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Praise for Araminta Hall

‘Rare and very refreshing … a novel where middle-aged women are represented in all their wise, sensual, flawed complexity. I enjoyed it SO much’

Marian Keyes

‘I loved it, right down to the utterly chilling final line’

Gillian Flynn

‘A psychological thriller in the truest sense of the word: a thoughtful examination of the psyche of three credible women with baggage and flaws. So much will resonate, not least Hall’s exploration of gender politics and motherhood. At points I was folding pages repeatedly. Deeply unsettling. Recommended’

Sarah Vaughan

‘A propulsive and addictive study of the darkness of obsessive love. I was completely gripped from the first word to the last!’

Lisa Jewell

‘Not only a deeply satisfying psychological thriller but an insightful and sometimes disquieting exploration of relationships, families and the challenges and pressures confronting women today’

Cara Hunter

‘A tense, intelligent thriller that kept me gripped and guessing until the final page – and thinking long after that’

Erin Kelly

‘A brilliant exploration of the secrets and hidden lives women create for themselves as they try to navigate their way through life. The friendships are real and touching, the relationships are consuming and passionate. I read this in no time and really enjoyed the pace, flow and insights Araminta writes about. A fabulous novel of modern love, life and people, with an excellent twist’

Dorothy Koomson

‘A dark, delicious thriller which holds the complexity of female friendship at its heart. I loved it’

Louise O’Neill

‘Addictive and disturbing – like watching a slow motion car crash through splayed fingers’

Tammy Cohen

‘As merciless a thriller as I’ve ever read. Astonishingly dark and sensationally accomplished’

AJ Finn

‘A cracking read’

Steph McGovern

‘A slow-burning, tense build to a furious conclusion. Female friendships and the compromises women make are explored in stark detail, and through three different perspectives the story develops to a pleasing and very just ending. It’s great’

Harriet Tyce

‘Perfect Strangers is a painfully honest, haunting portrait of friendship, betrayal, marriage and disappointment. While Hall is able to keep you on the edge of your seat (and awake much later than you should be) she can also make you weep, such is her insight and lack of judgement of the human condition. A beautiful book that will stay with me for a very long time’

Dolly Wells

‘Beautifully written and expertly structured – a masterclass in psychological thriller writing’

Simon Lelic

‘A taut, fascinating psychological thriller that explores timely themes about how society judges women and their sexuality. Be prepared for questions to linger in your head for quite a long time afterwards’

Julia Heaberlin

‘A stunning, dark novel about who women want to be and the reality of who they are. Beautifully written, thought-provoking and should not be missed’

Samantha Downing

‘A taut, nasty thriller about what society does to women who like sex. I loved it!’

India Knight



To my family, past, present and future, both by blood and by design
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‘At present, moral responsibility is too weak an incentive in human affairs … The thing is a defect in human life of today – thoughtlessness for the well-being of our fellow men; and we are all guilty of it in some degree.’

Lawrence Beesley, The Loss of the SS Titanic



WEDNESDAY APRIL 10TH, 1912



LILY

The funnels were surely too big. They were easily the biggest man-made things Lily had ever seen and they made her feel like she was floating, even more so than normal. They could, in fact, be bigger than the terrible, dreary hills she had to stare at out of one of the hundreds of windows at home, hills which only moved between the dankest of colour spectrums, from forest green to granite grey to coal black, only allowing a sprinkling of violet purple on the rare occasions the sun shone. Like the hills, the funnels were imposingly dark, all four of them standing so straight and true, as if there was nothing to worry about.

She turned her attention back into the dining room and focused on Henry, absorbed in his newspaper. She imagined telling him what the funnels made her feel like and the look of scorn he would give her, if he even acknowledged her words. She looked instead at what he was reading, but there on the front page was a replica of the ship she’d just been staring at through the window. The Titanic to leave Southampton Today on her Maiden Trip Across the Atlantic, she read, the words blurring in her eyes. Because the sensation of the two ships, of herself soon to be in one of them, made her feel dizzy, as if she was going to have one of her turns, but she forced herself away from the edge, desperate not to annoy Henry more than was necessary.

She concentrated instead on the laughter coming from the next table; two women and a man, excitedly discussing the crossing they were about to make, as if there were things to look forward to. Their voices were cut from glass and tinkled across the china, the toast, the kipper bones, the scraped bowls of porridge and cold cups of tea that had constituted their breakfast.

Her gaze involuntarily strayed back to the window, out of habit from home, but she forced her eyes downwards, away from the ship and into the street. It looked like a river of people streaming below, a palpable sense of adventure rising from them like steam, which tickled at the glass.

One of the women on the next table laughed again and Lily wished she could share in the joy around her, but all she could feel was a deep, lacerating fear, which speeded her heart and slicked her skin with sweat. And it wasn’t really anything to do with the funnels looking too big; it was more because her life was joyless and loveless and graceless and had been for far too long. She folded her hands protectively over her raised skirt, wishing for things she could barely believe in.

Her mind tipped and swayed, but she forced it to steady by holding on to the thought that they were finally going home, or at least, back to her home. Once there, she was certain things would get better; her nerves would calm and the prospect of the baby wouldn’t terrify her like a nightmare constantly stalking her thoughts. And, if she still felt this daily terror at home, perhaps there was some way she could refuse to board a ship back to England. She would appeal to May somehow and beg her for help, cling to her if necessary.

Henry snapped his newspaper so it made the sound of a whip and Lily jumped in her seat. He allowed their eyes to meet for the briefest of seconds, although that was all it needed.

‘Are you ready?’ she asked, trying to pull her mouth upwards.

He looked pointedly at her untouched egg, the yellow yolk congealed against the side of the shell like blood, which made her wonder how she’d forgotten to eat again. He snorted his derision and stood, so she followed, knocking into the table, which made the china clink together.

‘For God’s sake,’ he growled under his breath. One of the laughing ladies glanced quickly over at them and Lily worried that she would have dampened her happy day.

Henry strode before her through the dining room with all the confidence of his birthright, while she trailed in his wake. A few people glanced up as they passed, but she doubted any of them knew him because, strangely, they were not staying in the smartest hotel, where his set would be, but a smaller, cheaper one, not on the best road. She supposed some of the women might recognise him from the society pages, not that she knew when he’d last been in them, as she’d long ago stopped trying to track her husband’s progress through the gossip columns.

Becky was in their bedroom trying on Lily’s blue hat when they opened the door. She pulled it off her head too hastily, so her hair caught and her cheeks flushed as she met Lily’s eye through the glass.

‘You really should not touch my things, Becky,’ she made herself say, the words sticking in her throat.

Becky bobbed her head. ‘Sorry, Ma’am. I was just finishing off your packing. It was all a mess when I came in.’

‘My wife always leaves everything in a mess,’ Henry said, which made tears smart to Lily’s eyes.

At almost her first society party in London, when she was still a fresh-faced, rosy-cheeked new bride, straining with love and passion, an older American woman, a duchess no less, had taken Lily to one side. ‘You look like you are in love,’ she’d said, in a voice which had reminded Lily so much of her mother’s rich Southern drawl she’d longed pathetically for the woman far away across a long ocean.

‘Why thank you. We are very happy,’ Lily had replied, looking over at her new husband as he chatted to a group of men. He looked so fine, in his smart clothes with his thick moustache, that she found it easier to forget his greying hair and short stature.

‘Well, be careful,’ Consuelo Vanderbilt – as Lily, as every aspiring American girl would have known her to be – said. ‘I have come to learn that the British upper-class male spends his formative years being hugged and kissed only by working-class maids and nannies, a taste which never leaves him.’

Lily had turned to the tiny, delicate woman standing next to her, but all she saw in her eyes was a flashing knowledge. ‘Ours is a love match. Henry – Fitz – has been the perfect gentleman.’ She hated having to call her husband by the nickname everyone used in London. His middle name was Fitzherbert, but she thought the diminutive made him sound insubstantial, like a cracker or a firework, which everyone knew shone brightly for only a few seconds before extinguishing entirely.

Consuelo had raised an eyebrow in a perfect arch. ‘At least we knew what we were doing in my day. I mean, there was no pretence then, you swapped your millions of dollars for a title and thought it fair until you arrived on this wet island. I cannot believe you girls failed to learn our lessons.’ She’d popped open her tiny, tortoiseshell bag and handed Lily a thick, embossed card imprinted with her name and address. ‘You know Fitz was almost bankrupt before he met you?’

But Lily didn’t see how that was possible, with his smart London house and the castle they were going to visit in Northumberland in just a few days. His tailored suits, his gold watches, the beautiful ring he’d given her, the fine wines he liked to drink, the private railcar he’d hired to take them back to Newport to speak to her father.

‘I – I think you must be mistaken,’ she’d stammered.

Consuelo had leaned in closer so Lily could smell the violets on her breath. ‘It’s time to grow up, Lily, dear. You have to create your own life over here, you have to fight for it, because if you don’t, it will consume you whole. Not that you have to do it alone; there are people who will be your friends if you let them. And, believe me, you will need them.’

Becky had been her friend once, her dearest friend, in fact. The person she’d confided in when writing to May had seemed like too much of an admission of failure, the person she’d laughed with when nothing was funny, the person she’d sat with on cold nights when home seemed a million miles away. The person who’d listened and held and comforted her.

‘Organise the cases, Becky,’ Henry said. ‘Lady Elsworth and I will walk to the ship. Also, tell Dr Henderson to make his own way there.’

‘Yes, Sir.’

Lily tried to catch Becky’s eye as she hurried from the room, but she kept her head determinedly low.

‘Have you taken all your medicine this morning?’ Henry asked, as he gathered up his papers.

‘Yes.’

‘I’m so bored with reminding you.’

‘But I never forget.’

He snorted, which made Lily wonder if she really had taken it. She tried to remember the sensation of mixing two drops from the glass bottle into her water and found it impossible to tell if it had happened or not, if what she was remembering was from this morning or from all the other mornings she’d done the same thing. Her heart began to race, but then Henry was making for the door of their room, and Lily knew it would irritate him too much to find the bottle and check, so she simply followed him out and downstairs into the crowded Southampton streets.

They were very noisy and bright, which filled up too much of her mind, so it felt hard to fully believe in what she was doing, as if there were a veil in front of her face. She wanted to cover her ears and shut her eyes, but knew it would anger Henry, so concentrated on her feet on the ground, on placing one in front of the other. In that way she could move without too much consequence, without feeling that she was part of anything larger.

The quayside was even busier than the streets and the atmosphere was heavy with activity, the scents of sweat, smoke and rose mingling in an acrid mess that made her lift a handkerchief to her nose. She forced herself to glance up at the ship towering over the scene, but its hugeness spun her head so she had to immediately look back down, knowing that when she felt this way she had to take every second as it came. She forced her attention to the tiny buttons on the back of her gloves, made her mind wonder at the delicacy it would have taken to sew them, imagined the women bent over tables spending days at this work.

It succeeded in getting her to the bottom of a wooden gangplank where people were filing up into the ship, white ropes on either side to keep them safe. They had to stop and wait their turn, which she knew would irritate Henry and, sure enough, he huffed dramatically behind her. She turned and saw him looking up at a metal gangplank high above them, crossing over from a large metal structure, on which she could see people ambling serenely, looking down at the crowds below. It was an ornate, beautiful contraption, clearly the first class entrance, and it made everything feel wrong, because before today there would have been no scenario Lily could have imagined in which they weren’t up there. Henry’s face was red and contorted and she knew how slighted he would feel to be beneath, in every sense of the word. The unlikelihood of what they were doing knocked into her again so she couldn’t catch her breath for a moment.

Her turn had come to ascend the much inferior structure which would transport them into the similarly inferior part of the ship and all she could do was step up. She held on to the thick rope as soon as she could, enjoying feeling its heft, as if it could support her. Henry was close behind, his hand on the small of her back, and she had a sudden desperate desire to turn and run, because it would be like this for the next week, this feeling of being enclosed and trapped, with no hope of escape.

Henry pushed into her back, the pressure mounting, even though she couldn’t move any faster because there was a line of people in front of her. She tried to turn to him, but, before she could, he gave her a sharp shove and she fell forward, knocking into the man in front, who had to grab on to the rope to stop himself falling into the woman in front of him. He turned, his face moving from anger to concern when he saw Lily.

‘My apologies, Sir,’ Henry said from behind her. ‘My wife is often unsteady on her feet.’

‘It’s quite all right,’ the man replied, his cheeks reddening. ‘I hope you’re not hurt, Madam?’

Lily shook her head, her throat clogging with tears. But the man had turned and was already taking larger strides to catch up with his companions in front of him, who were all looking down at Lily, pity smearing their faces.

The baby was quiet in her stomach, so she thought it was safe and, it was true, she was often unsteady. And she must have been mistaken because, even though Henry had never needed much of a reason to hurt her, there was no way he would have endangered the baby by pushing her on purpose. He’d told her too many times that a baby was all he wanted and her pregnancy had certainly been the most fervent wish for all the years they’d been married. Before this year, she’d long given up hope at the thought she would be able to do this for him, long accepted her uselessness as her body failed and faltered, so, when the unlikely conception came, she found she couldn’t quite believe in it, couldn’t quite make herself even desire what lay at the end of the nine months.

‘Come on, then,’ Henry said behind her and Lily had to make her feet move again because there was simply no other option.



LAWRENCE

Lawrence opted to walk from his hotel to the ship because it had struck him when he woke that it would be the last time his feet connected with the ground. He would obviously walk on deck, but that was different from the solid mass of earth which overlaid the planet he’d marched across for the past thirty-four years. He expected to feel a greater sense of sadness as he walked, but it took all his energy to make his feet move and so he let the moment pass and wondered why he’d expected otherwise.

There were streams of people making their way to the quayside and the streets had a holiday atmosphere from which he felt totally excluded. He wondered absent-mindedly if something had happened to his senses because nothing seemed very clear, as if he were existing inside a box or something, everything was muffled. But the thought didn’t worry him because soon he would be dead and that was the only bit of comfort he’d been able to find in the past miserable year. People liked to say that time healed, but what Lawrence had learnt was that misery existed so physically it was like another presence, almost like an entity within his body.

He turned a corner and then he was standing at the top of the street which led to the ship. All around him, people were stopping and gasping and, it was true, she did rise up like an island before them. She reared out of the sea, her vast black body stretching upwards towards the white decks, topped by monstrous funnels and impossibly tall masts reaching skywards, with such an intricacy of lines and wires snaking off them. It made him wonder why he’d chosen such a dramatic way to end it all. Not that he’d really chosen, the opportunity had more sort of presented itself to him as he’d been walking back from an appointment down Leadenhall Street and seen the advertisements for the ships which carried people across the Atlantic to America.

He’d decided to kill himself a few weeks before that, understanding that a life without Cissy simply wasn’t going to be possible. He’d given it his best shot for a year, but nothing was working and there seemed increasingly little reason to keep trying. Even Alec wasn’t enough of a pull; in fact he was a propulsion, because any fool could see that Lawrence was contaminating his son with his misery.

After he made the decision, he’d felt such a deep sense of peace for the first time since Cissy breathed her last, that for a few days he was calmed, walking around as if in a dream. But then the practicalities started to sink in and he’d begun to realise that the need to die did not exist in and of itself, but came attached to so many other decisions, all of which could affect a young boy. It was obvious that he couldn’t do it at home because what if Alec found him, or even heard the maid scream? But when he started to think like that, he also realised that even if he jumped in front of a tube train, or from a bridge into the Thames, still Alec would have days of confusion whilst the police looked for him and relatives were sent for. He toyed with the idea of taking Alec to stay at his parents’ house and shooting himself in the woods, but knew he couldn’t do that to his mother.

The plan had started to shrink around him, until sometimes he felt as if it were enveloping his body and he might die of suffocation, sparing himself the bother. But then his eye had been turned to the posters of a fleet of huge ships promising so much. He’d stood staring, his own face reflected over that of a boat in a picture, and an idea had started to form. If he took a trip, then Alec would have to be sent to relatives before he left, which would mean he would be safe and settled by the time news reached him of his father’s death. And if he jumped from a ship and didn’t leave a note, then no one would ever even be sure it was suicide, it could, after all, just be a terrible accident, and Alec wouldn’t have to live with the knowledge that he wasn’t enough to keep his father tethered to the earth.

He drank in that poster, looking at the hulk of the bow astride the waves, as if it owned them, as if it had defeated nature, and his idea had mutated into fury, which built into hatred. Hatred not just for the arrogance of the ship, but the fact that Cissy would never sail on the ocean, the fact even that she’d left him alone by so selfishly dying. And then he’d hated himself also for thinking like that and it all felt too big and too hot and maybe the sea was the only thing that could extinguish this pain. It was all too easy to imagine himself jumping, a tiny speck against the side of the ship, and it was the most exhilarated he’d felt since Cissy’s death.

He knew that Cissy would be furious at his plan, but the truth was he was too furious with her to care. His death, in fact, would not just be about releasing himself from the daily pain of trying to live without her, but would also be a punishment for her for not taking proper care of herself and leaving him behind.

Lawrence had spun around in that moment, so furious he worried he might scream. Surely it was an affront to all decency that she had chosen to ignore all his warnings and let herself die? And surely the world needed to implode, to buckle and fall into itself so that nothing remained except for dust and ashes? Because, surely, the whole world recognised the futility of existence without Cissy?

His anger had propelled him through the door and up to a long, curved wooden desk, redolent with polish which made its surface glitter like a promise. The young man had tried to entice him with luxuries he could never have afforded anyway, but Lawrence had waved him away and told him his mind was already set, all he wanted was a second class ticket, one way. And now he was here, the moment arriving quicker than he’d anticipated.

The air of the quayside was full of noise and bustle, the sun illuminating streams of activity which seemed so futile to Lawrence that he wanted to shout at everyone to be quiet, there was no point in all this momentum, one day they would be dead and then none of this would matter. There were so many bodies, a mess of people jostling and bumping, that it took him a long while to reach the point at which he could board.

The stone of the pavement gave way to the wood of the gangplank and in the step he took he felt like he’d entered a new world. The ground now swayed with the water’s undulation and so he looked down at the grey, frothing water of the harbour as he climbed into the belly of the ship. It was dotted with bits of debris and yellowing foam, reminding him of a weak soup, which turned his stomach.
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