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Praise for Sarah J Naughton

‘Dazzlingly inventive’

Sunday Times

‘A meticulously plotted exploration of friendship, foe-ship and the lies that bind, which builds to a gripping and powerful conclusion’

Cara Hunter, author of All the Rage

‘The perfect dose of thrills and suspense, this will keep you engrossed to the very end’

Heat

‘Original and stylish... will keep you guessing to the last page’

Sharon Bolton, author of The Split

‘We couldn't put this thriller down . . . brilliant’

Closer

‘Tautly thrilling . . . This has hit thriller written all over it’

Evening Telegraph

‘A perfect example of how a psychological thriller should be written – intricately plotted and full of shocking surprises’

Lisa Hall, author of Between You and Me

‘A clever, twisting story of obsession’

Woman & Home

‘Delivers suspense, twists and sharp writing’

Lisa Jewell, author of Then She Was Gone

‘Deliciously clever. The characters were massively addictive’

Emma Kavanagh, author of The Missing Hours

‘Gripping, electrifying, heartbreaking’

Erin Kelly, author of He Said/She Said

‘Sarah Naughton expertly creates claustrophobic menace at the heart of the place that’s meant to be safest of all – home’

Louise Millar, author of City of Strangers

‘A compulsive, twisting story about trauma and revenge, delivered with dazzling skill’

Sunday Mirror

‘Intelligent. Gripping. Colourful. Great setting. Absorbing characters’

Jane Corry, author of My Husband’s Wife

‘It’s so well plotted you’re looking out for every detail . . . Compelling and scary’

Evening Standard

‘As the tension rose, I turned the pages faster and faster – until the denouement hit me like a juggernaut’

Alison Belsham, author of The Tattoo Thief

‘Brilliantly chilling and claustrophobic, such a frightening concept. I didn’t guess at any point what was going to happen . . . I loved it!’

Karen Hamilton, author of The Perfect Girlfriend

‘Naughton’s novel is full of twists and flashbacks [with] a truly shocking finale’

The Lady


For my wickedly clever friend,
Rhian John, with gratitude.
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@GillingwaterFestival
We’d like to thank everyone for the amazing support you’ve given us over the past 25 years, but after the tragic events at this year’s #GillFest25, the festival will not be returning. If you have any information about the incidents, please contact @ASPolice.


1

For the first time that day, Orly finds herself alone, on the periphery of the milling groups. By now the sombre facades are slipping and occasionally a low laugh will escape, to be swallowed guiltily or met with disapproving looks. Orly understands how they feel. You can only be miserable for so long.

An old man she doesn’t recognise comes up to her, clasps both her hands in his and says, in a trembling voice, ‘Congratulations.’

His blue irises look like they’ve been dissolved in milk and his moist lips continue to move after he’s uttered the word, as if he’s still talking but at a frequency she cannot hear. He’s so old that perhaps he has already begun to speak the language of the dead. Perhaps Harry can hear him and is laughing.

‘Thank you,’ she says, squeezing the papery hands.

He moves away, satisfied, smiling, nodding. He’s done something right. A middle-aged woman bustles over. She explains to Orly that he has Alzheimer’s and apologises if he has said anything to upset her. Orly says no, not at all. And it’s true. She would burst into laughter, but once she started, she might not be able to stop.

The sense of release is terrible and wonderful. The moment the nurses confirmed that Harry was gone, that her duty of care to him was fulfilled, she felt as if she might float out of the hospice window with the sheer relief of being free. Free of fear and pain and indignity and the ridiculous suffering a human body can tolerate before it finally succumbs.

Free of Harry.

An image of him swims up in her mind. Not one of the ones liberally scattered across the tables and fastened to the flower displays – proudly brandishing a football trophy, picking up his degree, laughing with his best man at their wedding – but just a normal memory. Him reading the Guardian at the kitchen table with the sun spilling over the back of his hand, turning the hairs to strands of gold. Why does her brain retain this pointless image of him? He’s not even looking at her. And then, out of the blue, the sense of loss punches her so hard in the chest that she almost doubles over.

She makes it to the patio doors, slightly ajar on this bright winter day to air the overcrowded room – dying young guarantees you a full church – and breathes deeply to try and prevent the incipient panic attack.

Out on the lawn, her friends’ children are playing. Among the dull greens and browns, they are flags of colour, twittering to one another like birds, before scampering away out of sight.

The sun goes behind a cloud and for a moment she can see her ghostly reflection in the glass, her face a landscape of sharp white peaks and deep black troughs. A shadowy figure stands beside her.

Harry?

She turns, but the shadow is only the lumpen bulk of the curtain. For a moment her vision blurs with disappointment. She blinks the tears away. There will be time for that later when she is on her own. Endless time.

In the corner of the room, Thea and Lenny are talking. It’s a relief not to feel the familiar prick of jealousy. To think she used to worry about that sort of trivial shit. When she moaned to Harry that she felt left out, he would roll his eyes and tell her she was being stupid, and now of course it’s perfectly clear he was right. Thea and Lenny both live in London; it’s natural for them to get together more often than the whole group can manage.

Bruno comes over and murmurs something into Thea’s ear, and she turns and walks over to Orly.

Approaching forty, Thea is still as beautiful as ever. In fact, more beautiful now that she’s toned down the brassy gangster’s moll look for something more in keeping with her banker’s wife role. Well, not quite wife, not just yet. She’s wearing a beautiful black wrap dress with bell sleeves, which clings to her tiny waist before flaring out to show off her shapely legs. Orly wanted them to put ‘no black’ on the invitations, but Heather and Graham vetoed this idea. It’s not a celebration of his life, Orly. It’s a tragic loss.

‘I’m so sorry, but we have to go,’ Thea says, wincing.

‘That’s okay. Thanks for coming.’ Orly attempts a smile, but it quivers at the edges and Thea reaches for her hand. Orly clutches it as if to save herself from falling. She and Thea have been friends since school. There was a Before Harry and there will be an After.

‘It was good of Bruno to come,’ she says. ‘Please thank him for me.’

‘He wanted to,’ Thea says. ‘He really liked Harry.’

‘Didn’t everyone?’ Orly says. ‘Mr Bloody Perfect, eh? But they didn’t have to live with him, ha ha!’ The fake jollity jars, but Thea smiles nevertheless.

‘I tell you, that man was a shit patient,’ Orly babbles on. ‘If there was something to complain about, he’d complain. The sheet was rumpled, the pillow was too hard, the lines were itching.’

‘It must have been so hard for you,’ Thea says, squeezing her hand. ‘At least now you’ll …’ She tails off, clearly afraid of saying the wrong thing. Orly wishes people wouldn’t do that. It doesn’t matter what they say, as long as they keep talking and don’t abandon her to the terrible silence.

She nods. ‘It was … it was so …’ The nod becomes a shake and then her hand goes to her face.

‘Oh darling.’ Thea pulls her into her arms and strokes her hair. It’s nice to be held, and Thea is so fragrant and warm that Orly doesn’t want to let go. Then she sees Bruno over Thea’s shoulder, far enough away not to have to engage in conversation, but close enough to make it obvious he’s waiting. She extricates herself.

‘You have to go,’ she says, wiping her eyes.

‘I’m sorry,’ Thea repeats. ‘It’ll get better, I promise. And we’re all here for you. Me and Lenny were just saying we haven’t seen enough of each other these past few years. We need to change that. Not just because of this, because of … Harry …’ she takes a breath after saying his name, ‘but because we’re friends. Best friends for ever, right?’ She gives a weak smile and Orly returns it. Then, clearly sensing Bruno’s impatience, she becomes brisk again. ‘Now, where did I put those pesky children?’

‘I saw them in the garden. Hope they’re not too muddy for the Porsche.’

‘Call me any time. Any time at all. Just pick up the phone.’

As long as it’s before Bruno gets home, Orly adds silently, then feels guilty.

‘I will, thank you.’

Bruno comes over. ‘It was a lovely service. Really lovely.’ He kisses her on both cheeks. ‘Sorry we have to go so soon. Work thing. A real pain.’

‘No problem,’ Orly says, her gaze flicking to his cool eyes and quickly away. Bruno’s sheer size and the aura of money that surrounds him like a fur coat has always intimidated her a little, and Harry too, who seemed to feel the need to stand up straighter and talk louder and plummier whenever Thea’s partner was in the vicinity.

‘We really must have you over for supper soon,’ Bruno says.

‘Sure, yes,’ Orly says vaguely. Bruno clearly has no idea that she lives in Bath: rather too far to come for a supper date.

He takes Thea’s hand and leads her away, and Orly feels another stab of loss. If only they were fifteen again, her friends would never let her go through this alone, even if she wanted to. They would smother her with their attention, sleep on her bedroom floor, adopt her grief as their own. She and Thea and Mel and Lenny, the four of them as inseparable as sisters.

But she’s not alone for long. Mel comes over, her hair bursting from the constraints of its clips to coil around her face like friendly snakes.

‘Oh my God,’ she mutters. ‘I got stuck with this old duffer for twenty minutes, listening to him explaining the mechanics of oil-well shaft-boring devices. I tried to throw in the odd joke about deep penetration, but he didn’t miss a beat! On the plus side, I didn’t have to say anything, so at least I managed to stuff my face in peace for a while.’

Mel’s nerves are making her gabble, but Orly is glad of the change of energy. She’s had about all she can take of murmured commiserations.

‘You okay?’ Mel is looking at her, really looking into her eyes, where Thea’s gaze slid across her face.

‘Getting there,’ she says.

‘Oh God, I wish I didn’t have to go. I’m so sorry.’

‘That’s okay.’

‘Billy’s been on his own all day, which is fine – he’s seventeen, not five – but if I’m not there he’ll just game all night, and he’s got school tomorrow.’

‘Of course. Don’t worry, honestly.’

‘Hun,’ Mel lowers her tone. ‘You’ve lost so much weight. Are you sleeping properly?’

‘I’ve got some pills … Don’t worry, they’re not the addictive ones. I’m getting a couple of hours a night.’

‘I can’t believe it’s been so long since we saw each other.’

Eighteen months, but Orly forgives her. Though he might not think so, Billy is still a child, and Mel works her arse off in the café six days a week. She shouldn’t have to traipse forty miles to see her friend’s dying husband.

‘This has been wonderful. Really. Harry would have been proud of you.’

‘Heather and Graham arranged it all.’

‘Did I say wonderful? I mean average, ha ha.’ Mel grins. She knows how Orly gets on with Heather and Graham. ‘You were brilliant. So strong. The slide show pictures were gorgeous. Was the one of him diving off that rock from your honeymoon?’

‘He lost his trunks when he hit the water and everyone was standing watching. I had to wade in with a towel for him.’

Mel chuckles.

‘I wanted to try for a baby that holiday, but Harry said we should wait until we’d been working longer and would get all the maternity benefits. I should have followed my heart, eh? Then maybe … then …’ Sorry, Orly mouths, and her face crumples.

Mel holds her for long minutes, rubbing her back, kissing her hair, shushing her as she sobs and trembles, and eventually the fit passes.

She can’t meet Orly’s eye as she takes her hands to say goodbye. Orly has always tried to keep it to herself, her envy of the other three for their beautiful children, and now she’s made Mel feel guilty. Pregnant at twenty, it wasn’t easy for Mel. People shook their heads and muttered about the waste, but even way back then, Orly felt a pang of envy. And now, nearly two decades on, the pang has hardened to a shard of glass twisting in her heart. They started too late; the cancer was already gnawing at Harry’s bowel and the chemo ended all that for good.

‘Oh babe, I wish … I wish …’

Now Mel is crying, and in the end, it is Orly who dries her friend’s tears, gently smoothing them away with her sleeve, as she does with the kids at school when they fall and graze their knees.

‘We’re going to see more of each other, okay?’ Mel says, sniffing. ‘I’m not just saying that. We are. These things are gonna happen to us in our lives, and we need to be there for each other. We always have been and we always will be, yeah?’

‘Yes.’

‘I love you.’

‘Love you too.’

She watches Mel pass through the dwindling crowd, nodding at those with whom she has chatted. The smile she receives from Harry’s mother is brittle as she clocks Mel’s jumpsuit and heels, perhaps catching the whiff of Primark. Mel’s phone is already pressed to her cheek as she passes out of the door, to tell her son that she is coming home.

Home.

Without Harry, the flat will never be home again.

Orly goes to the bar and orders another drink. While she’s waiting for it to be poured, she feels eyes on her back and turns to find Heather, Graham and Lucy looking over. Heather crooks a finger at her, and with a sinking heart, Orly picks up her glass and goes over.

The twins have been great. Lenny is proud of them. They sat quietly in the church with their colouring books, answered politely when people spoke to them, didn’t fight when they were left to their own devices back at the hotel, and now they come when she calls them, emerging from the dusk of the garden, only a little bit muddy. She was slightly concerned to see them playing with Lewis and Jade earlier on, but there don’t seem to be any obvious injuries as they run into her arms.

They’re still just about light enough to be carried, one in each arm, up the mercifully shallow treads of the hotel’s sweeping staircase. She pauses halfway to catch her breath, gazing out of the tall window at an overcast sky washed pink with dusk. Their suite is on the first floor, looking out across the bleak garden to the Mendips beyond. The main bedroom has a king-size, but Lenny walks past it to the interconnecting room beyond, where two little beds are lit by the honeyed glow of a bedside lamp.

As she’s helping them clean their teeth, she puts a call through to the main desk to summon the hotel babysitter, and a minute or so later, a teenager appears. Her pale face is marred with acne and her limbs are as rickety as a young lamb’s, but she smiles when she sees the children and sits down on Greta’s bed and asks the name of her cuddly monkey.

Lenny kisses them, tells the girl to help herself to soft drinks and snacks from the minibar, and heads back downstairs.

The staircase is lined with photographs: stiffly posed Victorians, smug Edwardians surrounded by the trappings of empire, tragic soldiers and old men with Labradors, and finally, gaggles of privileged children riding ponies and skippering yachts. Families are supposed to endure through the ages, but Orly’s has been cut off before it began. Though perhaps it was for the best that she and Harry never conceived. He lingered for so long in that hushed room of pain that smelled so strongly of air freshener whenever Lenny visited. It would not have been fair to inflict that on a child; better no parent at all than one so diminished, so unavailable. That’s what she told herself more than once throughout Harry’s illness. Her own children will never know their father, so they’ll never feel his loss.

Carrying the twins up the stairs has really taken it out of her, and she pauses to puff her inhaler; then a thought occurs to her that makes her lean heavily on the banister.

This could easily have been her own funeral. How many asthma attacks has she had in the past year? Four? Five? She’s come to terms with the fact that it will be this that kills her, but what if she doesn’t make it to the twins’ adulthood?

The banister creaks as she pushes herself upright. She needs to take better care of herself. When she gets back home, she’ll order several more inhalers to make sure she has one in every room of the house; she’ll cut down on the booze, do more exercise, try to reduce her stress levels. She owes it to the twins. One parent is enough – her wonderful happy children have proved that point – but that parent has double the responsibility to stay alive.

Downstairs, the room is emptying out. Only close family remain. Lenny recognises Orly’s parents talking to the vicar. They look so much older than when she last saw them, the summer that school ended. More aged than the twenty intervening years could account for – and somehow lost. They must have thought their daughter was safe, that their lives would be a smooth transition to overindulgent grandparenthood. Now they will be contemplating the worst kind of parenting duty: attempting to nurse their broken child back to life.

Orly is in the clutches of her in-laws. Lenny orders a gin and tonic, and as she waits at the bar, she watches them talking quietly. Now that the tragi-gracious masks have been removed, their expressions display the bitterness of a family convinced that their son would still be alive if he’d had a better wife. Orly looks terrible. As emaciated and ill as Harry did on Lenny’s final visit to Bath six months ago.

Six months.

How could she have left it so long?

She’s a bad friend, she thinks, as she sips the drink (cheap gin and flat tonic). There were plenty of excuses – the twins, the merger, the distance – but she knows in her heart that she was just weak. Too weak to face Harry in the extremity of his anguish. Too weak to stomach the horror. Well, she will do better.

Downing the drink, she orders two more to be delivered to the library, and goes over to the group surrounding Orly like papal inquisitors. As she draws nearer, she hears the conversation. It’s about money. About items loaned and required to be returned. Life insurance payouts and next of kin. Grief translated to hard numbers, to avenge emotional wounds with material ones.

‘Hello,’ she says loudly. ‘We met at the wedding. I’m Leonora.’ She shakes hands with enough firmness to make the father wince. ‘It was a lovely service. Particularly the eulogy.’ Harry’s sister smiles and can’t restrain herself from casting a glance up and down Lenny’s trouser suit.

‘Do you mind if I borrow Orly?’

Not at all, the family murmur. It’s time they thanked the vicar.

‘Perfect.’ Lenny beams, then, taking Orly by the shoulders, she propels her out of the room and into the library next door. Earlier on, a few stragglers were hanging out here, but now the place is empty, the cushioned hush broken only by the crackle of a log fire in the grate.

‘Sit,’ Lenny says, pushing Orly into a leather club chair. ‘Drink.’ She picks up the gin (a better brand, fresh tonic) and puts it into her hand. ‘Tonight, my love, we are getting wasted.’

Orly leans back against the creaking leather, closes her eyes and drinks.

How many times have they been drunk together? Lenny wonders as she sits down opposite, watching the flames dance in Orly’s glass. The first was at the Oak when they were in the fourth year at Summer Hall. Two pints of cider added to the bottle of cheap wine they’d sunk in Lenny’s bedroom to start the evening off. They’d met Thea and Mel in the pub for a prearranged rendezvous with the local boys’ school. Rich might have been there, she can’t remember now. Certainly by nine they were outside, vomiting in the quaint little gutter that ran down the street, wondering how they were going to get through the next hour before Lenny’s parents came to collect them.

Could it be possible that one sip has brought a little colour back to Orly’s cheeks? Or is it just the glow from the fire? A log shifts, collapsing in on itself in a shower of sparks, and she thinks of another fire: a bonfire surging up into a night sky fluttering with bunting.

The last time they were properly off their faces was at GillFest, the summer they left school. They’d learned to take their drink better by then, and the festival was a last hurrah before they went their separate ways, vowing to be best friends for ever. And they have been, Lenny supposes. At least, that’s how she refers to the three of them: her best friends. Or, more recently, her oldest friends. The ones who know you best in the world. Except this isn’t true. Lenny has no concept of what life is like for Mel: a single mum working in a café in a small market town a stone’s throw from where she grew up. Or for Thea, who, with her cashmere, her perfect highlights and her size 8 frame, is the clone of every other kept woman of a certain age in London, desperate to hang on to her rich man. And then there’s Orly. How can she possibly imagine what Orly’s going through?

‘Good girl. Drink up. Plenty more where that came from.’

Orly opens her eyes, looks at her watch and winces. ‘I can’t get smashed. I’m at Mum and Dad’s tonight.’

‘Listen,’ Lenny says. ‘I booked a suite. You don’t have to stay, but I just thought a little company and a lot of alcohol wouldn’t go amiss. I totally understand if you’d rather be with your folks, though.’

‘Yeah, right,’ Orly snorts. ‘No, I think I’d rather get royally trashed.’

So they do, carrying on long after the last straggler has enjoyed his final free drink, after the staff have cleared the room and ushered them to the conservatory, until the poor boy standing sentry at the bar is wilting against the optics and the sun is pinking the sky behind the bare winter trees. Then finally, too drunk to hold a train of thought for more than a few seconds, they wend their way upstairs.

At some ghastly hour in the morning, the twins climb into bed with them. Jackson has brought his book about trains and Greta snuggles between them and starts plaiting Lenny and Orly’s hair together.

When the sun is fully risen, Lenny untangles herself and gets up to order breakfast. While she’s on the phone, she watches her children playing with her old best friend. They like Orly, probably because she’s always taken the time to talk to them, instead of over their heads to the adults. She even found time for them during the funeral, telling Jackson that he was taller than any of the boys in her class at school and sitting with Greta to draw crayon rainbows on the order of service.

It brings to the fore a thought that has been playing on Lenny’s mind ever since Harry’s illness brought home to her how terrifyingly fragile life is. That she might have made a mistake when she chose a guardian for the children. When they were tiny, she just assumed they would be best off with someone whose lifestyle reflected her own: a life of private schools and exotic holidays. But – and her EQ has always lagged far behind her IQ – she’s come to realise there might be more to a child’s happiness than money.

And now, watching Orly reading, for the fourth time, a book about trains to a five-year-old boy, the morning after she has buried her husband, Lenny makes a decision.

After breakfast, Orly takes the children into the garden while Lenny pays the bill and checks out. Joining them afterwards, she finds them in the middle of a leaf-throwing battle, just as Orly is splatted right in the face by a particularly accurate shot from Jackson that makes her slip over. Lenny hurries to check she’s okay, but Orly, lying on her back on the muddy lawn, is laughing. The twins rush over to pelt her with leaves, romping over her like puppies, while she laughs and laughs, her cheeks pink, her eyes as bright as they were when they were children themselves, with the whole sparkling world laid out for them.

Lenny waits, smiling, until the game is over and the participants, muddy and wet and panting, are staggering to their feet. Then, giving the children a twenty-pound note, she tells them to go and buy Orly a present from the glass cabinet of hotel-themed goods in the foyer. They skip off, delighted by this responsibility, and Lenny hopes they return with the teddy bear and not the dreadful paisley scarf.

Orly, coming to stand beside her, smiles wistfully after them.

Lenny turns to her. ‘Can I ask you something?’

Orly’s smile fades. She’s got too used to bad news.

‘If anything was to happen to me, would you be Greta and Jackson’s guardian?’

Orly blinks in surprise, then beams. ‘Of course, I’d love to! The kids are gorgeous. But …’ The smile fades. ‘I’m on my own now and my salary isn’t exactly … I’d hate them to miss out on the stuff they love.’ She lowers her eyes and rubs a smear of mud from her pale hand.

Lenny grasps the hand. ‘I don’t give a shit about any of that. All that matters to me is that you love them. I know that’s a hard ask, to love someone else’s children …’

‘It’s not,’ Orly says simply.

‘In that case, say yes.’

Orly laughs. ‘Yes. And thank you. It’s a privilege to be asked.’

They embrace, then Orly pulls away and looks intensely into Lenny’s eyes. ‘But I don’t want you going anywhere any time soon, so please look after yourself.’

Coming from Orly, this is not just a platitude.

‘I promise,’ Lenny says, pleased. Not only was this the right decision for the twins, but it has made her friend happy. It might even be a relief to the original guardian: after all, there aren’t many people who’d be happy to be saddled with someone else’s children. ‘In that case, I’ll contact my lawyer and get my will changed.’

The children come running out, the paisley scarf flying above their heads like a banner of war.

After the gift is handed over, the two women hug quickly, saying little, to try and preserve the magic of the moment, and then Lenny leads the children back to the car.

‘You’ve been so good today,’ she says as they set off. ‘As a treat, when we get home, you can order anything you like from Just Eat.’

‘Dough balls?’ Jackson says.

‘Including dough balls.’

‘Cheesecake?’ Greta shouts.

‘And cheesecake.’

The cheering lasts all the way to the M4.

Gillingwater

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia

Gillingwater is a small village in west Somerset with a population of 2100. It has been in constant habitation since the Bronze Age, and whilst it boasts one of the oldest Saxon churches in the country, pagan offerings have been discovered in local wells and springs and streams dating from prehistory all the way to modern times. There is evidence that the ancient woodlands around the village were used by Druids, and neo-pagans claim that the village lies in the meeting of ley lines that connect directly to Glastonbury, Stonehenge and Badbury Rings.

Since 1994, a music festival has taken place on farmland near the village over the closest weekend to the Summer Solstice. From new-age themed folk beginnings it is now a lucrative annual event that attracts visitors from all over the world and showcases some of the biggest international bands.

Local residents make regular attempts to get the festival banned, citing issues around pollution, antisocial behaviour, safety and crime. Defenders of the event argue that they are reviving earlier traditions of a midsummer festival that took place at this site in prehistory, involving worship, ritual and, some claim, human sacrifice.
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