to bed.

BB. It felt like a long time ago now, those days. It had been as though she were living her life inside a slightly murky vase, one whose flowers had been left in too long, leaving the glass all smeared, and he had come along and smashed it and suddenly the world had been brighter. Sharper, full of possibilities and light and – fun. Caroline had never been a fun sort of a person; she had always found it worrying and a bit intimidating when, at university dinner parties, someone had inevitably suggested a game, with a glint in their eye. ‘Truth or dare,’ someone would cry, or the one where you had to guess the name stuck on a Post-it note on your forehead, or drink while you think, and she would get panicky and hide in the loo for as long as she could get away with. But Bart had stopped her hiding, and made her realise she didn’t have to pretend to be someone she wasn’t. ‘I can’t bear those sort of stupid, inane games, and I’m glad you don’t like them,’ he said. ‘Just don’t bloody play them. If your friends can’t cope with you just being with them and not joining in, then they’re not very good friends.’ And with him she felt brave enough to say that, or at least some approximation of it. ‘Sorry, I’m really terrible at these things and I never enjoy them,’ was as bold as she got, but that was enough, it seemed, and he was right, people didn’t mind, and she could go back to sitting at the table, sipping her wine and happily watching as the evening descended into a mess of bits of paper with names of famous people scrawled on them and half-drunk shot glasses of sambuca that would leave sticky rings on the table.

They, she and Bart, had a different sort of fun, a more grown-up sort. They went to private views of exhibitions, and openings of smart new shops, and talks given by eminent people with question-and-answer sessions afterwards and canapés. They weren’t always the events Caroline would have chosen to go to, but they were important for Bart to be seen at, and they did usually end up meeting one or two interesting people, even if Caroline did often have the feeling that they were slightly more on the edge of things than Bart would have liked, and it meant that she always knew about the latest restaurants and things in town, which made her feel – more useful, she supposed. Her friends phoned her up when they were looking for somewhere to take their parents for dinner, or a date for the afternoon, and she could flick back through her diary and see what they had especially enjoyed recently (she put a gold star by particularly successful outings, in part for this very purpose) and make thoughtful recommendations.

Bart would have booked their honeymoon, which he had insisted on keeping a surprise, through the same concierge service, she was sure. He used the company, Henry Butler’s, which was owned by Will, to run his life, or that was what it sometimes felt like, and when they were first living together, Caroline had once worried aloud whether it was because she wasn’t organised enough. ‘I’d like to help you, darling,’ she had said. ‘I’m happy to do things like – I don’t know, arrange for your shirts to be collected by the laundry service, look into theatre tickets. I have time.’ He had smiled that wide, white-toothed smile at her that made her feel as though she were at the centre of the world, and kissed her fingers. ‘I know you’re happy to do it, darling, but I’m not. I don’t want you becoming my drudge, your diary full of errands you have to run for me. I want you to be my girlfriend, not my PA. And before long you won’t have time for it anyway.’ He had grinned again then, and waggled an eyebrow at her, and she had known he was talking about marriage, a wedding, and then babies, but she had refused to be drawn into asking him what he meant and so had just kissed him lightly and said, ‘You’re right, I am getting busier at work these days,’ and gone back to flicking through her diary looking for a suitable date to take her niece and nephew to the zoo. ‘And it’s Will’s company, it’s good to keep it in the family, so to speak, surely? I’m happy to be able to give him the business. James seemed pleased when I signed up.’ He was a bit petulant now, the emphasis on the word ‘James’; the slight implication that Caroline hadn’t been as pleased and jovial as her brother hovered behind the words, and that was the last thing she wanted Bart to think, so she abandoned her diary and slid her arms around his waist. ‘Of course, darling,’ she had murmured into his neck, as she dropped the little light, nibbling kisses on to it that never failed to make him groan. ‘It’s brilliant that you’re supporting Will, he’s been working so hard to make the business happen and he’s practically family, like you say.’ ‘And me?’ he had asked, pushing his hand down into the front of her trousers, his voice low. ‘How about me?’ She had gasped, as the fingers of his left hand began to work at her and he pulled her top up with his right, his breath hot on her skin, and the words had escaped her mouth like a sigh. ‘You’re everything,’ she had gasped. ‘You’re everything.’

‘Caroline? What are you thinking about? You’ve gone all pink. I know you’re the blushing bride and everything, but you don’t want to look like you’re having a hot flush. Shall I get the powder?’

Caroline looked in the mirror, and pulled herself back to the room. Harriet was right, she was all pink-cheeked. The blushing bride indeed.

She turned to Harriet, and shook her head. ‘Sorry, just – just felt a bit hot for a minute. I’m fine. No, don’t open the window, honestly. I’m fine. Just a bit emotional, I suppose.’

Harriet handed Caroline her glass of champagne, and perched on the edge of the bed. The four women – Caroline, Harriet, Izzy and Stella – and Izzy’s daughter Pearl were all crammed into Caroline’s childhood bedroom, which was full of make-up and tulle and high heels. In the corner of the room, the photographer had all their bouquets lined up in a row, Caroline’s in the centre, pink and white roses, and her three bridesmaids’ beside, smaller bunches of pink roses, and was taking close-ups of them.

‘I’m not surprised. Big day. Biggest day of your life, or so they say. Does it feel like it?’

Caroline smiled. ‘I don’t know, really.’ She turned back to Harriet. ‘Is it all going to change, do you think?’

Harriet raised an eyebrow. ‘You’re asking the wrong bridesmaid, darling, aren’t you?’ She turned to Izzy, who was in the corner of the room trying to persuade a stubborn Pearl to wear the floral circlet that had been provided for her hair. Pearl’s bottom lip was jutting forward like a ledge.

‘Iz – Caroline wants to know the secrets of married life.’

Izzy looked over her shoulder, her expression taut. ‘God, don’t ask me, I can’t even get my own child dressed.’ She gestured to Harriet to top up her champagne glass. ‘Who’d have thought I once ran a kitchen full of alpha males with a rod of iron, eh? Why did no one tell me they were so much easier than children?’

‘No one tells you things like that, you silly cow,’ came a voice from the windowsill, where Stella was sitting, legs drawn up in front of her, holding a cigarette out of the window. ‘It’s part of the covenant. Just like no one tells you how fucking much labour actually hurts, and how completely disgusting the whole thing is. It’s like a gentlemen’s club or something. A cult. You don’t know what it’s really like until it’s too late.’

‘Oh for God’s sake, Stella.’ Izzy rolled her eyes. ‘Having children is not like being in a cult.’ But she didn’t sound a hundred per cent sure.

‘It bloody is. They exhaust you until you’re weak-willed, and then before you know it you’re spouting crap that a few months before you would have scoffed at. You give up all the fun things in life so you can follow a small creature around who shows no interest in anything other than screaming and sleeping. You develop an unnatural and many would say unhealthy interest in its poo. And even when it’s cross-eyed and covered in cradle cap, you tell anyone who listens to you for more than thirty seconds how incredibly beautiful the little bugger is. How else can you explain that, if it’s not like being in a cult?’

Caroline laughed, a little nervously. ‘I’m sure it’s all really exciting, though.’

Stella looked at her and smiled. ‘Oh, Caroline. So innocent. So young.’ She gave a fake sob and covered her eyes with the back of her hand.

Harriet stood up and smoothed her dress down. ‘Stop it, you two. You’ll have her running for the hills before we’ve got her in the car.’

Caroline shook her head. ‘No. I can’t wait to get there. I’m so excited.’

Harriet rolled her eyes behind her friend’s back, and Stella saw her and winked. Caroline’s devotion to her fiancé was touching but occasionally impossible not to mock.

‘Of course.’ Harriet nodded, reached for Caroline’s veil. ‘And who wouldn’t be. Ignore these two old crones. Marriage has made them bitter and sour. Like raisins. Or something.’

‘Sorry, Caroline,’ Izzy said. Pearl was now wearing the floral headdress at an angle that could only be described as rakish. Izzy had given up fighting with her. ‘I’m not trying to put you off. Some bridesmaids we are, eh? You’re going to be very happy. I know you are. Getting married is …’ She paused. ‘Getting married is going to change your life.’

‘She’s right, Caro,’ added Stella. ‘You’re going to be the perfect wife. Look at you. An hour before I got married I was – I think I was having sex, actually.’

‘Please tell me with Johnny,’ Harriet sighed.

‘Of course with Johnny! Anyhow, the point is – I was hung-over, and I wore a red minidress and leopardskin shoes and – well, I guess we started as we meant to go on. Everyone does. Izzy, what were you doing an hour before you got married? Something incredibly efficient, I bet. Organising everyone. Opening a restaurant in the morning, getting married in the afternoon?’

Izzy laughed. ‘Not too far off, actually. Our caterer was ill, so I was in the kitchen, preparing canapés for a hundred and fifty people, because I didn’t trust anyone else to take over at such short notice.’ She coloured a little at the admission and held her hands up. ‘Control freak, much?’

‘Ha!’ Stella whooped. ‘See? Start as you mean to go on. Me, irresponsible, Izzy, control freak, you – perfectly calm and sleek, like a princess.’

‘Oh for God’s sake,’ huffed Harriet, as she affixed the veil onto Caroline’s head and began to do it up at the back. ‘Stop talking utter crap and let’s get this princess bride dressed and ready to become Mrs Beauman.’

But despite her protests, Harriet had to admit that Caroline did look absolutely perfect. And as she pulled the dress together and did up the row of tiny lace-covered buttons that ran down the back of it, she wondered what she might be doing an hour before her own wedding, and how Stella would analyse that as being typical of her. If she ever got there, that was. If she ever got there. Will was showing no signs whatsoever of wanting to be the next in line to walk up the aisle, and they had been together for longer than any of the group. She bit her lip. No, she told herself, not today. This day is not about you and Will.

She straightened, and the three women stood behind Caroline, facing the mirror, in silence.

‘Oh darling,’ Izzy said softly, ‘you look absolutely beautiful.’

Caroline held her breath. She had never in her life felt beautiful before. Pretty, sometimes, yes. Attractive, reasonably often. Well-groomed, most of the time. But beautiful? Never until now. She smiled, and looked to her friends. They were right. She was starting as she meant to go on. Surrounded by the ones she loved, about to marry her soulmate, and happier than she had ever been. Her life was about to change, and she was going to savour every last moment of it.

New Year’s Eve 2007

‘Look! Oh Caroline, didn’t you look beautiful.’ Izzy Rathbone craned her neck over her sister-in-law’s shoulder, bottle of champagne in one hand and tray laden with cutlery tucked in the crook of the other, and kissed Caroline’s cheek as she went past. The long oak table in James and Izzy’s kitchen was full, all the cutlery and plates and napkins for the party laid out in neat rows and piles, the rest of the surface covered with photos from the wedding.

Izzy counted out the pieces of cutlery in her head as she admired the photo of Caroline and Bart taking their first steps as husband and wife. She always seemed to be doing one thing and thinking about another. She was used to splitting her brain like this. It was one of the first things you learned when you became a mother. Her eyes ran over the forks, all on their sides, all facing the same direction, curved tines fitting together.

She had covered the table with a white tablecloth, and moved it against the wall of the big, light kitchen diner. They had done the side return of their three-storey terraced house last year, pushing the room out to the full width of the building and adding a glass roof over the new space, which caught the afternoon light and sent shards of sunshine over to the big range oven. They’d redone the kitchen at the same time, new Shaker-style wooden units hand-painted in a soft greeny grey, and a big granite-topped island with a sink in the centre that had a special tap for boiling water and one of those swooshy chef’s taps that James had wanted, and which she had wished she had never agreed to, because it sent jets of water shooting around the kitchen if you angled it slightly the wrong way, or if a small child managed to climb up on a stool and get their hands on it, which they did almost daily once they had realised the mess-making potential of the thing.

Izzy glanced down to the far end of the table. The knives were annoying her. Lining them up took up too much room, putting them in a glass when the rest of the cutlery was on the table looked messy; she had not yet found a satisfying solution. She sighed, and returned her gaze to the wedding photos, passing the bottle of champagne to James as he walked into the room and giving him a topping up the drinks is practically your only bloody job, why am I doing it? look. He gave her a wink as she did so, and she softened, and smiled. It was one of the things she liked about having been with someone for so long – the ability to read one another’s minds, finish their sentences, signal a whole conversation with a glance.

Caroline gazed at the photos in front of her, knowing that she should gather them together and put them away before everyone else started to arrive or something got spilled on them, but not wanting to. The fizz of the day was still floating around her shoulders like a cloud: she was still the bride, still glowing with her honeymoon tan and her wedding manicure still intact. And the photos were not only a reminder; they gave her a glimpse of all the bits she had missed, the expressions she hadn’t noticed, the way things looked from the outside that she had only seen from the in.

There was one of her small bridesmaids – Pearl, her niece, and Betty, her god-daughter – with circlets of roses on their heads, faces solemn with the magnitude of the task ahead of them. Here was one of her favourites – her grown-up bridesmaids outside the church. She mentally marked this photo as one that she would get framed – they were walking up the path towards the doors, she in the centre, her brow furrowed a little. They were early, but she was worried that they were going to be late, so she was making them all walk quicker, except her progress was impeded by her dress and her high heels, so that she was doing a strange duck-like waddle, her hips uneven and her elbows sharp. Stella’s head was thrown back, her hair messy, a rose jammed in behind her ear, unashamedly laughing at Caroline’s ill-concealed panic, a final cigarette between her fingers, her other hand reaching into her bag for perfume that she would shortly spray over them all so that they walked into the church smelling of the same, unmistakably Stella scent; sexier and more adult than anything Caroline would have worn and distinctly un-bridal. Izzy was reaching for her sister-in-law, a reassuring hand to her elbow. ‘Slow down,’ she was about to say. ‘Caroline, we aren’t late, honestly, people are still sitting down. Stop panicking or you’ll get there all out of puff like you’ve run the sack race.’ Harriet was a step behind her, holding her veil and train away from the ground, trying to keep up as Caroline powered ahead. Her girls. She would get four copies of it made and have them framed, she thought now, give them to them as thank-you presents. The picture summed the four of them up so completely.

She turned it over and moved on to the next photo, and this one made her heart leap. It was of Bart, so handsome in his morning suit, standing outside the church flanked by his ushers, his face calm, his demeanour unruffled. The one sign of anxiety something only she would have noticed – the fact that he was rubbing the ends of his fingers together as he waited. The guests, hands holding their hats in place against the bluster as they walked down the path towards the church entrance, lit with flares in the fading winter light. Izzy straightening Caroline’s train as she waited in the porch of the church, Julian Rathbone, her father, standing bolt upright like the ex-military man he was, pride visible in his very spine.

‘Ready for the off?’ he had whispered to her as she took his elbow. She remembered that her bouquet had been shaking slightly, an extension of the tremor that ran through her arm.

She’d taken a deep breath, and given a small nod. ‘I can’t wait to see him. To stand next to him. It’s just – well, the thought of getting there’s suddenly a bit daunting, Daddy.’

He had patted her hand, cool and reassuring as always. ‘Chin up, girl. Eyes straight ahead, and don’t whatever you do look at your mother. She’s cried twice already, I don’t want her setting you off before you’ve even got up the aisle.’

Caroline laughed. ‘OK. Let’s do it.’ And once she had reached the altar, she had been right. All of her nerves had melted away, and it had been just her and Bart, and the vicar marrying them, and no one and nothing else had mattered.

Bart squeezed her hand now, and she smiled at him. Three weeks married, and it was New Year’s Eve. Life was good.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘We’d better put these away. You don’t want them to get messed up. Can’t have you all upset because someone’s upended a glass of champagne over them.’

‘I know.’ Caroline began gathering the pictures into a pile.

‘Oh my God! Do you think they …? I bet they did. Look.’ Stella Albright’s voice rang out in a scandalised and thrilled stage whisper as she picked up the photo of one of the ushers, an old school friend of Bart’s, dancing with a single friend of Caroline’s, his hand sliding down the satin back of her dress towards her bottom, drawing her towards him on the dance floor. ‘The little hussy. I’d never have thought that one had it in her. Good on her. I must give her a ring.’

Stella leaned over and kissed Caroline with her ever-red-lipsticked lips. ‘Hello, darling. Welcome home. Bart.’ She pecked Bart on both cheeks. As usual, she smelt of scent and sex and cigarettes.

‘Careful of the photos,’ Bart muttered as she picked up one of Caroline’s mother, Ginny, between navy-blue-painted fingernails. Underneath it was a photo of Harriet, looking over at her boyfriend Will as Caroline and Bart stood at the front, hands interwined. In the picture, Harriet’s eyes sought him out at the back of the church, where he had been handing out orders of service and where he now stared fixedly at one of those same pieces of stiff white card, pretending to read the words of the hymn as he sang loudly, calling for his bow of burning gold, vowing not to cease from mental fight, when all the time Harriet, and anyone else who cared to think about it, knew that he had been singing it regularly since childhood.

‘I am being careful. Look at this. Shame.’

‘What do you mean?’ Caroline leaned in closer. ‘It’s lovely of Hats.’

Stella raised an eyebrow. ‘Lovely? Look at her. She practically combusting with envy.’

‘Do you think?’

Stella snorted. ‘Darling. It’s written all over her face. Now, where’s the champagne? You’re all miles ahead of me, I’d better play catch-up.’

Caroline nodded as Stella left, continuing to stare at the photo. She hadn’t seen it before. But now, thanks to Stella’s writers’ eyes, she could. Stella always saw the story behind things. Suddenly it was clear. Harriet’s gaze resting on Will, him feeling it and pretending not to. Now she could see the yearning in Harriet’s eyes, the unasked question palpating like the wings of a butterfly across the space between them. Harriet’s mental fight. Marry me, she seemed to be silently saying, like a prayer. Marry me. It’s been seven years and people have given up glancing at my ring finger after Christmas and New Year, or Valentine’s Day, or my birthday. It’s been seven years and I’m the last one and I know it shouldn’t matter, it should all be about us, but it does matter. It does.

Caroline shivered, and put the photo to the bottom of the pile so that Harriet would be less likely to see it when she and Will arrived. Then she slid the pictures back into their protective plastic sheath, and went to tuck them away somewhere safe, thinking as she did so how lucky she was to have found Bart.

7.12 p.m.

Harriet Bailey sat in the front seat of Will’s clapped-out old Land Rover, and wished, not for the first time in their relationship, that she had worn something warmer. A pair of tights wouldn’t have gone amiss, or even a pair of Spanx that would hold in a bit of extra warmth along with the lumps and bumps, rather than the stupid underwear that Will had given her for Christmas. She rubbed her hands together and fiddled with the heating dial, though she knew from long experience that it was futile, it wouldn’t pump out anything other than icy-cold air. ‘Damn.’ She got a blast of it now, and put her hand back down, before turning to rummage in the back seat for a scarf or something. There was only Will’s old Barbour, which was covered in dog hair and the stain of something unspeakable down the front – pheasant blood or worse, probably. She spent a second weighing it up, then pulled it over the seat and put it on. It was filthy, but comforting; it smelled of Will, of the woody aftershave his father gave him every year and had been doing since he was fourteen, of cigarettes and Fisherman’s Friends, and of Labrador. Not exactly how she wanted to smell on her arrival at James and Izzy’s, but her fingers were turning blue at the ends, and she liked huddling down in its too-big shape. She leant over and pressed down on the horn.

‘Come ON, Will, for fuck’s sake! What are you doing in there?’ she muttered. She knew exactly what he’d be doing, though. Sitting on the loo. What was it about his bowels that meant that he had to wait until the second before they were due to leave, which was already half an hour later than they should have left, because he was incapable of knowing how long it took him to get ready, always proclaiming he’d be there in ‘two minutes, darling, I’ve just got to have a quick wash’, before blithely getting into the bath where he would promptly fall asleep, waking up only when either the water started to cool down or she banged on the door, and then he would have to shave, and all the while she would be waiting, keys in her hand, by the front door, until she gave up and shouted, ‘I’ll be in the car,’ in the hope that it would chivvy him along.

It never did. So she always ended up sitting here in the cold, her breath crystallising in front of her, fuming with irritation yet too proud to go back inside and sit at the table and wait for him there.

7.34 p.m.

‘I’m not driving back, you know,’ she snapped at him as soon as he got into the driving seat and put the keys in the ignition. ‘It’s not my fault you left it too late to book a cab.’

Will shrugged good-naturedly. ‘We’ll call one later, pick the car up tomorrow. Or we can just walk back.’

He put the car into reverse, waited for it to pop out of gear as it always did, shoved it back in, and began to back out of the parking space.

‘I’m not sodding walking, Will. It’s freezing, and I’m wearing stockings and stupid shoes. I’ll freeze to actual death. If I don’t break an ankle first. I don’t know why you didn’t organise it through Butler’s. What’s the point of running your own concierge company if you can’t use it to actually sort some of your own life out?’

Will smiled. ‘They’re all booked up, weeks ago. With bookings from paying customers. Which is what we need, not me using it as a penis extension to show off with. We’ve got a perfectly good car’ – as he said that, the Land Rover sputtered, as if even it didn’t believe in its own reliability – ‘and if the worst comes to the worst we can crash at Boner’s.’ Will and James had been at boarding school together, and still sometimes called one another by the nicknames they had been given in their first few weeks there, based on their surnames: ‘Boner’ for James, and ‘Skinny’ for Will. Harriet flung her head back against the seat in annoyance. She couldn’t bear the stupid public-school monikers, or the daft voices her boyfriend and his best friend used to greet each other with them, like they were on the rugby pitch, booming and drawing the last syllable out. Inane.

‘Anyway, sod the car. Much more interestingly, what was that you said about stockings?’ And Will took his left hand off the wheel and reached over and ran his hand up under Harriet’s dress, squeezing her thigh and then bending his fingers around higher, working them inside the silk band of her knickers, and she was glad she had decided against the Spanx.

8.40 p.m.

‘What are we going to tell them?’ Harriet shivered as she walked up the path towards James and Izzy’s front door. This year’s wreath was a silvery-blue pine, studded with cones sprayed silver and glowing white sprigs of mistletoe.

‘What do you mean? We don’t have to tell them anything.’

‘Will! We’re an hour late. It’s so rude.’

‘You’re so rude.’ Will growled, and bit Harriet’s neck, pinching her bottom at the same time and sending a jolt of memory through her of how he had jerked the hand brake on and left the car running in the street outside their house, leaning over and unclicking her seat belt despite her protestations and pulling her back inside the house, where he had lifted her up on to the big wooden chest in the hall and fucked her as she perched on the edge of it, holding her steady with both hands on her bottom as he did so. She could never stay cross with him for long.

‘They won’t care.’

‘They’ll be able to tell.’

‘So? It is allowed, you know, darling. We’re practically—’ He broke off. ‘We’re grown-ups.’

They both looked ahead. Ignored the unspoken word. Practically married.

‘Hello! Happy New Year, come in, come in, everyone’s here …’ Izzy’s voice held a slight question, and Harriet rolled her eyes at her as they walked into the warm hallway, mouthing ‘sorry’ as she did so, correctly hoping that Izzy would assume their lateness was down to Will. And it was.

9.53 p.m.

Izzy cleared a tray of half-eaten canapés from the table and replaced it with one of mini eclairs and tiny tartes Tatin, all neatly lined up in rows. For a second, as she put the tray down, she couldn’t decide whether she felt proud or embarrassed by the fact that she had spent three hours piping choux pastry into little lines that afternoon. It was absurd, really, to have done so. Everyone was drunk, no one would notice, or care, that she had made them herself rather than ordering in from the local patisserie.

Oh stop it, Izzy, she told herself, stop feeling sorry for yourself. You have a perfect life, a life thousands of women would kill for. She knew it was true. She knew how lucky she was. And that made the fact that she felt so trapped in this perfect life, so bored by it, all the worse. There was no one she could tell, no one she could confide in. It would be horribly ungrateful, cruel even, to go to Harriet or Caroline or Stella and moan about the fact that she was bored to tears, so bored that she sometimes felt as though she could not last another day of her life, and that she had, on at least three occasions in the last month, looked up flights on expedia.co.uk, playing travel roulette, clicking the buttons and seeing just how far away she could get for five hundred pounds, or some other arbitrary sum of money. Because they wouldn’t understand. They would think she had gone mad. Anyone would. She had a good husband, two healthy children, enough money to stay at home with her family. Who could ask for more? And yet. Every day when she woke up, she yearned for the excitement she used to feel when she was going in to the restaurant, gearing up for a long shift. For the ache in her muscles after it was all over. For the burns and cuts that had marked her hands and arms – hands and arms that were now soft and smooth, bearing only faint memories of their previous life. Like her. A faint memory of the woman she had once been. She knew it. She was sure James felt it as well. Her absence, her lack of – Izzyness. But she had no idea how to fix it.

She passed Will a plate of home-made champagne truffles, and gestured to him to pass them around. He was mid conversation with Julian, her father-in-law, and neither man looked up.

‘ … and the beauty of it is that we vet all the parties involved, so it’s just an extension of Henry Butler’s. You’re not going to arrive at your chalet in Val d’Isère to find that you’ve been lumped in with a group of people you’ve got nothing to say to. You’ll be with people like you.’

‘What’s this?’ James asked, taking a swig from his beer.

‘Will’s new wheeze,’ Julian said. ‘He’s trying to convince me it’s going to be the next big thing.’

‘It could be huge, Julian. You mark my words. But I won’t be offended if you’re not interested in coming on board. I think Bart is, though.’

Will clapped his arm around James’s shoulders. ‘Posh timeshares and group holidays, basically, mate. We buy a load of chalets, big swanky villas, that kind of thing. Clients can either buy a chunk – x thousand pounds for however many weeks a year, but in a fuck-off villa in Barbados or Tuscany, or even on a yacht – or they can go as part of a group. Singles, couples with no kids, few friends, that kind of thing. We organise it all, make sure the right people go together, provide all the staff. Holiday matchmaking, if you like.’

‘Sounds good,’ James said. ‘Big outlay at the beginning, though.’

Will rubbed his chin. ‘Yep. But no one’s done anything quite like it before. We’ll get loads of press. And the demand’s there.’

‘Is it?’ Julian asked. ‘Times are tough, Will. A project like this … Well, I can see how it could have worked a couple of years ago. But people are nervous right now. Is it the right time to be expanding?’

Will grinned. ‘It’s always the right time to be expanding. Onwards and upwards, you know that’s my motto.’

Will was still holding the plate Izzy had passed him, unaware of her waving her arms at him and mouthing ‘pass them around’ from the other side of the group. Eventually she gave up and went back to the cluster of men to retrieve them.

‘Thanks, darling,’ James said absent-mindedly as she took them away.

‘Caroline’s Bart?’ Julian’s eyebrows caterpillared towards each other.

‘Mm, he sounded keen, anyhow. You sound surprised.’

‘Oh no. Not really. Just thought he was focusing on – I don’t know. New media or something.’

Will shrugged. ‘I think he likes to have his fingers in plenty of pies,’ he said.

‘Well, sign us up for a fortnight somewhere without the kids, eh?’ James smiled. ‘Could do with a bit of a break from the ankle-biters.’

Izzy suppressed a frustrated sigh. Classic, the way James made it sound as though he was beset by children all day long. Last weekend he had spent the sum total of an hour with them, when she had been at the supermarket, and she had returned to find him playing some game on the computer and them with half a pot of jam in their hair.

‘You could? You’re always complaining that you don’t get enough time with them. Make your mind up, darling. And try and keep an eye on people’s glasses, will you?’

James raised one hand to his forehead in mock salute, and she flicked him with a tea towel and left them to it.

11.32 p.m.

Stella stood in the small downstairs cloakroom, reapplying her lipstick and listening to the chatter of the party going on outside the door. She opened her squashy leather bag and pulled out her perfume, spraying a thick cloud into the air around her head. She looked up at her face in the mirror, leaning forward to touch up the thick flicks of eyeliner rising up from the corners of her dark blue eyes. A quick poof of her teased and backcombed bleached hair and she would be done.

As she got her comb out, there was a light tap on the door. ‘S’busy,’ she called. ‘Won’t be long.’

‘It’s me.’ Izzy’s voice came through the door. ‘Open up.’

Stella reached out and unlocked the door with one hand, her other holding the twist of hair she was working on above her head. ‘Hey. Good party. Amazing food, again.’

‘Thanks.’ Izzy closed the door behind her, a flute in one hand and bottle of champagne in the other, leant her head against it and closed her eyes. ‘God. I’m knackered.’

She opened her eyes and her gaze met Stella’s in the mirror. ‘I look about a hundred,’ she said, lifting her fingertips to her forehead and stretching the skin a little. ‘What do you think? Five years younger?’

Stella shook her head. ‘Don’t be stupid. You don’t need any of that crap. You look amazing.’ She put her comb away and began applying another layer of mascara.

‘What, for thirty-five and two kids?’

‘No. Just amazing. Full stop. You’re gorgeous, you know you are. The perfect yummy mummy.’

Izzy groaned. ‘Great.’

‘I know, it’s a vile phrase. Sorry. But, you know, if the cap fits … Here, do you want?’ Stella held out a small fold of paper, and looked at Izzy questioningly.

‘I shouldn’t. I haven’t since the kids.’

‘Up to you. You don’t mind if I … ?’

Izzy shook her head, and Stella unfolded the wrap and shook a little pile of white powder out on to the glass basin surround. She took a credit card from her purse and crushed the small lumps down into a fine dust.

‘Fuck it. Do me one. Not too big.’

Stella held out a rolled-up twenty-pound note, and Izzy took it and snorted the line of coke. ‘Fuck. Gosh.’ She held her nose, wincing slightly as the powder rushed through her sinuses.

‘OK?’ Stella asked.

‘Yup. Just … wow. It’s been a while.’ Izzy opened her eyes.

‘When was the last time you did that?’

Izzy thought back. Before the children. ‘Five years? More? I forgot how – zingy it is.’

‘Zingy. Oh Iz. Only you.’

‘What?’

‘Nothing. You just manage to make a line of coke sound like a particularly refreshing shower gel. Zingy!’

The two women laughed.

‘When did I become so tragic?’

Stella laid her hand on Izzy’s shoulder. ‘Darling. You didn’t.’ She paused. ‘You’ve always been tragic.’

She laughed, and ducked as Izzy took a swipe at her.

‘Sorry, sorry … Bart and Caroline seem happy, don’t they?’

‘Blissfully. I’m so happy for her.’

‘Yes. Was beginning to wonder whether she’d be single for ever.’

‘I think she was too.’

‘I’m sure. What are we going to do about Will and Harriet, then?’

Izzy rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t. Poor thing, she’s desperate for him to propose.’

‘Do you think he will?’

‘He should do. He doesn’t know how lucky he is to have her.’

‘Oh, I think he probably does.’

‘Well she doesn’t think so. If he’s not careful, he’ll lose her.’

Izzy straightened her top in the mirror. ‘God, I should stop gossiping and go and make sure everyone’s got full glasses for midnight, and then fetch the kids – we promised we’d wake them up. They’ll be hell tomorrow.’ She groaned. ‘God. Bloody children. I love them, God knows I love them. But why do they have to be there ALL the time.’ She laughed. ‘I’m so bored, Stell. You’re so lucky to be able to work, to do something that fits around Viking.’

‘Ha.’ Stella zipped her make-up bag shut and turned to face Izzy. Stella and Johnny’s son was a little over a year old, and Stella, a freelance journalist, had been back at work part time after a couple of months. ‘It’s not luck, darlin’, it’s necessity. You try being married to a musician. They’re terribly pretty and they woo you with amazing songs, but when it comes to paying the mortgage, Johnny’s about as much use as Viking, bless him.’

‘But at least you’re both doing what you want to do. You have that freedom. I can’t do what I want to, because working six till midnight in a kitchen is hardly conducive to bringing up kids, James is sick of his job, but he can’t really do much else now, and he has to keep the ship afloat. He hardly ever sees the kids, I see altogether too much of them … We’re stuck.’ Izzy sighed.

Stella raised an eyebrow. ‘There are always choices, Iz,’ she said, a little sharply.

Izzy refilled their glasses and took a gulp of champagne. ‘I know. Sorry. We’re lucky. We’re all lucky.’

Midnight

‘Ten … nine … eight … seven … six … five … four … three … two … one … Happy New Year!’ The large flat-screen TV in the corner of the living room burst into life with the fireworks over the Thames, and the bongs of Big Ben echoed throughout the room as the group of friends and family kissed and cheered and shook hands, and party poppers flew into the air covering the room with multicoloured streamers. Johnny picked up one of James’s rarely used electric guitars that he had plugged into an amp in readiness, and strummed the opening chords of ‘Auld Lang Syne’. The notes reverberated around the room, and Will cheered and pushed everyone into an impromptu circle, Ginny on one side of him, looking flushed and a little overwhelmed, Stella on the other, and they linked arms across their bodies as Johnny played, and sang, up to the bit that no one ever knew the words of, where they just sort of la-ed along. James held the small, sleepy Alfie, who was eighteen months, as he rubbed his eyes and gazed at the spectacle in his living room, and Pearl skipped around in the middle of the circle of grown-ups, gazing up at them, a balloon in one hand, delighted to have all of the people she loved most in the world in one place.

‘We’ll take a cup of kindness yet, for auld lang syne …’ The room broke into cheers again and Pearl clapped happily along with them as the circle broke up and people returned to their little groups. Julian and Ginny began to gather their coats and everyone protested for a minute and then let them go out into the night, a flurry of goodbyes and thank-yous and Happy New Years following them into the cold street, and then it was just the eight of them, and Pearl and Alfie had fallen asleep on James’s lap, and he took them back to bed, slipping their warm bodies under the covers and kissing their foreheads, before going back downstairs for port, a plate of cheese and a game of liar dice with the boys, while the girls kicked their shoes off and curled their legs up under them on the sofa, gossiping about the evening and eating leftovers. And it was the eight of them, James and Izzy, Caroline and her beloved newly minted husband Bart, Harriet and Will, Stella and Johnny. They were an eight, they were two fours, they were four twos. They were not perfect, but they were together, and that was what mattered, and they were lucky. They were lucky.

Later, after everyone had left, Izzy reminded herself of that as she shut the door after Harriet and Will, listening to them stumbling noisily down the path, slipping on icy stones, giggling and whispering to each other. You are lucky, she told herself, as she turned off the lights and climbed the stairs to bed, following in James’s footsteps, treading softly so as not to wake up her sleeping children. You are lucky, she told herself, as she paused outside their bedroom doors for a moment, listening to their snuffling, regular breaths. You are lucky, she told herself, as she went into the room she shared with her husband and began to undress. And with every silent reminder, she wished, secretly, for something – anything – to happen.
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